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    Warning 
 
      
 
    While this book is a fantasy focusing on the adventures of Alexis and Molly, there is content that may be uncomfortable or trigging for some readers. Specifically, there are depictions of emotional abuse and manipulation, and of self-harm.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Prologue 
 
      
 
    “You’ve returned,” the Queen said, looking dispassionately down from her throne of thorns and iron. The iron sizzled against her skin pleasantly—burning, crackling, cracking. The poisonous metal blackened her skin even as her magic healed her in a vicious, addictive loop.  
 
    The fae—the vampire—knelt before her on one knee, both hands clenched into fists. He was nervous—good. “I have, my Queen,” he murmured, not daring to look up at her. 
 
    She ran one finger along the edge of a particularly large thorn. “Why?” 
 
    He snarled. “I was banished from the Dark Court.” 
 
    She pressed the tip of her finger to the thorn, not yet puncturing. “For what?” 
 
    “Harming the new consort.” 
 
    The words surprised her and she unintentionally sliced her finger against the thorn, too distracted to draw out the experience. Black blood dripped slowly and the vampire—so predictable—watched it with hungry interest. As if she’d ever share with him—but she didn’t clean it away. Let him watch, let him crave, let him starve. “What new consort?” 
 
    “The Prince has taken a lover—a human lover. He’s rather vicious in protecting her.” 
 
    “That is,” she paused, looking for the correct word, “Unfortunate.” There were so many others she could use: unbelievable, inconvenient, infuriating.  
 
    The vampire wasn’t sure why it should matter. The Dark Court was weak, a mere imitation of his own great kingdom. He looked up at his Queen, and thought viciously: ‘yes, they are only shadows of greatness.’ 
 
    “I am glad to be home, at least.” 
 
    The Queen gave him a calculating look. “Who says I have need of you?” 
 
    He stared at her, shocked. She was discarding him because of one mistake? “Your Highness,” he began, the words choking in his throat.  
 
    “I do not need courtiers who cannot behave properly,” she informed him, standing up and walking down the stairs. They were alone in the great Audience Chamber, which he hadn’t thought strange until now. 
 
    “I am sorry, Your Highness,” he began, lowering his head contritely. “I will do what I can to make up for it.” 
 
    “Will you?” she asked, touching his chin, smearing her blood along his jawline as she lifted his head up so he could meet her gaze. Her voice low and husky, she asked him: “Will you do anything for my forgiveness?” 
 
    He gazed up into her pale face—she was so beautiful, so perfect, like a marble statue. How could anyone wish for a better Queen? “Yes,” he told her without hesitation. 
 
    “Then I have a request for you.” He waited eagerly as she bent down and pressed her lips to his ear, but his eagerness quickly turned to dismay at her words. “Leave this Court of your own free will.” 
 
    “What?” he croaked, sure he had misheard. 
 
    She pulled away and sashayed back to her throne, calling over her shoulder, “I want a connection to the Solitary. I want eyes, and ears, and a voice among them.” 
 
    “Those beasts?” he asked, sneering. “Mangy, dreadful, useless creatures.” 
 
    She clicked her tongue in disapproval as she settled back on her throne, crossing her long legs at the knee. “I wouldn’t look down on them yet. You’ll learn soon enough that they are far from useless.” 
 
    “But,” he began, for a moment forgetting that one does not contradict their Queen. 
 
    She interrupted him sharply. “If you don’t like it, you can always return to your grandmother.” 
 
    The vampire growled at this suggestion. His grandmother was a faery, and had rejoined her people after both of her grandchildren were taken from her. He was not welcome where she now resided, and even if he was, who would want to live in that misbegotten place? 
 
    He swallowed and closed his eyes. He had no real choice—if he could not be with his Queen, he would at least try to serve her best interests. “And this would help you?” 
 
    She lowered her lashes and held her hand out to him. Without thought, he almost tripped over himself to reach her, to kneel at her feet. She ran her thumb over his lips, parting them enough so that she could press the digit against one of his many fangs—teasingly, just like the thorn, not enough to break the skin. He didn’t dare move, wanting to taste her, but unwilling to take what she had not yet offered. “If you do this for me—if you get me what I want—I will show you my gratitude.” She removed her thumb from his mouth without another word and his decision was made.   
 
    * 
 
    The vampire had one thing to do before he did his Queen’s bidding. He paused—no, she wasn’t his Queen anymore, was she? He had renounced the Court just as she requested, and he was free to do as he wished. Before he joined the Solitary, he had someone to visit. He knew just where his friend would be.  
 
    The incubus was hidden from mortal eyes, practically pressing his nose up against a window. He looked quite ridiculous, but the vampire doubted the incubus cared—he was completely oblivious to the world around him. The vampire came up beside the incubus and looked inside, where a Halfling girl laughed with a mortal. He knew them both. The Halfling was his half-sister, and the mortal was the bane of his existence, the reason he had obtained his Queen’s displeasure. He bared his teeth, but both girls were facing away from him and didn’t see.  
 
    “Are you just going to stand there?” he demanded.  
 
    The incubus cast him an irritated look. “Go away,” he hissed. “She’ll see you.”  
 
    “And what of it? I don’t feel like skulking,” he replied, sneering. “Let her see me. Let her see you for that matter.” 
 
    The incubus scowled and turned away, not wanting to miss any time watching the Halfling. The sun shone through the window on her bronze skin, dulled by the glamour she wore to fit in with the stinking, filthy, pathetic, weak mortals she’d left him for. But he had some pride in the fact that none of them had seen her full beauty—none except him. 
 
    “Why don’t you just take her already?” the vampire asked, sounding bored, but he was honestly curious. 
 
    “I can’t,” the incubus replied through clenched teeth.  
 
    “Why not? It’s not like it hasn’t been done before.” 
 
    The Halfling, the vampire’s half-sister, had been retrieved from the Mortal Realm to ease her grandmother’s grief. The incubus had only been involved when she’d expressed a desire to go home and she needed incentive to stay. It should have been easy—after all, as an incubus, he could persuade anyone to do anything he wanted, be they mortal, Halfling, or fae. But one look at her and he’d decided not to force her—he’d win her, fair and square. 
 
    Only he hadn’t won. His jaw clenched at the memory. At first, he’d thought he had. She’d smiled at him so brilliantly; she’d given him everything he could have asked for countless times. Her perfect pink lips had shaped the words ‘I love you’ a hundred times. And she did—no matter what she said, he knew she loved him, even now. And yet she’d walked away all the same. She hadn’t just chosen a mortal life—no, she’d banned him from that life as well. He hated it, even now his fists clenched as he watched her laugh with the other girl, the one who’d ruined all his happiness, all his plans. Because of this foolish girl, she had chosen the mortal life instead of him.  
 
    “You’ll drive yourself mad like this,” the vampire commented, watching his sister impassively. They had very little in common and there was no affection between them—he’d only been following orders when he’d fetched her. “Either take her or be done with her.” 
 
    The incubus’ fists clenched so hard he could feel his pulse thrumming in his fingertips. Take her or be done with her. Take her. Or be done with her. But neither was an option. He breathed deeply in through his nose, and as he let it out he smiled—after all this time, an idea finally formed. “I won’t have to do either.”  
 
    The vampire snorted. He had to at least try to bring his friend out of the madness. After all, he’d be falling into his own madness soon enough, once he followed through with his plans. At least one of them should remain sane. “I told you, you’ll—” 
 
    “I’m not going to drive myself mad,” the incubus snarled, the beautiful lines of his face contorting in rage. He forced himself to relax. “I won’t have to. She’ll come to me.” 
 
     “You have a plan?” 
 
    “I do.”  
 
    A murmured sentence later, the vampire began to laugh—slow at first, and then it became harsher and higher as he bent over in mirth. At least one of them would get what they wanted. “Oh, this is good.” The laughter stopped suddenly, but he was still grinning. “I hope it works,” he said, completely sincere. 
 
    “Just leave,” the incubus snarled, shoving his friend to emphasize his point.  
 
    The vampire finally turned away. Once, he would have offered his help—it would be fun, to thwart the human by taking his sister back. But he was no longer in a position to assist. He’d come here to say that he had left the Court, to explain what had happened, but he left without a word. Perhaps they weren’t really friends anymore, and perhaps that would be for the best. The Solitary didn’t have friends anyway.  
 
    After the vampire had left, the incubus pressed his hand against the window again. He was invisible to all except the most gifted, but his fingers still left smudges behind. “Soon, you’ll be mine again,” he murmured, his eyes raking over her as if to memorize her, though he’d already accomplished that long ago. He stayed that way, staring like a starving man at a feast without leave to eat until she and the other girl retired from that room, leaving his immediate sight. Usually he would follow, find somewhere else to watch from—there were always other windows—but today he turned away. He had a plan now, and he needed to prepare.  
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    Chapter One: Bittersweet Company 
 
    Molly 
 
      
 
    The group of teenagers laughed and talked much louder than necessary on their way up to the ice cream stand’s window. It was a beautiful, sunny day at the beginning of October and everyone was taking advantage of a last glimpse of mild weather before the fall declined to wet and freezing winter. Because it was the first day in weeks that the temperature had risen above sixty, Molly was dressed in a pale pink halter top and a pair of jean shorts that showed off her long tan legs. Her group approached the window one or two at a time to order. 
 
    “What are you getting?” Alexis asked as she pulled her wallet out of her back pocket. Unlike Molly and most of the other girls in the group, Alexis was dressed for typical October weather with jeans and a lightweight, white hoodie. It wasn’t because she was cold, but because even at this time of year she was prone to sunburns and preferred to cover up instead of slather on sunscreen. 
 
    Molly slung an arm over Alexis’s shoulder as she hummed thoughtfully. “I think I’ll get.…” she dragged the words out as she looked at the menu, though she was having a hard time focusing. “Ohh, how about a mint Oreo shake?” 
 
    “Nice.” Alexis pulled out a ten-dollar bill as she stepped up to the window and ordered a chocolate-dipped cone for herself and the milkshake for Molly. 
 
    “I’ll get it next time,” Molly chirped, her chest tight as she watched Alexis pay. 
 
    Alexis turned and gave her a look that so clearly said ‘stop feeling bad about it’ that Molly had to laugh and pull her into a hug. Molly had very little spending money these days and Alexis tended to pay for her without asking first. 
 
    The group migrated to one of the nearby picnic tables. Molly listened attentively as Cassi told a story about something that had happened earlier in the week. Cassi’s new boyfriend, Michael, had his arm slung around her shoulders and Molly caught his hand occasionally dipping down to skim Cassi’s breast. And because she was watching, she also saw that Cassi always artfully shifted away without dislodging him entirely or drawing too much attention to herself. 
 
    Molly glanced at the counter and called cheerfully, “Looks like food is up. Give us a hand, Cassi?” She didn’t wait for an answer before skipping to the window, Cassi and Alexis joining her. “You okay?” she whispered. 
 
    Cassi gave her a briefly questioning look, one that was so obviously feigned that Molly snorted in disbelief. Alexis glanced at them as she took custody of two ice cream cones. Molly nodded subtly, and Alexis stepped away without a word, biting into the thin chocolate coating of her own treat before asking who else had ordered one.  
 
    “Seriously, spill. Are you okay?” Molly asked again, picking up a tray with two milkshakes and two sundaes. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Cassi said, her smile a bit strained. She was focused on the counter, reaching for another tray of desserts, but Molly balanced the dessert tray and put a hand on Cassi’s shoulder. 
 
    “Just let me know if you need me, okay?” 
 
    Cassi placed her own hand over Molly’s and smiled at her before murmuring, “Thanks.” Then she turned to the counter and grabbed the other tray of ice cream. She laughed a little too loudly as she joined the group, snuggling up to her boyfriend as if to prove that everything was perfect. 
 
    Molly set the tray down in the middle of the table and everyone grabbed their orders. She plucked her own milkshake from the tray and took a long, deep pull from the straw—which was a terrible decision. She coughed and choked and had to force herself to swallow the mouthful, cringing at the combination of sickly sweetness and bitter metal. Everyone stared at her in surprise except Alexis, who thumped her hard on the back and said, just a touch too loudly: “Jeez, girl, you’re not supposed to inhale it.” 
 
    Molly laughed and wiped her mouth, grinning. “But it’s just sooo good,” she lied, taking a much smaller sip this time. She’d had ice cream recently, but it wasn’t until that moment that she realized that it had always been from a half-gallon at home. Something in the mixing process, or maybe the mint flavoring, made the milkshake taste like it was made from sugarcoated nickels. The second taste wasn’t as bad now that she knew what to expect, but she still set the milkshake down, unable to finish. Now she felt even guiltier about Alexis buying it. 
 
    Before she could become too morose, a hand reached out and picked up the shake from in front of her. She glanced up to see Alexis taking a long drink.  
 
    Alexis raised an eyebrow. “What? You said it was good. Here, have a bite of mine,” she offered as she held out her half-melted ice cream cone. Molly leaned forward and took a cautious bite, properly wary. But the vanilla and chocolate tasted as she’d expected—sweet, with just a touch of bitter dark chocolate. It was definitely the mint flavoring that had ruined her milkshake. 
 
    She grinned and took the ice cream cone from Alexis, “I dunno, I think I need a bigger bite.” The vanilla ice cream dripped onto her hand and she licked it away before it could run down her arm.  
 
    “Suit yourself, I should have gotten the milkshake anyway.” Alexis took a loud, showy sip and then turned back to the rest of the group as if nothing had happened. 
 
    Molly listened to the chatter as she finished the ice cream, wondering exactly how much Alexis knew. The truth was, Molly had spent a year in the Faery Realm, and she’d only returned home a few months ago. Since she’d spent seventeen years in the Mortal Realm, it wasn’t as much of an adjustment as it might have been, but there were still things she had to reacquaint herself with. The biggest problem, rearing its ugly head again and again, was food. The food in the Faery Realm had been unique and delicious, barely resembling what she could find at home. Upon returning to the Mortal Realm, she discovered that the food here either paled in comparison or was so disgusting that she couldn’t stomach it. She’d thought she’d been hiding it well—she barely tried anything new with witnesses, just so she wouldn’t have to explain away her involuntary reactions—but somehow Alexis had noticed. She shouldn’t have been surprised. Alexis had been to the Faery Realm to bring Molly home, and she’d changed there too. She was more open with everyone now, laughing easier, and not as self-conscious. But some things remained the same—like her tendency to watch others quietly, making her own observations. It was silly of Molly to ever think she could have fooled Alexis, but she hadn’t wanted her friend to worry, and she hadn’t wanted to explain. There were so many things she still hadn’t told Alexis, but it wasn’t the right time.  
 
    “Well, I have stuff to do,” Alexis announced, shaking the empty milkshake cup. She turned to Molly and asked, “You coming or staying?” 
 
    Molly squinted her eyes as she smiled knowingly. “I don’t know, does this ‘stuff’ have anything to do with a certain college student?” 
 
    “It might,” Alexis replied, toying with the straw idly. 
 
    Mandy gave a bad imitation of a wolf whistle. “Man, you guys are still going hot and heavy, huh? But how come you never invite him to join us?” 
 
    “Who?” Michael asked, his arm over Cassi’s shoulders again. He leaned forward with interest, his eyes skating over Alexis’ chest for briefly before returning to her face. 
 
    “Alexis’ boyfriend,” Cassi replied, her smile tight. 
 
    “Huh, didn’t know you were dating anyone, Lexi.” 
 
    The conversation stalled for a moment as everyone glanced at him in surprise. Alexis gave him a curious look and said, “It’s Alexis. And yeah, his name is Keir.” 
 
    Michael snorted. “What kind of name is that?” 
 
    “It’s Irish.” 
 
    “What? I totally thought he was Asian,” Mandy replied. 
 
    Alexis shrugged. “He’s an interesting mix. Anyway, it’s,” she checked her wristwatch, “Almost one o’clock and we’re supposed to hang out today.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t wanna crash the party,” Molly chirped. 
 
    “She’s fine with us,” Cassi added, her smile more genuine as she turned the expression back to Molly. 
 
    “If you’re sure.” Alexis gave Molly a one-armed hug and hurried off, the curls of her blond ponytail bouncing with each step. 
 
    “You know much about this guy?” Michael asked. 
 
    Maintaining her smile, Molly replied, “Yeah, I’ve met him a few times. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “I was curious about what Lexi’s type was.”  
 
    Cassi turned to stare at him, giving a pointed look to his arm around her shoulder. He hurried to explain, “I mean, she’s kind of a weird chick, you know? I was just wondering.” 
 
    “Okay,” Molly said slowly. Then she pursed her lips in thought—how to describe Keir? She wanted to be as honest as possible, without actually telling the truth. After all, the truth was that he was a Prince of a Fae Court, which wasn’t easy to translate. Alexis told everyone he was a student at the local University so that they wouldn’t question why they’d never seen him around before, but she was purposefully tight lipped about everything else. Molly had only met him twice, and she didn’t ask too many questions. She burned to know more, but she was afraid that the more questions she asked Alexis, the more questions Alexis would ask in return. And she just wasn’t ready to play quid pro quo yet. Eventually, she would be. Or so she kept telling herself whenever the guilt started to edge in. 
 
    “Let’s see,” she said, dragging the moment out. “I guess I’d call him goth? Like, nothing intense or extreme, but he’s definitely always in black.” She wondered if it was a preference or if it had something to do with the fact that he belonged to the Dark Court. 
 
    “Yeah, when we met him, the dude was head to toe in black even though it was eighty degrees,” Mandy chimed in. Keir had come to see Alexis and found her at a pool party at Cassi’s house. Molly didn’t know much about what was said, but about a month ago, Alexis had started seeing him on the weekends. 
 
    “Really. She didn’t seem the type,” Michael mused. 
 
    “And what type does she seem?” Cassi asked, her eyes narrowed. 
 
    “What? Come on, babe, I’m not, like, into her,” he said, chuckling. “She’s just so quiet and mousy that it shocks me she’s dating anyone.” 
 
    Molly raised an eyebrow at that description. Alexis did have her quiet moments, especially in large groups, but Molly wasn’t sure she’d ever heard anyone describe Alexis as mousy. But Michael was new, and might not have had a chance to see Alexis’ stubborn side. “Well, they’ve been dating since June. He seems like a really cool guy.” Then, on a whim—and because it was the truth—she added, “He’s the jealous type though. And I hear he’s a pretty good fighter.” 
 
    “A fighter? What, like MMA or boxing?” Mandy chimed in, looking confused. 
 
    “Something like that. I haven’t seen him in action, but Alexis told me about it, and she sounded pretty impressed.” 
 
    Lena snorted and said, “Really? I can’t imagine Alexis dating a fighter. Maybe a swordfighter or something geeky like that.” 
 
    Molly’s smile fell as she looked Lena in the eye. She decided to give her one chance to recant her statement, or to explain herself, and asked in a controlled tone: “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    “Well, a fighter would, like, exercise, right?” she asked nastily. “And Alexis isn’t exactly,” she paused, completely oblivious to the warning looks, “The type, you know?” 
 
    “What type is that?”  
 
    Lena gave a significant look at her own lithe frame and then looked back up at Molly and said vaguely, “The type that likes to exercise.” 
 
    Molly had never particularly liked Lena, but she was one of Cassi’s friends, so Molly usually tried to be polite. But no one could expect her to hold her temper after those implications. “Shut up, Lena. Nobody asked your opinion.” 
 
    “Like, chill, Molly, I know she’s your friend and all, but you don’t have to jump down my throat,” Lena said, rolling her eyes. She gave the group a look that said ‘back me up here’ but most of them had learned early on not to slight Alexis, at least when she wasn’t there to defend herself. When Alexis was present, she held her ground with sharp and witty comments, and Molly tried to soothe both sides. But when someone said something nasty when Alexis wasn’t around, Molly was quick to shut them down. 
 
    “So,” Brian piped up, setting down his empty sundae cup and wrapping an arm around Mandy’s shoulders in the same pose as Michael and Cassi. “What’s new with your life?” he asked the table.  
 
    The tension slowly simmered down, but Molly was already in a bad mood. She ate the last bite of her cone and announced, “I’m gonna go home.” Before anyone could object, she was on her way. A cloud covered the sun, and she suddenly felt the chill of the October day and wrapped her arms around herself. She should really ask Alexis more about her relationship with Keir. Molly felt weird, not knowing after all these months. Yes, Alexis would ask questions about her time in the Faery Realm, but maybe … maybe it was time Molly finally answered. 
 
    It was a fifteen-minute walk to her house and she debated with herself the entire way. She had just about made a decision when she reached her driveway and something caught her eye. A bouquet of white roses sat on the doorstep. She looked around, wondering if the person who left them had stayed to watch her reaction, but she didn’t see anyone. Her mother’s car wasn’t in the driveway, which explained why they hadn’t been brought inside yet. She stooped down to pick them up with a vague sense of déjà vu. The flowers seemed familiar, which was ridiculous because of course they were familiar: they were just roses.  
 
    The bouquet was tied together with a gold ribbon, the exposed stems carefully stripped of thorns. Their scent wafted up to her and she opened the door as she raised them to her face for a slow inhale. Petals brushed her cheeks and lips as she immersed herself in them, but what should have been a soft touch instead sharply stung. She let out a surprised cry as she dropped the bouquet to the floor. Droplets of blood clung to the petals of the white roses for a few seconds before the flowers greedily absorbed them, but as the blood disappeared, the tainted flowers turned gold. 
 
    She’d seen the effect before and she stared at the fallen roses in horror. The Dark Court, where she’d spent a year in the Faery Realm, where Alexis had come to find her and found Keir along the way, was made of miles and miles of hedges of these flowers. Whenever she was lost, all she needed to do was feed them a drop of blood and they’d show her the way. When she’d first arrived, they’d turned red from her offering, but as she spent time in the Faery Realm, the color had subtly shifted from red to bronze. She’d never seen it gold before, and her gut clenched as she wondered at the implication. But that wasn’t the worst part: she’d met plenty of fae during her stay there, but there was only one person who would send her such a gift—beautiful, but dangerous. “Dax,” she whispered, then covered her mouth, afraid that calling his name would sound like encouragement, like she wanted to see him again. But the door remained closed, the house remained silent, and she remained alone. 
 
    “Why are you here?” she groaned, slumping against the door as she covered her eyes with her hands. Her face still stung and she shuddered, not because of the slight pain, but because she wondered about the mental stability of someone who thought carnivorous roses would be a welcome gift.  
 
    Taking a few deep breaths, she calmed herself and reached forward to grab the flowers. She took them to the bathroom and dropped them in a trashcan. Then she returned to her room and searched for a lighter, finding one shoved into the back of a desk drawer.  
 
    Back in the bathroom, she held the tip of the lighter to a scrap of old homework, allowing the thin paper to catch on fire, then quickly dropped it into the waste basket, onto the roses. With a cup of water nearby, she watched the fire consume the roses, smoking and sizzling as it reached the heavy petals. The flowers shriveled and burned until all that remained was black ash.   
 
    Before the fire could grow too big, she dumped her cup of water on it, then refilled and repeated until all that remained was blackened stems, a sopping-wet pile of ashes and the bittersweet scent of smoke. She carried the trashcan outside, holding it as far away from herself as possible, and dumped the entire thing into the big waste bin at the side of the house. When the gift had been disposed of, she put her hands on her hips and looked around. She was disgruntled, but not surprised, when she saw no sign of him. The fae had ways of hiding that she’d never learned to see through. “I don’t want your presents, I just want you to stay away from me,” she hissed. “I mean it, Dax, leave me alone.” There was no reply. Sighing, she returned inside, found some antibiotic cream, and carefully treated the tiny cuts around her nose and mouth.

  

 
   
    Chapter Two: A Very Important Date 
 
    Alexis 
 
      
 
    Alexis fiddled with a silver pocket watch as she waited outside of a video store. The first time she’d waited here, the clerks had watched her intently through the windows. There weren’t any bus stops nearby, so no one could guess why she chose to wait in such a specific place. They didn’t see the rift in space that shimmered a few feet behind the store, even if they were looking right at it. Over the past month, Alexis had learned to see it, but she still couldn’t travel through it on her own, so she waited. 
 
    She hadn’t been waiting for long when a figure stepped out of the rift. He was average height, slim, with dark, almond-shaped eyes and silky black hair pulled back into a ponytail. She didn’t know why he always wore his hair that way when in his human guise—she liked it much better when it was draped over his shoulders, or hanging in his face as he smiled down at her. Her boyfriend had the best smile ever, and he was aiming it at her now.  
 
    “Hey,” she called, grinning back. 
 
    Keir approached her in a few quick steps and wrapped one arm around her waist as he leaned down to give her a quick kiss on top of her soft hair. “There are some advantages to time running more slowly on my end,” he told her.  
 
    “Oh, what’s that?” 
 
    “It has only been a few hours since I last saw you.” 
 
    She laughed and rolled her eyes. To her, they’d met every Saturday at one o’clock for the past four weeks. She left with him through the rift behind the video store, and then returned that same Saturday at five thirty, though some days she was later than others. At the very least, she always tried to be home before dinner. However, since their dates always took place in the Faery Realm, the time they actually spent together ranged wildly. The first Saturday she had left with him she’d spent three anxious weeks staring at the special gift he’d given her. The pocket watch showed her exactly how much time progressed in the Mortal Realm, no matter how quickly or slowly time moved in the Faery Realm. She’d watched for several hours before the minute hand moved, constantly asking Keir if he was sure that it worked. After she returned home at exactly the time the watch had stated, she began to trust it more. She still checked it agitatedly every few minutes when she thought he wasn’t looking, but she tried to relax and enjoy their time together. 
 
    “So if that’s the case, are you too tired to pick up where we left off?” she asked, raising an eyebrow at him as he took her hand and led her to the rift. 
 
    “You were the one who fell asleep afterwards,” he teased her. The conversation paused as he pulled her through the rift. She took a deep breath, the magic popping like bubbles over her skin, and then they stood in the rose-walled corridor of the Dark Court.  
 
    “You know, I’m still mad that you let Molly and I walk all the way through the Woods instead of just telling us about this rift,” she told him as they walked through the maze, presumably toward his rooms. She couldn’t navigate the corridors by sight—especially since the hedge walls tended to move and twist—and she didn’t like her other navigational options, so she usually allowed Keir to lead. She’d navigated the paths alone a few times, but none of them with enough success to make her comfortable. 
 
    He ignored her comment, pretending that he hadn’t heard. When she’d rescued Molly from the Dark Court, he had sent her home the long way around. When he had first brought Alexis back to the Dark Court, she was surprised to find that not only had they used a different rift—one just as close to home—but that they had arrived in what appeared to be the middle of the Court. It cut off at least a days’ travel and left them more time to spend together. She’d demanded an explanation, but hadn’t been too surprised when she didn’t receive one. But it was still her first order of business, every time he pulled her through the rift, to point out his transgression, and she hoped that one day she would wheedle an answer out of him through sheer persistence.  
 
    With the hand not holding hers, he reached up and pulled the tie out of his hair, running a hand through it to smooth it over his shoulder. In the same moment, he dispersed the glamour he wore to hide his real self. His skin went from just pale to translucent, with a heavy gray tinge; his ears stretched to tall, sharp points; but the biggest change was in his eyes. They’d been dark before, the pupil almost indistinguishable from the iris, but there had been the slightest hint of brown, and obvious edges of white. Now they were black, and they’d lost the gleam they’d held just moments ago.  
 
    His task completed, Keir didn’t waste any more time before guiding Alexis down the corridor. After several twists and turns that Alexis didn’t bother counting—they would change before she went home anyway—they arrived at the golden gate guarded by two satyrs. The satyrs nodded at their Prince and his consort and the gate opened to admit them into the Royal Quarters. 
 
    Alexis checked the pocket watch and saw that half an hour had passed in the five minutes it took them to walk down the hallway. “Dang, we really won’t have much time today.”  
 
    “You could stay longer,” he suggested as he pushed open the door to his rooms and gestured for her to precede him.  
 
    “Maybe an hour or so, but it’s not like cell phones work here, and I’d have to call my parents if I wanted to stay any longer than that.” 
 
    “Next time, perhaps,” he murmured softly. 
 
    Alexis nodded briskly and looked around the room, but her shoulders slumped in disappointment. “Oh.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Well,” she began, pursing her lips. “It’s just that …” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “It’s the same.” 
 
    The second eyebrow joined the other. 
 
    Alexis sighed. They hadn’t actually discussed it, but every time she’d come to his room over the past month, something new had been added. The first time she’d entered, when she was still looking for Molly, it had been one large room with no distinction between sitting, sleeping, or bathing areas. When she’d first visited him a few weeks ago, the area was much larger, with the shower and toilet closed off for privacy. The second time, the room had expanded yet again and the chairs that had previously created a cozy sitting area had been given their own nook, where bookcases lined the walls instead of rosebushes, stretching up into infinity. She didn’t know if the top shelves were really there or if there were even any books on them, but the few times she had gone to grab a book, whatever she had been hoping to find was at eye level.  
 
    The third time she’d come, another room had been added, the archway opening next to the bed, and that’s where they had spent a few good hours. In this room, the ground was soft and squishy, resembling the mats used in her gym classes, and workout equipment hung from the hedges, seemingly suspended in the air. 
 
    She’d been excited to see what new thing had been added today, but there was nothing. When Keir just continued to silently wait for her explanation, she sighed and said, “I just thought that you might have added more to it.” She waved at the rooms to illustrate what she meant.  
 
    His smile was soft and amused. “I told you, it’s only been a few hours. Now, if we want to get anything done before you must leave, we will have to begin.” 
 
    “We could just hang out,” she said, but since she didn’t actually expect him to acquiesce, she approached the wardrobe. 
 
    “If we had more time, I would be delighted to,” he paused, trying to remember the slang, “Hang out. But it’s important that you learn these skills, and we only have a fleeting time today.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I know.” She grabbed the bag she’d left at the bottom of his wardrobe and hustled to the bathroom. “You know what you really need in here?” 
 
    “I am sure you will tell me.” 
 
    She glanced over her shoulder and gave him a look that clearly said his comments weren’t appreciated. He smiled blandly and unapologetically, and she rolled her eyes. “You need one of those wardrobes, the magic ones I mean.” 
 
    “You tell me that every time.” 
 
    She stuck her head out the bathroom door. “And yet you still haven’t taken the hint.” 
 
    He smiled softly. “I will see what I can do.” 
 
    “Good.” She retreated to change into her workout clothes, which consisted of neon green gym shorts, a black sports bra, and a black tank top that read: ‘I’m only doing this so I can eat more donuts.’ 
 
    When she returned from the bathroom, Keir had already changed out of his mortal clothes—black jeans and a black button up shirt—and into a pair of loose black pants. As he often did when they were in the Faery Realm, he left his chest bare, and as always, Alexis took a moment to appreciate it. His lean muscles were covered in black tribal tattoos that swirled and shifted independently of his movements. They were beautiful and mesmerizing, but also dangerous, since they were the physical manifestation of Keir’s preferred form of magic. 
 
    Alexis set the pocket watch and her clothes on the nightstand beside the large bed. She glanced at it and told him, “We’ve got about half an hour if my math is right. That’ll give me enough time to get back home without incident.” 
 
    “Then we should get started.” 
 
    Alexis nodded and started stretching even as she walked to the workout room. “So, what did you have planned?” 
 
    “We will review what we did last week, since we do not have time to learn anything new,” he commented as he looked her up and down. She rolled her eyes but grinned, knowing that he was appreciating the view just as she’d just done with him. “You have been practicing?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Excellent. Where would you like to begin?” 
 
    She pursed her lips and cocked her head to the side as she looked him over. “Frontal choke hold,” she decided. 
 
    “Very well.” He approached her and placed his hands around her neck, holding her gently but firmly. “When you are ready.” 
 
    She took a deep breath and nodded. Slower than she would need to move if he had actually been choking her, she rolled her shoulder, lifted her arm with fingers extended, and pushed the tip of her fingers into Keir’s exposed throat with just enough pressure to let him know she knew what she was doing. She turned with the rotation of her shoulder, lifted her knee, and placed her foot on his calf, using enough pressure to hold herself up in that position. 
 
    “You are not going to hurt me like that,” he pointed out, not letting go of her throat. 
 
    “Shush, I’m practicing.” 
 
    She shifted so that they stood in their original positions, his hands still around her throat. With the same motions, but greater speed and force behind them, she jabbed her fingers into his throat and shifted to the side to kick his knee. He stumbled backward as expected, releasing her, but he didn’t collapse and his hands returned around her neck before she could turn and run. 
 
    “Keir!” she cried, glowering at him. 
 
    “You did not hurt me,” he scolded, dropping his hands from her throat. 
 
    “We’re just practicing.”  
 
    “And this practice will do you no good if you do not know the force you need to incapacitate your opponent.” 
 
    She sighed and pushed back a strand of blond hair that had escaped from her ponytail and fallen into her face. “I don’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    “I will heal. If you do not injure and escape your opponent, you may not.” 
 
    She pursed her lips, trying to think of an argument to that, but she had none. They had started the self-defense classes almost immediately, because Keir was worried about retaliation from the people who had taken Molly, and Alexis may be a target. Alexis was at first excited about the lessons—she still was—but they were harder than she’d expected, and his insistence that she hurt him further dampened her enthusiasm. Finally, she nodded briskly and gestured for him to continue. They practiced the move until she’d managed to hurt him enough that she could run the few steps into his bedroom. Then she glanced at the pocket watch and swore. “I’m gonna be late if I don’t get out of here.” 
 
    Keir nodded and fetched a fresh shirt from his wardrobe. 
 
    “Do you think I’m gonna get weird stares if I walk out of here in my workout clothes?” she asked. He raised an eyebrow at her and she grinned. “Right, sorry, forgot where I was for a minute.” The fae wore much stranger things, and would probably enjoy the vibrant green of her neon shorts. She knew one particular shapeshifter that had a penchant for bright, mismatched colors. She scooped up her other clothes and commented, “I need to wash these anyway.” 
 
    Keir escorted her back through his Court and the rift until they stood outside of the video store once again. “I’ll see you next week,” she told him, leaning up to give him a quick kiss on the cheek. He stopped her before she could make a quick escape, running his hands through her hair, destroying her limply hanging ponytail, and brought her closer for a more thorough kiss. She leaned against him and enjoyed the attention and the taste of him for a few moments before finally pulling away. “Next week,” she promised, her voice slightly breathless, and she hurried away from him before he could talk her into an extra hour.

  

 
   
    Chapter Three: Questions Unanswered 
 
    Molly 
 
      
 
    “Cheese and crackers, what did you do to yourself?” Alexis cried in dismay when she saw Molly Sunday evening.  
 
    “I met a cat,” she replied sheepishly. 
 
    Alexis sighed. “Let me guess—you picked it up, and it was absolutely adorable for all of two minutes before it decided it didn’t want to be held anymore and scratched the hell out of your face.” 
 
    Molly pouted. “You act like that’s happened a lot.” 
 
    “Three times that I can remember. But jeez, none of them were this bad.” Alexis reached up and took her friend’s face in her hands, pulling her down to get a closer look. Molly was a full head taller than Alexis and this was the best way for her to inspect the scratches. “Well, they look pretty clean.” 
 
    “I got some stuff on it right away,” Molly replied, pulling away. 
 
    “So, what’d you do with the cat?” 
 
    Molly paused, her shoulders tensing before she took a breath and lied, “Well, it ran away. It was a cute little black and white kitty; I hope it has a home.” 
 
    “If it doesn’t, you’re not adopting it,” Alexis replied as she flopped on the couch. “What do you want to do? Movie?” 
 
    Molly sat down next to Alexis, tucking her feet up under her and putting her arm over the back. “Well, I kind of wanted to hear about yesterday.” 
 
    “Yesterday?” Alexis asked, giving Molly a quizzical look. 
 
    “Yeah, I mean, you spent some time with Keir, right?” 
 
    “Oh, that.” Her expression didn’t clear. 
 
    “What?” Molly asked, pulling her arm closer to herself self-consciously. 
 
    “No, sorry, it’s just, you never ask. I just sort of thought you, uh, didn’t want to hear about it.” 
 
    Molly flinched—she’d been afraid Alexis would take her silence this way. Taking a deep breath, she forced a smile and cheerful tone a she said, “Duh, of course I want to hear about it. You just never say anything, so I thought you were still, I don’t know, testing the waters to see if you wanted to keep it going. Sometimes you just act really cautiously, like if you talk too much about it, it won’t go well.” 
 
    Alexis huffed a laugh and ran a hand through her hair, twining the blond curls around her fingers and staring at it. 
 
    Molly waited patiently for thirty seconds, “Hello, chickie, what’s going on in that head of yours?” 
 
    Alexis blinked at her. “Sorry, I just haven’t gotten used to it yet.” Alexis acted like it didn’t bother her—laughing about blondes having more fun anyway—but now Molly wondered if she was putting on a brave face. She knew that when Alexis was looking for her, Alexis had made a deal with a shapeshifter: Alexis’ brilliant red hair color in exchange for safe passage through the Faery Realm.  
 
    Molly forced her smile to brighten and asked in a sing-song voice, “So how did it go? What did you do?” 
 
    “Umm, we just sort of hung out.” 
 
    Molly waited for further details, but when Alexis wasn’t forthcoming, she poked her in the stomach. “And?” 
 
    Alexis laughed and pulled away. “We just hang out, okay?” When Molly gave her a disbelieving look, she finally relented. “He’s been teaching me self-defense.” 
 
    Molly huffed. “That’s boring.” But she really, she was pleased. Alexis’ relationship was one thing that Molly could feel good about. Alexis never would have met Keir if it hadn’t been for Molly leaving, and Molly was happy as long as Alexis was happy. 
 
    “Whatever,” Alexis snorted. “I’m not saying we don’t make out, but you know how the timeline is, I only had, like, half an hour with him yesterday.” 
 
    “Sounds like plenty of time to me,” Molly replied, waggling her eyebrows suggestively. 
 
    “Shut up.” Alexis’ face brightened in a strong red blush and she turned away, searching for the remote. 
 
    “Okay, okay, if you don’t want to talk about it, we’ll just watch a movie.” Then with a sly smile Molly suggested: “How about American Pie?” 
 
    “How about you shut your pie hole?” 
 
    “How about we eat some pie?” She jumped up, half dancing and half skipping. “Come on, we need pie.” 
 
    “I thought we were watching a movie?” 
 
    “Pie first!” she called, running back to grab Alexis’ hand, then pulling her to the door. 
 
    “Okay, okay, we’ll get some pie,” Alexis said, laughing.  
 
    When Molly turned away, she bit her lip nervously. She should have told the truth as soon as Alexis had asked about the scratches, but she’d been lying for so long, she didn’t know where to begin. Should she wait for Alexis to bring up the subject again, or should she volunteer the information? Alexis had barely asked about Molly’s time in the Faery Realm, which she was originally grateful for, but now … now it had created a wall that she didn’t know how to climb over.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, she stopped Alexis just as the door was closing and began, “Hey, so I should probably mention—” But she broke off as her eyes landed on a package, wrapped in pretty gold paper, waiting innocently on the doorstep. She looked around furtively and pulled Alexis back into the house. “You know what, I don’t need pie; I think popcorn will be just fine.” 
 
    Alexis frowned. “Are you sure? I mean, it won’t take long.” 
 
    Molly leaned against the door, trying to look casual as she held it open and used her foot to slide the package toward her. “No, no, I’m, uh, afraid I won’t like it,” she admitted with a nervous smile. “And I don’t want to waste money without knowing. Not yet, at least. Maybe just a slice, but … y-you know.” 
 
    “Oh, okay. You know, it surprises me that popcorn is fine,” Alexis replied as she settled back on the couch.  
 
    When Alexis’ back was turned to Molly, she quickly bent down and scooped up the package, hiding it behind her back as she straightened and closed the door. “I, uh, had to try a couple of brands, to be honest, but I found this natural one. It’s not very buttery, but it’s fine. Let me just go make that.” She shifted the package around so that she could continue to hide it from Alexis’ view as she hurried to the kitchen. She shoved the box into the closest drawer, denting one of its pretty papered edges, and then found the popcorn and put a bag in the microwave.  
 
    When she returned to the living room with a full bowl of popcorn, she cracked up—there, on the screen, was American Pie, paused but ready to play. 
 
    * 
 
    Molly waited until after Alexis had gone and her mother had retired to her room before she slipped quietly into the kitchen. She knew without opening it that the little gold box was from Dax; she also knew that no good could come from it. But she could never leave a mystery unsolved, and at one point she had thought … well, it didn’t matter what she thought. What mattered was the fact that she would never be able to sleep without seeing what he had left her this time. 
 
    She carried the box down the hall into her room and carefully closed the door. For a moment she considered blocking the door—which didn’t have a lock—to prevent her mother from coming in while she was opening the gift, but her mother very rarely bothered her. It was an argument with her mother that sent her into the Faery Realm, and at first, she’d thought they might be able to patch their relationship when she returned, but that hadn’t happened yet. Her mother had railed at her and grounded her for running away, but when Molly asked her about her father—her real father—her mother’s lips were sealed. So, for the past few months the conversation between them had been stilted, when they bothered to speak to each other at all. Mrs. Connolly left Molly to her own devices, and Molly decided to look at her mother’s distance as a chance for more freedom. 
 
    Molly sat on her bed, crossed her legs, and took in a deep, calming breath. She wanted to find out what was inside the gold papered box, but at the same time, she was afraid of what it might be. Though she had met Dax in the Dark Court, he was really from the Unseelie Court. The stories she’d heard about those fae had terrified and disgusted her, so she’d been surprised by how sunny and open Dax seemed.  
 
    She remembered seeing him for the first time… 
 
    Molly had been in the Faery Realm for a few months, and while it was beautiful and enchanting, she was ready to go home. She missed Alexis, and even if she dreaded seeing her mother after the ugly words they’d exchanged, it was time to return. She’d told this to her grandmother, who had brought her to the Faery Realm, but she’d been put off. ‘Just a little longer,’ her grandmother wheedled. ‘Just until your half-brother returns from his errand.’ 
 
     Though Molly had learned how to navigate the Court with ease, she wasn’t sure she could traverse the wild Woods without help, so she agreed to wait for her half-brother, Ormond. But when Ormond had returned, he hadn’t come to see her, so she was taking matters into her own hands now. 
 
    Molly and Aoibheann went to Ormond’s rooms as soon as soon as Molly could convince her grandmother. Molly rarely spent time in his rooms, mostly because she didn’t like being alone with him, but she was so excited by the prospect of going home that she rushed ahead of Aoibheann and knocked heavily on the door, wearing an expectant smile as she waited for him to answer. 
 
    The door opened, and Ormond grinned down at her. She no longer flinched when she saw that mouthful of fangs, but only because she was prepared for them—it was still a very unsettling sight, and she was sure he took pleasure in unnerving her. “Well, hello, sister. I’m sorry, but I’m rather busy now, I simply don’t have time to entertain you.” He began to close the door, but she stuck her foot in the gap and grabbed onto the doorjamb. 
 
    “Grandmother and I have a request. Can’t you make a little time?” she asked, impatient to leave now that she’d made up her mind.  
 
    “Well, if you insist.” He opened the door to invite her in. She swept past him, opening her mouth to demand that he take her home now when she caught sight of someone else in the room, leaning one hip against a table by the bed. Startled, she paused, closing her mouth and glancing between Ormond and his guest. 
 
    “Well, now, who is this?” the man asked, his voice a low purr. He pushed off the table and approached her, smiling broadly. Unlike Ormond, his teeth were nice and square, so white and perfect that she might guess they were glamoured if she didn’t know better. Outside of practice, glamour was reserved for the Mortal Realm—there was no reason to hide from the other fae. His skin was sun-kissed gold, and his brown hair was streaked heavily with blond, giving her the impression that he spent as much time outside as possible, bathing in the sun’s light. No, perhaps that wasn’t enough—he looked like he was the sun’s light, and she thought dazedly to herself that if gods exist, he surely must be Apollo. 
 
    She licked her lips and gave him a shaky smile. “Hi, I’m Molly.” She held out her hand for him to shake, but when he clasped it in his long fingers, he lifted it to a set of perfect, full lips and pressed a gentle kiss to her knuckles. 
 
    “Dax,” he murmured, his lips still pressed to her skin. 
 
    She couldn’t help it—she giggled. “What, really?” 
 
    He grinned at her. “Really.” 
 
    “Dax.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Just Dax.” 
 
    He nodded, his honey-brown eyes sparkling with mirth. 
 
    “Well, okay then, I guess that’ll do.” 
 
    “Do you disapprove of my name?” he asked with mock offense. 
 
    “No, it’s just … well, I don’t know. I guess I was expecting something closer to Helios or Phaedrus.” 
 
    He chuckled, the sound rumbling deep in his chest and she took a step toward him without even realizing it.  
 
    “I’m sorry to disappoint.” 
 
    “You’re not disappointing,” she said breathlessly. 
 
    He reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “I am very glad to hear that,” he murmured, so quietly that she had to take another step toward him—just to hear him better, of course, not because she felt a sudden desire to lessen the space between them. He put his other hand on her face, cupping her cheek. He was a good four or five inches taller than her, but right now Molly noted that this was exactly the perfect height for kissing. 
 
    There was the sound of a throat clearing behind the pair and Molly blinked. What was she doing, almost plastering herself against a perfect stranger? She pulled away from him, glad that her bronze skin made it harder to see the blush heating her cheeks. She turned around and scurried back to where Aoibheann and Ormond stood watching them.  
 
    “You came here to ask something?” Ormond reminded her, amusement clear in his voice. 
 
    “Yes,” she replied, a little louder than necessary. “I’m going home, and Aoibheann says she’d prefer if you escorted me.” 
 
    Ormond looked over at his grandmother, but Aoibheann didn’t discredit Molly’s story.  
 
    “You’re leaving?” Dax asked. 
 
    She looked at him, absurdly pleased that he was frowning at her in disappointment. She nodded slowly. “Yeah, I umm, I have to go home.” 
 
    He looked taken aback and upset, as if her leaving was the worst news he’d heard all year. She turned away to hide her smile. She realized that Ormond was still watching her, so she turned her smile on him. “So, when can we leave?” 
 
    * 
 
    But Ormond had put her off, and instead of returning home, Molly had been left in Dax’s care. It was later that she discovered he’d been specifically enlisted to distract her, and realizing it was all a lie had hurt more than she ever imagined. He’d only paid attention to her because he’d been asked to, not because he’d been struck with love at first sight. The fae couldn’t lie outright, but they could certainly lie with their actions. She’d banished Dax from her life, and when a few months had passed without him contacting her, she’d thought he had respected her decision. But two presents in two days did not bode well—it meant that he had done as she’d asked, given her time to regret her decision, and now he was back. 
 
    Her hands shaking, her mouth dry, she carefully unwrapped the present, revealing a plain box. Lifting the lid, she gave a strangled cry at the contents inside, covering her mouth with her hand to prevent any other telling sounds from escaping her and alerting her mother. Inside was a collection of perfect, beautiful pastries. There were petite fours iced to look like gifts; a miniature tart piled high with gold and silver berries and perfect cream that hadn’t lost its shape even when she’d jostled the box; cream puffs full to bursting, each with a different flavored cream; tiny cupcakes, with frosting in vibrant colors that she knew from experience would stain her fingertips and lips; and scattered amongst the other treats were perfect sugar replicas of laurels, roses, and violets. He had chosen his gift perfectly. 
 
    After months of mortal food, the temptation to pop one of those little flowers in her mouth and let the sugar melt on her tongue was so strong that she had a violet halfway to her lips before she realized what she was doing. She dropped it back into the box, closed the lid with enough force to distort the flimsy sides, and shoved it into the drawer in her nightstand. Tomorrow, she would throw them away, but tonight she was afraid that if she touched the box again, she wouldn’t be able to resist. It seemed that during their time together, Dax had learned her habits and weaknesses too well. As she rested on her side, trying to fall asleep, she couldn’t help but wonder: what would he give her next?

  

 
   
    Chapter Four: Oh, Bother 
 
    Alexis 
 
      
 
    “Today, we’re going to practice our mile run. I’m going to time you and we’ll record it so that we can compare it to your previous attempts,” Ms. Freeman yelled from the front of the gym. The echoes of the students’ groans bounced around them, all except Alexis. It wasn’t that she enjoyed running—she hated it—but she rarely voiced her displeasure when Molly wasn’t there, and they didn’t share a gym class. 
 
    In order to run a mile, the class had to run fifteen laps around the gym, all accompanied by whatever music Ms. Freeman was in the mood for that day. Today, it was springy, happy pop to encourage them to get moving. 
 
    Alexis jogged to the beat, humming the melody to herself when she knew it, pleased to find that even after three laps her breathing was steady. After five laps, she realized that someone had been jogging beside her for a few minutes. She glanced over, noted that it was Cassi’s boyfriend, and looked away. He was several inches taller than her, so she expected him to pass her quickly, but he simply continued to jog beside her. Her breathing was growing a bit labored by the eighth lap, but she managed to point out, “You’re going to hurt your time if you keep this pace up.” 
 
    “That’s okay,” he replied, giving her a smile. “I had a question for you, Lexi.” 
 
    “It’s Alexis,” she panted. After a moment, she asked, “And this couldn’t wait until we finish running?” 
 
    “I was just wondering how long you’d been dating this guy.” 
 
    She glanced at him, her brow furrowed. “Huh?” 
 
    “Your boyfriend, Kerry.” 
 
    “Keir,” she corrected. Even though she was tired—only five laps to go—she picked up the pace. Michael skipped ahead of her for a moment, misjudging her speed, then lolled back to keep in step with her. She shot him a suspicious look, but decided to answer his question. “The beginning of the summer.” 
 
    “Cool, cool.” 
 
    She expected him to run ahead since he didn’t seem to have any other questions, but he just continued to jog beside her. She rolled her eyes and picked up speed again until she was breathing so hard that she couldn’t have answered his questions even if she’d wanted to. 
 
    She was out of breath and red-faced when she finally stopped next to Ms. Freeman to get her time. “Nice hustle, Dearborn. I think you shaved a full minute off last month. 8 minutes and forty-nine seconds.” 
 
    Alexis nodded, holding the stitch in her side, and dragged herself to the drinking fountain. Keir had told her to take up jogging to improve her endurance—it did her no good to run away if her pursuers caught up while she was trying to catch her breath—but she had a tough time making herself exercise when he wasn’t around. She was beginning to think he had a point.  
 
    Michael didn’t bother her for the rest of class, and she put his curiosity down to a strange quirk of his personality. She’d only spent time with him in Cassi’s company, which wasn’t the best way to find out what someone was like. She and Cassi had come to a sort of truce during the time Molly was missing, but they still weren’t really friends. She wondered for a moment if she should tell Cassi that her boyfriend was acting strangely, but dismissed it. 
 
    * 
 
    Alexis was tense the next day at lunch, ready to snap if Michael even approached her, but besides a friendly wave and smile, he kept his distance. She watched him surreptitiously, noting the way he casually touched Cassi, and that their relationship didn’t seem to be strained. He didn’t seem to flirt with anyone, and she never caught him staring at other girls. Even if she was starting to feel that she might have overreacted the day before, she remained wary all through gym class. When he didn’t approach her again, she finally relaxed. 
 
    She was leaning against a rail in front of the school, waiting for Molly so that they could walk home together, when a cheerful exclamation of “Hey, Lexi!” startled her. 
 
    She turned her head and scowled at Michael, who leaned sideways against the rail and grinned.  
 
    “What do you want?” she snapped. 
 
    He held up his hands in surrender, but didn’t back away. “Whoa, no need for hostility, I just had a question for you.” 
 
    Her scowl grew deeper and she crossed her arms. “What now?” 
 
    For the first time, he looked unsure and a little offended. “Hey, sorry, I didn’t mean to bother you. I just thought, since you were Cassi’s friend and all.” 
 
    She pursed her lips before she could tell him that she and Cassi weren’t friends. If Cassi didn’t deny the label, Alexis wouldn’t either. In an attempt not to alienate Cassi further, she tried to relax and ask, “What is it?” 
 
    “Do you know when her birthday is? I don’t want to ask her, because that would ruin the surprise.” 
 
    Alexis narrowed her eyes, sure that this wasn’t the question he had meant to ask, but his smile was sincere, if slightly nervous now. “And you’re asking me because …?” 
 
    “Uh, Mandy didn’t know it.” 
 
    “Really?” She drew the word out to show that she didn’t trust this excuse. “You know who probably knows? Molly.” 
 
    “Yeah, I bet you’re right. Here’s the thing, though: I was kind of hoping to have help with the surprise, and Cassi, well, it’s a new relationship,” he explained, as if this was all Alexis needed to know to understand his reasoning. She waited silently, her expression stony. “Well, so far she just seems the type to get jealous, right? So, I want some help from one of her girlfriends, but I don’t want her to think I’m going behind her back or anything. Since you have a boyfriend …” 
 
    Alexis wasn’t quite sure she believed him, but she thought she could see where his thought process was headed. “Her birthday is January 12th.” 
 
    “Oh.” He visibly deflated and she pursed her lips again. Perhaps he really was just trying to be a good boyfriend, she thought, but the sentiment just didn’t ring true. 
 
    “You sound disappointed,” she replied drily. 
 
    “It’s just, that’s a long way away,” he replied. “I don’t know; I guess I was just hoping it would be soon.” He rubbed the back of his neck self-consciously, “Not that that makes sense, since there are twelve months in a year,” he continued, rambling now. 
 
    Alexis wasn’t sure why, but she almost felt bad for disappointing him. “You could make it a Halloween surprise.” She flinched—well, that sounded stupid. 
 
    But instead of looking at her like her suggestion made no sense, he grinned. “A Halloween surprise? What, is Cassi into Halloween?” 
 
    “I dunno, but she holds a party every year.” Alexis replied, turning away from him. 
 
    “Is it something you could help me out with?” he persisted. 
 
    “No.” She caught sight of Molly and pushed off the rail, leaving Michael without another word. 
 
    Molly smiled at Alexis, though it was edged with some concern. “What’s the matter?” she asked, glancing over Alexis’ shoulder at Michael, who hadn’t moved. 
 
    “Cassi’s boyfriend is acting weird,” Alexis explained. “I dunno if it’s actually weird for him, or if it’s just weird to me, but it’s still weird.” 
 
    “Why? What’d he do?” Molly frowned and asked carefully, “Is he making you uncomfortable?” 
 
    Alexis gave her a quizzical look and said, “Well, I mean, he’s being really persistent and nosy, but he hasn’t, like, propositioned me or anything.” 
 
    Molly nodded slowly and said, “He was asking about Keir, you know? When it came up during ice cream?” 
 
    “Yeah, he asked about him in gym class too. If I didn’t know better, I’d think he was some fae trying to worm his way into Keir’s life.” Alexis was a few feet ahead before she realized that Molly had stopped. “What is it?” 
 
    Molly licked her lips and looked nervously around them. “Umm, are you sure he isn’t?” 
 
    Alexis returned to her side, her arms swinging restlessly. “Well, I guess he could be, but what kind of plan would that be? Hang out at a high school, date someone I barely know, and then try to ingratiate himself with me or Keir through that relationship? Like, what would he even gain? I mean, I guess it’s possible—and our lives did get really weird over the summer—but I just don’t think that’s the case.” 
 
    Molly blinked and then started laughing. “Wow, you really thought that out, didn’t you?” 
 
    “It comes from reading too much, everything is a plot to me,” Alexis admitted with a shrug. “Besides, even if that was exactly what he was doing, I’ve already guessed his nefarious plan,” she put a sarcastic emphasis on nefarious. “So, it’s not like he can catch me by surprise.” 
 
    Molly tapped her chin thoughtfully, then nodded briskly. “Good, okay. What’s that old saying? Forewarned is forearmed?” 
 
    Alexis shrugged. “Yeah, that sounds about right.” 
 
    “You’ll be ready for battle!” Molly exclaimed, flicking her wrist to brandish an imaginary sword. They both burst into laughter, and the conversation turned to other subjects for the rest of the walk home.

  

 
   
    Chapter Five: Sparks 
 
    Molly 
 
      
 
    Molly was still on edge the next day, looking over her shoulder, wondering if she’d catch a glimpse of Dax. It wasn’t that she wanted to see him—in fact, she was afraid that he’d pop up, demanding that she come back to the Faery Realm with him. He was being patient now, but she had a feeling that he wouldn’t stop ‘courting’ her just because she didn’t accept his gifts. Her anxiety and fear made it hard to concentrate in school, and she found herself staring out the window for extended periods, not paying attention at all to the teacher or the rest of the class.  
 
    “Molly?” 
 
    She jumped, nearly falling off her bar stool as she looked around in wide-eyed panic. It took her a moment to remember what she was doing—she was in Biology class, and Dave, her partner for this lab, was looking at her with concern.  
 
    “I didn’t mean to scare you,” he said, frowning slightly. 
 
    She blinked. “What?” 
 
    “It’s your turn to look,” he explained, gesturing at the microscope.  
 
    She blinked again, nodded, and put her eye against the glass. She stared for a very long time before she could focus on the cross of a maple leaf they were supposed to be drawing.  
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked when she finally pulled away. 
 
    “Sorry, I was just thinking,” she muttered. 
 
    “That’s not like you.” He paused, then hurried to correct, “No, wait, I didn’t mean that! I think … that’s not how it sounds.” 
 
    He looked so miserable that Molly took pity on him and smiled. It wasn’t her brightest smile, but it still seemed to help him relax. He returned her smile and explained more clearly, “You don’t usually zone out.” 
 
    “Yeah, I was just thinking over some things that happened recently. It’s no biggie. How’s your drawing coming?” she asked, leaning over to glance at his paper.  
 
    “Uh, it sucks,” he replied, giving her a half smile. 
 
    She tilted her head to examine the picture. “Why did you draw a bunch of bunnies?” 
 
    “They aren’t bunnies, they’re the cuticles,” he argued, pointing at the label right next to them. 
 
    She squinted and announced, “Your handwriting is terrible.” 
 
    “Thanks,” he replied dryly. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” she replied with a sunny smile. She began drawing her own diagram and paused when Dave leaned in close to watch. Pursing her lips to keep from smiling, she changed from drawing the palisade cells to drawing a picture of a bunny. Dave snorted and leaned back to take another look in the microscope. 
 
    Molly rested her chin in her hand and watched him. They’d partnered in class a few times before, but otherwise they hadn’t talked much. He was attractive, in a growing-into-himself sort of way with floppy blond hair, long eyelashes, and a well-defined jawline. He caught her looking and ran a hand through his hair. “What?” 
 
    She wondered how he would react if she bluntly told him she was admiring the view. Would he be shocked? Flattered? Would she distract him from the classwork? She kind of liked the idea. She was just parting her lips to tell him exactly what she was doing, when she caught a flash of gold in the corner of her eye. She stiffened and turned to the window, certain that she’d find Dax staring at her through the glass, but there was nothing. Light must have reflected off something—a passing car, someone’s watch—and her paranoia was making her imagine things.  
 
    “Molly?” 
 
    She turned back to him and said, “Sorry, can I take another look?” 
 
    His brow furrowed, but he nodded and inched the microscope closer to her. She looked down, but she didn’t see the blobbish cells that made up the leaf, she was still stuck in her own mind. After a moment, she finally focused, memorized a section, and returned to doodling precise little ovals on her leaf. 
 
    * 
 
    It had been two weeks since Dax’s last present. Molly was finally starting to relax, believing hopefully that he had given up. Maybe he’d understood that she wanted him to leave her alone, and this time he was respecting her wishes. 
 
    She was humming to herself as she put her notebook back in her bag, packing up to move to her last class of the day, when someone stepped up next to her. She zipped her bag and straightened, surprised to find Dave leaning against the desk. 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    “Hey,” she replied with a cheerful, if somewhat confused, smile. “What’s up?” 
 
    He rubbed a hand on the back of his neck and muttered something. 
 
    She cocked her head and just continued to smile, waiting patiently. 
 
    He cleared his throat and said louder, “Are you going to Cassi’s party?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” she replied cheerfully. “I go every year.” 
 
    “Me too. So, I was thinking,” he cleared his throat and then gave her a half smile as he asked, “Do you want to go with me?” 
 
    Molly hadn’t been on a date since the last school year, at least not with a normal human. Where before she would have agreed enthusiastically—she’d never once turned down a date, even from someone she didn’t know very well—now she hesitated. It wasn’t that Dave wasn’t nice—actually, she hesitated because he was nice. Even if she was starting to hope that Dax would leave her alone, she couldn’t be sure. Some instinct told her that dangling Dave in front of Dax would only encourage him to try harder, instead of proving that she was moving on. It might make Dave a target, and she didn’t want to put him in danger. But since she couldn’t voice this, she did something she had never done before—she used Alexis as an excuse. “I always just go to parties with Alexis, I don’t really go with dates.” 
 
    He nodded and laughed, the sound dry and nervous. “Yeah, okay, that uh, that makes sense. Everyone knows you guys are inseparable.” He glanced down, took a deep breath, and looked back up at her. “I wouldn’t mind if she tagged along. We could even make it a double.” He held his breath for a moment before asking, his voice slightly higher from nerves, “She’s got a boyfriend now, doesn’t she?” 
 
    “Uh, she does, but I don’t know if he’d want to come to a high school party,” she explained honestly, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. But it impressed her that he was considering Alexis in his plan, so she relented with a smile. “I’ll ask her and let you know, ‘kay?” 
 
    “Great.” They exchanged numbers and he grinned as he departed, a little swagger in his step that made her laugh. 
 
    When Molly met Alexis to walk home, she told her about the possible date. “What do you think?” 
 
    Alexis shrugged. “Haven’t talked to the guy much, but he’s never been a jerk to me or anything. Go out with him if you want.” 
 
    “But do you want to join us?” 
 
    Alexis pursed her lips as she considered the offer. “I dunno. I wouldn’t mind a double date. It’d be kind of nice to do something normal with Keir,” she explained, blushing slightly. “I’ll see him before the party, so I’ll ask him then.” 
 
    “How’s the costume coming?” Molly asked. She’d had hers ready for weeks now, but Alexis was always slower about getting hers together, often changing her mind so many times that she had to make more than a few last-minute trips to get finishing touches, or even an entire costume one memorable year when they were still trick or treating. 
 
    “It’s, uh, coming,” Alexis said vaguely. 
 
    Molly snorted. “You don’t even know what you’re going to be yet, do you?” 
 
    “I’m working on it,” Alexis grunted. 
 
    “Maybe we should go shopping.” 
 
    “Well, if you want to,” she hedged.  
 
    Molly grabbed Alexis’ arm and dragged her ahead quickly, “Pass up a trip to the mall? Never! Come on!” 
 
    They had to stop by Alexis’ house to pick up her car before driving to the mall, singing along to the radio when it was a song they liked, and discussing Alexis’ costume options when it wasn’t. But when they arrived at the Halloween store that had taken up residence in the mall, Molly was frustrated—but not surprised—to discover that Alexis had turned completely contrary. She turned down every suggestion Molly made. They left the store empty-handed. 
 
    “Maybe Keir will have some suggestions,” Molly said on their way home. 
 
    “Yeah,” Alexis murmured, nodding slightly. “I’ll ask him.” 
 
    “You better come to the party, in costume,” Molly reiterated, just in case Alexis was thinking about skipping now that Molly had a date. 
 
    Alexis snorted and replied, “Don’t worry, I won’t miss it.”

  

 
   
    Chapter Six: All Hallows Eve 
 
    Alexis 
 
      
 
    “Do you want to go to a Halloween party with me?” Alexis asked as soon as Keir stepped through the rift. 
 
    He blinked at her for a moment and then smiled, “Why, Alexis, are you asking me on a date?” 
 
    She snorted and punched him lightly on the arm. “What do you call this?” She had to wait for his answer as he pulled her back through the rift and the magic fizzed over her skin. 
 
    “An obligation.” His face was blank, and his voice seemed resigned. 
 
    She pursed her lips and said, “Fine, so yeah, I’m asking you on a date. A double date, actually, with Molly and her, uh, date.” 
 
    “I would be honored. When is this party?” 
 
    “It’s tonight.” He raised an eyebrow at her and she shrugged without apologizing about the late notice. “Starts around seven, but Molly said if we wanted to join her, she and Dave would get dinner around six, so we’ve got about five and a half hours my time. And it requires a costume.” 
 
    His smile had an ironic tilt to it as he murmured, “I think I can manage. Tell me, what do you plan to wear?” 
 
    “Well, that’s the thing,” she began. “I was kind of hoping you could help me with that too. I’ve been racking my brain for a cool idea this year, but I’m just not satisfied with anything that comes to mind.” 
 
    His smile brightened now. “This should be interesting. I think our time has synced relatively well recently, so we should have a few hours.” 
 
    Alexis checked her pocket watch and nodded. “Yeah, I think it’s a little off, but in our favor by the looks of it. We could get some training done and then find something cool to wear.” When they entered the room, she paused, and her face lit with a bright smile. “Is that what I think it is?” she asked, her eyes locked on a second wardrobe pressed closely against the one that had always been there. 
 
    “I suggest you investigate it to be sure,” he replied as he opened the doors to his own wardrobe. 
 
    She rushed forward and touched the handle of the wardrobe reverently. One of the things she had regretted when she returned home was the lack of an enchanted wardrobe. Her own sloppy closet had paled in comparison. Taking a deep breath, she opened both doors and sighed in delight before giving a light, breathy laugh. Inside was a fresh pair of workout clothes, different from the ones she usually wore. There were no cute sayings, but the material of the shirt was soft and strong and, if she guessed correctly, would wick away sweat. There was also a pair of capris that, when she tried them on, stayed tight to her skin while still giving her an incredible range of motion. “I love this thing,” she murmured, stroking the wardrobe as she passed it on her way to the workout room. 
 
    Keir watched her hand’s movement with a smile. Then he turned away and his face became more serious as they addressed the day’s lesson. “And where would you like to start today?” 
 
    * 
 
    Three hours later, Alexis was scowling. “I hate this thing.” 
 
    “You know the rules. It gives you what you need. You needed a costume,” Keir pointed out as he dressed without a hint of modesty. 
 
    Alexis looked up at the sky—she assumed there must be a ceiling in the Dark Court, because it never rained or snowed or showed any change in appearance, but right now it looked like the sky in the middle of a clear, starry night. “This stupid thing always had an attitude. Do you remember that pink dress? I hate pink.” 
 
    “I liked that dress,” he retorted. “It was lovely.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I didn’t. And then it had the cheek to,” but she couldn’t finish the sentence without blushing. She’d worn that dress the second time Keir had kissed her, and the dress had changed colors everywhere he’d touched her, from a pale pink to deep, passionate purple where his hands had lingered the longest. “Anyway, this is the stupidest costume I’ve ever seen, and I’m not wearing it.” 
 
    “It is not very accurate,” he agreed before pulling a light green tunic over his head. “But I doubt your classmates will know that.” 
 
    She scowled at him. “Oh, it’s accurate.” 
 
    He gave her a curious look. 
 
    “It’s Tinker Bell!” she hollered, gesturing wildly at the costume that refused to leave the wardrobe no matter how many times she opened and closed its doors. “And I’d be half-naked!” 
 
    He approached her, placing his hands on her hips. “And is that a problem?” 
 
    “Oh, shut up.” She batted his hands away. “You do know there will be other guys there and you won’t be the only one getting an eyeful, right?” 
 
    That made him pause and he murmured, “Well, perhaps you have a point.” 
 
    She pursed her lips again as she looked him over. “Doesn’t Peter Pan wear tights?” 
 
    “Creative license,” he replied quickly as he picked up the belt from the bed and wrapped it around his waist. Instead of wearing the green tights, he wore his usual pair of black pants, tucked into a pair of black boots. But he didn’t have to worry about people not recognizing him, because he had the distinctive green hat with the red feather sticking out of it. 
 
    “If you get to wear pants, so should I. Or at least Wendy’s nightgown dress, whatever. That at least had a long skirt. Yeah,” she said, nodding firmly. “I’d totally rather be Wendy.” Decision made, she closed the wardrobe doors one more time, closed her eyes, and took a deep breath. When she opened the doors and her eyes again, the Tinker Bell costume still awaited her, with its tight, tiny green dress, a pair of green slippers with little white puffballs on top, and even a pair of fake, flimsy pixie wings. “Ugh!” she cried in disgust and slammed the doors shut. “I’ll just go to the store.” 
 
    Keir laughed and caught her around the waist. She crossed her arms over her chest and turned away from him even as he settled his arms around her. “You asked for the wardrobe,” he reminded her. She grunted, the only way she would acknowledge his statement. “Begged me for it.” She scowled. “If you do not want to wear what it offers, you may confuse the enchantment, and it will never offer you anything except for that tiny green dress. Not that I am complaining.” 
 
    She scoffed and jerked away. “Fine, I’ll wear the dress!” she exclaimed, throwing her arms up in surrender. “But you better hope nobody laughs at me.” As usual, the dress fit perfectly, and she was grateful to find that the edges of the skirt almost brushed her knees and the top of the bodice covered her breasts so that it was almost modest. “I’m gonna be cold,” she grumbled. “These wings won’t allow me to wear a jacket.” They were attached to the dress, and no matter how she twisted or turned, they stayed out of her way. Despite her grumbling, she managed to put her hair up in something resembling Tinker Bell’s tight bun to finish off the look.  
 
    As Keir stepped behind her, the wings shifted so that they wouldn’t brush against him. At least she knew she would be able to maneuver through a crowd without smacking anyone with them. He put his hands on her shoulders and murmured, “I will keep you warm, all you need do is ask.” 
 
    She snorted, but couldn’t hold back a slight smile. “All right, well, let’s head out, Peter. I really do want to have dinner with Molly before this mess.” 
 
    “I thought you were looking forward to the party,” he commented, his brow slightly furrowed. 
 
    “Of course not! Why do you think I invited you?” 
 
    And with that cryptic remark, she swept out of the room with her usual quick and determined steps. 

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven: Sugar-Coated Problems 
 
    Molly 
 
      
 
    “I’m heading out!” Molly called. 
 
    “Be safe,” her mother called back. 
 
    Molly opened the door and grinned at Dave, who leaned against it in a cool, but obviously posed fashion. She looked him over from top to bottom and asked, “Okay, be honest—did you actually plan to be James Dean, or did you change costumes?” 
 
    “It was a last-minute costume,” he replied, but his grin was unrepentant and a little self-satisfied. Since she had agreed to go out with him, it seemed that his confidence was boosted. He looked her over with clear appreciation. She was wearing a white swing dress covered with red cherries and her hair was pinned in perfect, delicate waves, framed by Victory Rolls that took her hours to perfect. “You look great.” 
 
    “Thanks, Daddy-o,” she replied with a wink. “Now, do you have a hot-rod to go with the look, or are you all talk?” 
 
    “I do, actually. I couldn’t disappoint my best gal.” 
 
    She giggled and skipped out after him, her skirt—puffed out with crinoline—swinging around her legs. “Ohh, that is hot,” she breathed when she saw the cherry red convertible parked in her driveway, and then she deflated slightly. “It only has two seats.” 
 
    He looked at her curiously and then closed his eyes. “Oh, shit, I’m sorry, Molly. I forgot about Alexis and her boyfriend.” He looked at the car, his shoulders slumped. “I guess I can take it back to my house, grab something else.” 
 
    “What’d you have to promise to get it?” 
 
    “Huh?” he turned to her, still looking disappointed. 
 
    “Well, I mean, it’s not yours, so you had to borrow it, right?” 
 
    “It’s my dad’s,” he admitted with a sheepish grin. “I have to mow the lawn for the next month and can’t scratch the paint.” 
 
    She pursed her lips. “Give me a minute.” She turned around so that he couldn’t see her pull her cell phone out of her bra and called Alexis. It rang, which made her relax. Molly had tried calling Alexis while she was in the Faery Realm before, and it always went straight to voicemail. If it was ringing, that meant she might be able to catch Alexis before she started walking to Molly’s house. 
 
    Alexis answered on the third ring, sounding half-distracted. “Hey, what’s up?” 
 
    “Have you started heading over here yet?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Do you think you could meet us at the diner?” 
 
    “Wasn’t I supposed to?” 
 
    Molly blinked and frowned, even though Alexis couldn’t see her. “Huh?” 
 
    “Well, I mean, it’s not like Keir can get in a car.” 
 
    “Ohh, oh, right, oh my god, I can’t believe I forgot about that. Wow, okay. Umm, so then I’ll see you there?” 
 
    “We’ve got a table already, so we’re just waiting on you and the new BF.” 
 
    “He’s not my boyfriend,” she whispered into the phone. 
 
    Alexis chuckled. “You say that now. Anyway, we’ll be here.” 
 
    Molly hung up and beamed at Dave. “Alexis thought we were meeting there, so she’s already got us a table. No need to switch the cars out.” 
 
    “Awesome. Then your chariot awaits.” He opened the passenger door for her with a flourish and she tucked herself into the leather seat, folding her skirts under legs. It was less than a ten-minute drive to the diner, and it was a good thing Alexis had gotten there first, because it was packed, with a long line streaming out the door. She spotted Alexis at a corner booth, already sucking down a milkshake, Keir’s arm around her shoulders. 
 
    “This must be where all the cool cats are,” Molly exclaimed as she slid into the booth, but then when she really looked at Alexis, she let out a high pitched, excited squeal. “Oh my god! You look so cute!” 
 
    Alexis just pursed her lips in reply. Keir grinned, which stunned Molly, because she’d never seen him looking so easy-going. “I keep telling her that, but she continues to stubbornly disagree.” 
 
    Alexis shrugged her shoulders as if to shrug his arm off her, but he ignored her ire and just smiled wider. “It wasn’t my choice,” she insisted, still looking sour. She looked Dave up and down until he squirmed, then turned to Keir with an accusing glare. “We could have done fifties.” 
 
    “You did not ask for anything specific,” he pointed out. “You simply asked for a costume.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I still think it’s a bad joke.” 
 
    “Alexis always waits until the last minute to get a costume together,” Molly explained to Dave, who was looking a little bemused to be thrust suddenly into their group. “And she’s almost never happy with it. Except maybe the year that she dressed up as a cat.” 
 
    Keir turned to Alexis with raised brows and then made the worst “Meow” possible. 
 
    “All I had to do was wear ears and a tail,” she said wistfully.  
 
    “But there’s no fun in that,” Molly insisted, pouting slightly. Before Alexis could reply, the waitress approached them and asked if they were ready to order. “Anyway, I think it’s great,” she declared as soon as the waitress was gone, and that seemed to end the argument. 
 
    Dave looked between the three of them in uncertainty and then cleared his throat. “So, you’re Alexis’ boyfriend,” he said, a little too loudly. 
 
    “Oh, sorry! Introductions! Yes, this is Alexis’ boyfriend Keir. As I said earlier, he goes to the University. Keir, this is, uh, my date, Dave.” She set her hand on his arm and smiled. “We’re in a Biology class together.” 
 
    Dave winked at her and she giggled. Then he ruined the mood when turned to Keir and asked, “So what’s your major?” 
 
    Molly tensed—she hadn’t thought about Keir needing to answer any questions someone asked him. The fae couldn’t lie, but that didn’t matter when all of the questions had been filtered through Alexis whenever one of their friends had asked about him. But to her surprise, Alexis looked relaxed as she sipped at her milkshake, and Molly shortly discovered why. 
 
    “I have not chosen a subject of study,” Keir said with a light smile. 
 
    “Undecided, huh? Seems like a lot of money to be paying to be undecided. Didn’t want to go to the community college?” 
 
    “It had not crossed my mind.” 
 
    “Huh, any ideas yet?” 
 
    “I,” he paused then looked at Alexis and murmured something in her ear. 
 
    She didn’t bother whispering back as she explained, “That’s called Political Science.” 
 
    “Ah, I had not realized there was an official name for it.” 
 
    “You aren’t from around here, huh?” Dave asked. 
 
    The waitress interrupted them, dropping off Molly’s water and Dave’s coke. When she left, Keir gave Dave an ironic smile. “My father was, but I have lived with my mother most of my life.” 
 
    “Cool, cool, so what are you?” Three pairs of eyes stared at him in surprise and uncertainty. “Oh, uh, sorry, is that not politically correct? Should I have asked where you lived instead? Or, umm, is that still not good?” He looked at Molly, obviously worried that he had offended her friends. 
 
    Molly didn’t know what to say, but Alexis had recovered first and told Keir, “He wants to know about your heritage—it’s an American thing.” 
 
    Keir considered the question for a moment and answered, “My father was Irish, and my maternal grandmother was Japanese.” 
 
    “So did you and your mom live in Japan?” Dave asked with interest.  
 
    “Not exactly,” Keir replied evasively.  
 
    “And how about a change of subject?” Molly asked cheerfully, putting her hand on Dave’s shoulder and rubbing it in two quick circles. “Look, food!”  
 
    Dave kept his questions bland after that, and Molly watched as Keir fielded any questions directed toward him with surprising skill. He barely paused to gather his words, and while his responses were always vague, he answered the question well enough that Dave never seemed to notice the oddness of the conversation. 
 
    When they got their bills, Dave gallantly insisted on paying for Molly. She put up a token protest, but since she hadn’t brought any money, she was relieved that he was so insistent. He did give Keir a weird look when Alexis paid without discussion, but he didn’t comment. He did, however, ask how they were getting to the party. “You walked here, right? How do you plan to, uh, get to Cassi’s?” 
 
    “It’s, like, a ten-minute walk,” Alexis replied, rolling her eyes. “Fifteen tops. We’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Come on, baby-doll, I think they want some alone time,” Molly said, winking at Keir. “We’ll see you there.” 
 
    * 
 
    Cassi opened the door and gave a low, appreciative whistle when she saw Molly. “I’m trying to think of a fifties compliment,” Cassi admitted as she closed the door behind them. “But nothing comes to mind. All I can think is that you’re ridiculously gorgeous.”  
 
    “Thanks for the effort, dollface,” Molly replied, giving her an affectionate kiss on the cheek. “What a bash,” she exclaimed, seeing the living room crowded with costumed teenagers. She turned and checked out Cassi’s costume and blinked in surprise. “Oh no.” 
 
    “What? Is something wrong?” Cassi asked, looking down self-consciously. She was wearing a flowing, sparkling white gown, a flower crown, and a pair of fake fairy wings. 
 
    “Umm, no, you look great. Are you a specific fairy?” 
 
    “Of course,” Cassi replied, preening and twitching a strand of blond hair back into place. “I’m Titania, Queen of the fairies.” There was still a question in her eye though as she looked back at Molly for approval. 
 
    “And you look it,” Molly assured her, giving her a firm, reassuring hug before dragging Dave toward the kitchen. 
 
    “What’s the problem?” he asked her, his expression clearly stating that he thought her reaction to Cassi’s costume was strange. 
 
    “Uh, it’s not important.” 
 
    Dave grabbed two cans of pop and offered her one, but she’d learned early that she couldn’t stand the syrupy, bubbly drinks anymore. Her first sip had sent her into a coughing fit and left a metallic taste in her mouth for hours afterward. When she shook her head no, he put the second pop back and opened his own, taking a sip before commenting. “You can tell me. I’m not gonna run back to Cassi and say you were gossiping about her.” 
 
    She tried to suppress a smile, but she finally admitted, “It’s just, she and Alexis don’t really get along. They’re trying, but it’s still kind of shaky ground, y’know? And the fact that they’re both going to be dressed as fairies, well … Alexis won’t mind, but Cassi might.” 
 
    And her point was proven a few minutes later when Alexis walked into the room, looking bemused. “Cassi just chewed me out for stealing her costume idea,” she informed them as she grabbed her own can of pop. She didn’t offer one to Keir, who was only a step behind her. But she did give him a pointed look and said, “I wish I’d stolen her costume idea. We couldn’t have done Titania and Oberon?” 
 
    “Be careful what you wish for,” he muttered quietly. 
 
    “Oh well, let’s dance,” Molly said, grabbing first Alexis’ hand, and then as an afterthought she grabbed Dave’s as well. When they returned to the writhing mass of music and teenagers in the living room, Molly was momentarily distracted by Alexis’ costume. The wings seemed to glow and shimmer in the darkness, and they fluttered with Alexis’ movements, shedding glitter that disappeared before it hit the ground. It hadn’t occurred to Molly until then that Alexis had found her costume in the Faery Realm, and she was pierced by sudden, unexpected jealously. The clothes in the Faery Realm were enviable, even when they weren’t laced with enchantments. For the first time she considered going back with Alexis the next time she visited Keir. Molly didn’t have to stay for long, she could just—she shook herself.  While she’d been in the Faery Realm, she found herself too easily persuaded to stay—so she left it behind completely. Despite all it had to offer, she’d made her choice—she was more human than faery. 
 
    But her resolve was sorely tested twenty minutes later. She’d eaten a few pieces of chocolates, too euphoric from the party to think about her actions, and ended up sick in the bathroom until all the waxy, bitter chocolate was out of her system. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Dave shouted over the music when she returned. 
 
    “Yeah,” she replied, though she couldn’t muster any enthusiasm or energy. 
 
    He frowned and put an arm around her solicitously. “Do you want to go home?” 
 
    “It’s still early,” she replied without much conviction. 
 
    Dave didn’t listen to her arguments any further and ushered her through the crowd. Molly spotted Cassi and went to say goodbye.  
 
    “You’re sick?” Cassi gasped, grasping Molly’s shoulders and rubbing them with her thumbs in soothing circles. “What happened? Are you okay?” 
 
    “Fine, it’s just something I ate,” Molly assured her with a weak smile. “I’m going to say goodbye to Alexis and head out.” 
 
    “Feel better,” Cassi murmured, her eyes filled with concern as she reluctantly pulled away. 
 
    It only took a few minutes to find Alexis, her hair falling out of the bun, her eyes alight in a way that proved she was enjoying herself. But when she saw Molly, she stuttered to a halt. “Sweet honey bunches of oats—you’re greener than the decorations.” 
 
    “The decorations are orange,” Molly replied with a soft snort. 
 
    “She just wanted to say goodbye before I took her home,” Dave offered.  
 
    Alexis pursed her lips and nodded briskly. “That’s probably for the best.” 
 
    “I feel bad for leaving, you look like you were just starting to have fun,” Molly pointed out weakly. It wasn’t just that she still felt nauseous—she was thoroughly downtrodden. She loved Halloween—the costumes, the horror movies, but most importantly the candy. Her eyes teared up as she realized she’d never be able to enjoy a good old-fashioned Hershey bar again. 
 
    “And I’ll have more fun knowing that you’re at home resting,” Alexis insisted, grabbing Molly’s elbow and escorting her and Dave to the door. 
 
    “Where’s Keir?” Molly asked. “He shouldn’t leave you alone.” 
 
    “If anyone left, it was me to find you. He’s outside, getting some fresh air.” And there he was, standing on the front lawn, his head cocked in curiosity as he watched them exit. Molly thought she saw understanding fill his eyes before he turned away, sipping at a glass of water. Dave put Molly in his car and drove her home. He gave her a brief, sweet kiss on the top of her head as he saw her to the door, then left.  
 
    In her room, she undressed, leaving her fancy dress on the floor because she didn’t have the energy to put it away. She started pulling pins out of her hair as she fell on the bed. And then she cried. She’d left the Faery Realm, fooling herself into thinking she could resume her normal life with barely a bump in the road, but nothing was the same. She and Alexis were still best friends, but there was this space between them, like a bubble that grew larger with every day. She couldn’t enjoy the foods she wanted, she was being stalked by a psychotic ex-lover, and everything was just awful. She couldn’t even binge on candy to make herself feel better!  
 
    A brief thought entered her mind, and she lifted her head. Opening the drawer, she stared down at the golden box holding the fae pastries. She’d meant to throw them away, but had somehow forgotten. Halloween was a day to gorge on sweets, and she’d be damned if she wasn’t going to at least enjoy one. She plucked a petit four out of the box, decorated with pink and green faux wrapping paper, and popped it into her mouth. With a moan of delight, she closed her eyes and enjoyed. The texture was perfect, crumbly, but melting on her tongue. It tasted like almonds, strawberries, and joy. As she swallowed the last bite, she greedily licked her fingers and lips, then plucked out a second sweet from the box: a tart, piled high with cream that was perfect even weeks after being left in a drawer. The tart’s crust was buttery and flakey, and it was filled with little gold and silver berries that burst on her tongue in an explosion of sweetness and laughter. One by one she plucked the little treats out of the box until it was half empty and her eyes were drifting shut in sated wonder.   
 
    “There’s nothing I love better than seeing that look on your face,” a rich, deep voice murmured, muffled by the skin of her neck where he was pressing his lips in soft kisses. 
 
    “Mmm.” She stretched, sinking deeper into the bed and its fluffy pillows. “Do that again.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Always so demanding.” But he nipped her shoulder again, just where she liked it. One of his big, long-fingered hands caressed her face, smoothing hair away from her forehead. “I’ve missed you terribly.” 
 
    She laughed lightly and opened her eyes, smiling up at him. “How can you miss me? I’m right here.” She reached up and tucked one blond section of hair behind his ear. A sharp jab of pain stabbed her behind her eyes and she cried out in surprise as she sat up in the bed, swearing colorfully as she rubbed her temple. 
 
    Dax straightened up and took her head in his hands and seemed irritated and a little frantic. But when he noticed her looking, he smiled, and the worry smoothed away from his face. 
 
    “Headache,” she whimpered. “It was just really sudden. I … I think I should go to sleep.” 
 
    “That would be a waste,” he muttered, but he wrapped his arms around her and plopped down on the bed. They bounced on the soft, springy mattress and she giggled. He grinned at her and suggested, “You like that, eh?” 
 
    She batted her eyelashes coyly. “Maybe. But I bet I know a way to make it bounce higher.” 
 
    His eyes lit with interest and he lowered his mouth to hers, but she pulled away from him to stand on the bed. Now his eyes widened. “Don’t you dare,” he began, but she was already bouncing up and down, sending waves over the bed until he dramatically fell to the floor. There was a loud thump, and then silence. 
 
    “Dax?” she called, worried. She scrambled to the edge of the bed to look down, and in one quick move, he reached up and pulled her down on top of him. She giggled and tried to pull away, but he rolled them over so that he was pinning her to the ground. 
 
    “That calls for payback,” he announced. Before she could demand to know what he meant, he pressed into her from ankle to shoulder and kissed her deeply. When he pulled away, he whispered, “Don’t you remember?” 
 
    She was laughing again, her voice slightly husky as she asked, “Remember what?” 
 
    “How amazing we are together.” He began kissing her neck again and she tipped her head back to give him access. She opened her mouth to say something when the stabbing pain returned. 
 
    “I—” she began, jerking away from him to grab her head. 
 
    “Molly?” 
 
    “My head,” she moaned, tears coming to her eyes. 
 
    “How many did you eat?” he asked with concern. 
 
    It hurt so much, and she didn’t understand what he was talking about. 
 
    He took her by the shoulders and lifted her head to the light. She closed her eyes and cried out in pain at the brightness. “Molly, how many did you eat?” he demanded, his hands too tight around her shoulders. 
 
    “It hurts,” she whimpered, pulling away so she could place her head between her knees. 
 
    “Molly, listen to me very carefully.” His voice was hoarse and quiet, as if he regretted what he was about to say. “You have to wake up now. You were only supposed to eat one or two.” 
 
    The pain subsided enough for her to ask in irritation, “What are you talking about?”  
 
    “The sweets!” he snapped back. “They make you sleep—dream—I didn’t think—you were being so stubborn, and you always stopped after just one or two. You said, I don’t know, something silly about enjoying it more.” And then he was grabbing her by her shoulders and demanding shrilly, “How many did you eat?!” 
 
    Molly rolled over and barely had time to grab the garbage can by her nightstand before she was vomiting for the second time that night. Her mind was groggy, her mouth tasted like sweetened stomach acid, and her head still hurt. She blinked blearily at the room, and slowly she put together that she had, in fact, been dreaming. She was in her own bedroom now, on her own small twin-sized bed instead of the big king-sized four poster bed that she and Dax had sometimes shared during his stay at the Dark Court. The dress was still on the floor, the curtains were drawn, and she was alone. She blinked, and the box of pastries came into focus. Furious at herself and him, she snatched up the box and marched to the kitchen, not concerned with how much noise she may be making. She dumped the remaining pastries—less than half the box—down the garbage disposal and flipped the switch, listening to the whirring grind of the blades. She ran the water at the same time, and the sugary treats melted into a disgusting, colorful sludge that slowly dripped down the sink. Perhaps, she decided, she’d just stop eating sweets altogether.

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight: Practice Makes Perfect 
 
    Alexis 
 
      
 
    “She has it a lot worse than I do,” Alexis commented sadly as she watched Dave drive Molly away. “I mean, the food isn’t as good, but it doesn’t make me sick.” 
 
    Keir took Alexis’ hand and said very gently, “You are not having quite the same reactions. As much as I am sure you and she would both prefer to forget it, Molly is a Halfling. Her time spent in the Mortal Realm awakened her fae blood. It is terrible to say, but she is better off than most.” 
 
    “What do you mean?”  
 
    “Riding in a car does not seem to weaken her. Unless she is simply stubborn?” He gave Alexis a look that said he wouldn’t expect less from one of her friends, and she shoved him gently with her shoulder. 
 
    “No, as far as I know, iron isn’t bothering her. It’s just the food.” 
 
    “It is to be expected. In a year or two, if she stays away from the Faery Realm, the effects will fade, and she will be able to return to a semblance of a normal life.” 
 
    Alexis blinked in surprise. “Oh, we should probably tell her that.”  Before their conversation could continue, she pursed her lips and said, “Hey, I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Keir set his glass down on the banister and told her, “I will join you.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “Uh, no you won’t.” 
 
    He opened his mouth to protest, then caught her meaningful look and squirmed uncomfortably. “Ah, yes, then I will remain here, if you do not mind.” 
 
    “Not liking the party?” 
 
    “It is … not quite what I expected, but it is not completely unpleasant,” he replied thoughtfully. 
 
    “Well, that’s good to know, I’d hate for our first real date to be a total bust.” She gave him a quick peck on the cheek and then scooted back into the house. She was halfway to the bathroom when a hand on her arm waylaid her. Somehow, she wasn’t surprised when she turned around and found Michael.  
 
    “Lexi, Lexi, Lexi,” he slurred, slinging his arm around her shoulders. 
 
    “Get off me,” she replied, trying to aim for calm and in control, but he was giving her a look that made her incredibly uncomfortable and his fingers were a little too close to her breasts to seem like an accident. 
 
    “That’s not very nice,” he muttered. “You know who else isn’t nice?” 
 
    “You?” She tried to pull away, but one hand tightened almost painfully on her arm and the other one squeezed her shoulder, jerking her closer. 
 
    “Cassi,” he explained. Before she could ask—not that she had planned on it—he began to rant. “That upper—uppy—uppity little bitch keeps putting me off. I can barely get past first base most days, but she just keeps yapping and yapping about plans for the future.” He looked down at her. “I bet you put out for that college boyfriend of yours. Girls do all the time—that’s why they date college guys.” 
 
    “Is that why you’ve been bothering me?” she demanded, disgusted. “Because you think I’m easy?” 
 
    He seemed to consider that for a moment, then nodded firmly. “Yup.” And then he jerked her higher up along his side to kiss her. Even as his lips assaulted her, Alexis lifted her knee and thrust it firmly into his groan. When he howled and pulled away, a few partygoers glanced at them, but no one tried to step in.  
 
    Michael hunched over to protect himself and looked up at her with watery eyes. “What the hell?” he gasped, and Alexis noticed for the first time that his lip was bleeding. She blinked in surprise, and then on instinct turned around just in time to find Keir storming down the hallway. 
 
    “Keir,” she said, her tone warning. “I have it handled.” 
 
    “How dare he,” Keir snarled, almost reaching Michael before Alexis intercepted him, placing her hands carefully on his shoulders. He looked down at her and for a moment his eyes weren’t the dark brown of his human glamour, but the harsh black of his true self. Then he blinked and recovered his illusion. 
 
    Alexis motioned to Michael, who was still hunched over. “See? I did just fine. Didn’t even have to do anything fancy.”  
 
    Keir examined her, then pulled away to crouch beside Michael. Keir placed his hand on Michael’s shoulder and whispered something in his ear that made him flinch. Then Keir stood with a self-satisfied smile. “I think it is time we depart.” 
 
    Alexis nodded and looped her arm in his. As they walked out of the house, she quietly asked, “Did I mention my mom thinks I’m spending the night at Molly’s?” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow at her. “You had not.” 
 
    “Well, she does, so I’m all yours until tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “Lucky me,” he murmured, and his steps became just a little faster. 
 
    * 
 
    Keir gave Alexis her privacy as she dressed for bed. She placed the despised costume back in the wardrobe, closed the doors, and then opened them again to find a fresh set of pajamas. She glared at the wardrobe, but put on the nightgown without comment before crawling into bed. 
 
    When Keir returned, he laughed in delight, “You did ask for Wendy’s nightgown.” 
 
    She crossed her arms. “For the party.” 
 
    “You look darling,” he told her with a straight face. 
 
    “Oh, ha ha.” 
 
    He grinned and plopped down on the bed next to her. In front of others—mortal or fae—he always seemed so stoic and serious. But here in his chambers, he was lighter, happier, and more playful. But the silly grin didn’t last long, and the smile fell as he became much more serious. “There is something I need to ask you.” 
 
    This surprised her, and she looked up at him, her face openly curious. “Is this about Michael?” 
 
    “No, I believe I have taken care of that nuisance,” he replied, his jaw clenching for a moment before he added, “This is more … a request for some of your time.” 
 
    “Is this, like, an official invitation?” Part of the deal she had made with him required her to come to the Faery Realm when he specifically requested it. So far, she had come on her own time and, while he seemed to enjoy her visits, he had never asked for any more than she was willing to give. She preferred this arrangement, even if she realized that it would take several years for her to fulfill her debt at this rate. 
 
    “I am considering the dangers before I make it one,” he admitted. 
 
    “Well, that certainly sounds interesting.” She flipped to her side so that she could see his face better. 
 
    “It concerns the Solitary,” he explained, his voice careful and serious. While there were several species of fae, they were often split into two groups—the Solitary and the Court fae. The Court fae pledged their allegiance to one of the Courts: Dark, Seelie, Unseelie, Summer, or Winter. In return for their loyalty and services, the monarchs protected them from the harmful effects of the Faery Realm’s Wild magic. The Solitary fae, who spurned the Court’s protection, received the full effects of the magic. Alexis had once been told that this made them stronger—but this strength came at the price of their own sanity.  
 
    “The Solitary have grown as a problem over the past several months. They have swarmed the Wilds and have begun encroaching onto the territory of the Courts. Their numbers are swelling as the Court fae have begun to go missing, yet few of them have officially renounced their allegiance to their Courts. Even then, the numbers are not matching—there are more Solitary fae than missing Court fae. The elves are overwhelmed in their attempts to negate the problem, even with more volunteers from our Court. The Courts have decided that it may be time to meet to discuss the problem.” 
 
    “Sort of like a conference or convention?” 
 
    He looked at her curiously but seemed to understand the gist of the words. “Yes. It will be the first time all of the Courts have come together in over a century. My mother has requested my attendance in her place, as it is not wise to leave a Court unprotected. As my consort, it is … expected that you would attend as well.” 
 
    “Okay,” she agreed immediately. 
 
    He frowned at her. “I have yet to finish explaining.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “So, you don’t want me there?” 
 
    “I told you, I have not yet determined how dangerous it may be.” 
 
    “Okay, what are the possible dangers?” 
 
    He sighed, and it was his turn to sit up. He ran a hand through his hair agitatedly and explained, “The assembly will either take place in the Seelie or Unseelie Court—it is tradition, because they were our beginning. That means not only will you need to travel through the Wilds, but you will also be in a strange Court, and I may not be able to be with you at all times.” 
 
    While she wished she could blithely point out that she could take care of herself—she had, after all, taken care of Michael on her own—she had learned during her first sojourn in the Dark Court that she wasn’t equipped to fight off any dangerous fae. Not yet, at least. She’d need several more self-defense classes, and probably some weapons training, before she would be ready for that. So instead she suggested, “So assign a guard. Jynx might do it, if you emphasize that it may be dangerous,” she explained with a smirk. The fox shapeshifter had escorted Alexis to the Faery Realm with her brother, mostly because she thought that Alexis would be a magnet for trouble. And that had proved the case. Alexis had provided plenty of entertainment for Jynx, and Alexis had no doubt that the mischievous shapeshifter would gladly accompany them again. 
 
    “There is also the problem of Ormond.” 
 
    Alexis frowned. “What about him?” 
 
    “He was exiled from this Court, but he can move freely through the rest of the Courts, and he belongs to the Unseelie. He could very well attend the assembly and cause trouble.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Oh please. Ormond’s had months, and he hasn’t approached me in the Mortal Realm. It’s not like you banned him from that. He’s probably over it by now—he just seemed to be following orders anyway.” 
 
    “I still think caution is the best measure.” 
 
    She shrugged. “Fine, so that’s what Jynx is for. Hell, assign two guards if it makes you feel better.” 
 
    “Knowing you, we would need a full battalion,” he replied drily. 
 
     “Why?” 
 
    “To make sure you do not wander off.” 
 
    Her mouth dropped open, and then she sputtered, but halfway through “I do not!” she realized that he was perfectly correct. While she had been looking for Molly in the Dark Court, Alexis had indeed wandered off every time someone expected her to stay safely put. In her defense, she felt that all of those times were necessary—even the ones that didn’t end well. She crossed her arms and glowered. “I’m not stupid, I’m not going to wander off in the Woods. I don’t really want to get eaten.”  
 
    Though her run-in with the Solitary fae had only been a brisk chase, she’d heard stories that made her positively shudder, and she did not doubt for a single moment that they would readily eat her if she was captured. 
 
    “Do you promise?” he asked, touching her cheek lightly. 
 
    She smiled. “Well, I promise not to do it intentionally, but you can hire that battalion if it will make you feel better.”  
 
    He nodded. “I might do just that. You are set on going?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Only if you want me there.” 
 
    “I do,” he replied quietly. Then he leaned forward and kissed her, and their conversation tapered off until they fell asleep. 
 
    * 
 
    Alexis jerked awake, unsure what had disturbed her sleep. She sat up and looked down at Keir, who was sleeping on his side with his back to her. He appeared to be sleeping soundly, so she doubted he’d done anything to wake her. And then the sound came again—a loud, firm double knock on the door. She blinked at it, confused. No one had ever—ever—disturbed them while they were together. She assumed that Keir had told everyone to leave them alone while she was there, but perhaps it had just been a coincidence. She glanced down at Keir and smiled at his relaxed, sleeping face. She’d just ask the visitor if it was important before waking him. 
 
    She padded quietly across the room and opened the door just enough to see one of the guards standing outside. She had to lean her head back to look up at him because he was at least a foot and a half taller than her—not counting the ram’s horns—and was standing very close.  
 
    “Hey,” she greeted with a small, if confused smile. 
 
    “The Queen requests your attendance, Consort,” he announced in a deep, rumbling voice. 
 
    Alexis looked over her shoulder, then back. “What, both of us?” 
 
    “The Queen has only requested you, Consort,” he explained. 
 
    Alexis pursed her lips. She probably shouldn’t ignore a direct summons from the Queen, but she also didn’t know how Keir would feel about it. “Would she mind if I dress first?” 
 
    He bowed his head in acquiescence and she wondered how he managed to straighten up again without those heavy horns throwing off his equilibrium. “Once you are ready, you may attend her in her chambers.” 
 
    “All right, th-that will be all,” she stumbled. It was dangerous to thank the fae, but it was such an ingrained, human habit that she often had to stop herself halfway through the words. He nodded acknowledgement and left to return to his post beyond the gate. 
 
    Alexis swallowed nervously as she shut the door. When she turned around, she found Keir sitting up in bed, watching her silently. 
 
    “So, uh, your mom wants to have a talk.” 
 
    “So I heard,” he informed her, running a hand through his hair. 
 
    “In her rooms.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    Alexis had never seen the Queen’s rooms before, even though she had spent the last several weekends in the Dark Court. In fact, she barely saw the Queen at all, and the only time Alexis had spoken with her had been in the Audience Chamber where the Court would congregate to witness petitions, presentations, hearings, and sentences. Alexis had been avoiding the Court Sessions—or, she would have, if Keir had ever brought it up. But whether he sensed her reluctance to attend, or she was somehow lucky and had always been away from Court when they took place, she hadn’t seen one since she became his official consort. It was odd, now that she thought about it, because she’d been to three during the week she’d spent looking for Molly. She wasn’t going to ask him about it because she preferred to keep it that way.  
 
    “Alone,” she added, in case he didn’t understand the gravity of the situation.  
 
    He watched her with his dark eyes and said carefully, “She will not harm you.” 
 
    Alexis pursed her lips. “So, what does she want?” 
 
    “I cannot claim to know my mother’s mind.” 
 
    She sighed. “Well, I’d better get dressed, don’t want to keep her waiting.” She approached the wardrobe and threw the doors open, glad when she saw the outfit that waited her: dark green pants and a tunic made of a loose, comfortable gauze material. She’d worn something very similar to her first two Court Sessions. She changed quickly, but then paused. 
 
    “All will be well,” Keir assured her, placing his hands on her shoulders. 
 
    She jumped—she hadn’t realized he’d gotten out of bed, let alone come so close to her. She turned to face him and asked, “Do you have any idea what this could be about?” 
 
    He arched an eyebrow and asked, “Would you like me to guess?” 
 
    She nodded vigorously. 
 
    “Very well. She might wish to speak to you about the assembly.”  
 
    “Oh, is that all?” She relaxed. Having an idea—and such an innocuous one—made her feel much better. “Well, I better go make sure, I guess.” 
 
     “I have some matters to see to while you are occupied. If I take longer than expected, please do not leave the rooms unescorted.” 
 
    “Okie dokie.” He walked her out of the room, his hand on the small of her back, and escorted her across the hall to his mother’s rooms. The door to the Queen’s rooms were made of bronze roses that twisted and twined, moving in the same fluid way Keir’s tattoos did over his body. She’d always thought it was rather pretty, but now she looked at it apprehensively. She should knock, she decided, but she remained frozen until Keir reached forward and knocked for her. 
 
    “Keir!” she hissed, but she didn’t know how to reprimand him. She couldn’t keep his mother waiting without a good excuse, and standing frozen by nerves in the middle of the hallway wouldn’t be the best idea. 
 
    The door opened, and a voice called from within, “Enter.” 
 
    Alexis looked back at Keir apprehensively and his hand lightly pressed into her back, not pushing her forward, but a reassuring touch. Taking a deep breath, she decided it couldn’t be that bad, and entered the room.

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine: Rude Awakening 
 
    Molly 
 
      
 
    “Molly!” A high-pitched voice broke through Molly’s dreamless sleep and she pried open one gummy eye. Someone was knocking at her door. It couldn’t be Alexis, she reasoned, because Alexis always slept later than she did. She glanced at the clock and was surprised to see that it was four in the morning. The sun wouldn’t be up for a few more hours. 
 
    “What?” she grunted irritably. She was an early riser, but even she didn’t wake up at this ungodly hour. Realizing it was Sunday, she paused, considered whether any hour on a Sunday could be called ‘ungodly’, and hadn’t decided yet when the knocking started again. She struggled out of bed, pulled on a pair of pajamas, wrapped the blankets around her shoulders, and shuffled to the front door. 
 
    To her surprise, it was Cassi. As soon as she saw Molly she burst into tears, throwing herself into Molly’s arms. 
 
    Molly automatically wrapped her arms around Cassi to comfort her, cooing at her nonsensically as she tried to understand the words Cassi was sobbing into her shoulder. 
 
    Mrs. Connolly opened the door at the end of the hallway, glaring sleepily. “Do you have any idea what time it is?” 
 
    “Sorry, Mom,” Molly replied before guiding Cassi to her bedroom and closing the door to dampen the noise and give them some privacy. She patted her friend on the head and guided her to the bed. “Do you want to tell me what’s wrong, honey?” 
 
    Unintelligible mumbling was the only reply. 
 
    Molly waited, stroking Cassi’s hair. Cassi was still in her costume from the night before, though it was a little worse for wear, the wispy fabric all crumpled and sweaty. 
 
    Cassi finally pulled away from Molly and sobbed, “Michael broke up with me.” 
 
    “He did what?” Molly demanded, her anger finally waking her up. “How dare he! You’re a treasure, a star! You should have broken up with him, the useless ingrate! Where is he?” She started to pull away, but Cassi clutched onto her, tugging the blanket off Molly’s shoulder and pulling her back onto the bed.  
 
    In between sobs and hiccups, Cassi explained, “He broke up with me because I wouldn’t sleep with him.” 
 
    Molly stared and then with low, dangerous sincerity she whispered, “I’ll kill him.” 
 
    Molly didn’t usually have a violent streak, but by now she had woken up enough to remember Dax’s latest stunt, and compounding that with Cassi’s heartbreak, she truly felt capable of murder. Though her preference would be Dax, Michael would do in a pinch. 
 
    “It was after everyone left,” Cassi explained, her arms still wrapped around Molly. “He wanted to spend the night, and I thought—whatever, right? He’s my boyfriend, so it wasn’t really a big deal. But then he got pushy, and I told him no, and he got mad and called me a tease.” 
 
    “You’re not,” Molly assured her, fists clenching. Magic sparked along her skin and her anger cooled for a moment in panic. Had Cassi felt that? But Cassi was too distracted by her own problems to notice anything. Molly had begun to learn magic during the time she’d spent in the Faery Realm, but all she had used since returning home was glamour. The more time she’d spent in the Faery Realm, the more she took after her father, and it had become necessary to hide her faery genes once she returned. 
 
    “And so, I told him to go,” Cassi continued, “And he told me he wasn’t going to come back.” 
 
    “He better not,” Molly snarled. “Or I’ll neuter him.” 
 
    Cassi laughed, then seemed surprised that she was capable of such a sound. She pulled away from Molly to scrubbed at her face. “God, I must look a mess.” This statement was undeniably true—her nose was running, her eyes were puffy, and her entire face was red.  
 
    “Oh man, here, let me get you some tissues,” Molly said, scrambling away to grab the box she kept by her bed. 
 
    Cassi wiped her face clean and then gave Molly a watery smile. “I know it’s late, or early, or whatever, and I’m sorry. But no one was answering their phones, and I just needed to talk to someone.” She laughed harshly, “God, I even tried calling Alexis, but her phone was off.” 
 
    “You called me?” Molly asked, surprised. She searched the room with her eyes, noticing the dress on the floor. She bent over it and found the phone lying in the clothes heap. She’d tucked it into her bra for the party and had been too tired to remove it when she’d returned home. There were three missed calls from Cassi, but the phone had been on vibrate, and the clothes must have muffled the sound. “Oh, Cassi, I’m so sorry.” She sat back on the bed and put her arms around Cassi again. 
 
    Cassi sniffed. “It's fine, it’s late anyway. I just … I just knew if I stopped by, you wouldn’t mind.” Then she looked up at Molly with still-watery eyes. “You don’t mind, right?” 
 
    “Absolutely not!” Molly insisted. “You’re one of my best friends, Cassi. You need me, and I’m here for you.” She knew she’d been a little more distant from her friends recently. It was partially because she didn’t want to lie to them when they asked her awkward questions, but it was also because something had changed inside her during her time in the Faery Realm. It wasn’t just physical, something in her priorities had changed, and she’d found herself keeping her own council more and more these days. Well, she decided right then and there, not anymore. 
 
    “Really?” Cassi asked, seeming genuinely surprised by this declaration. 
 
    Molly grinned, though her brow furrowed in uncertainty. “Of course. Why wouldn’t you be?” 
 
    “Well, I just thought, Alexis….” she mumbled. 
 
    “Of course, Alexis is my best friend. I can have more than one best friend.” 
 
    “I know, I just thought,” she paused, then explained bitterly, “I guess I just thought that Alexis would, you know, fill your ears with all of my faults.” 
 
    Molly frowned. “Alexis isn’t like that. I know you guys don’t like each other, but she wouldn’t badmouth you.” 
 
    “Oh.” Cassi contemplated that for a moment, then admitted, “I never liked her, even before I met her.” 
 
    Molly knew this, but she didn’t know the reason. So she asked, “How come?” 
 
    “You were always talking about her like she was some perfect chick,” Cassi admitted, sniffing slightly from leftover tears. “For the entirety of eighth grade I never met her, but I had to hear about her every day. It was just really annoying. And then I met her, and I couldn’t help but think that this is the chick that’s so cool?” Her voice was mocking and disgusted with the last sentence. “I mean, she was just this little shorty that stared at everybody.” 
 
    Molly grinned. “She never does know what to say when she first meets someone.” 
 
    Cassi gave her a wobbly smile. “Yeah, and then she just talks and talks when she does know you, and I guess I hated that more because she’d monopolize you.” 
 
    “I didn’t realize that was the problem,” Molly admitted. “But to tell you the truth, I bet she felt the same way.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Cassi asked, tilting her head in confusion. 
 
    “Well, when I was with you, I talked about her. When I was with her, I talked about you,” Molly explained with a sheepish smile. 
 
    Cassi nodded. “Yeah, I can kind of see that.” Then her blue eyes locked on Molly’s and she whispered, “I think I’ve realized something.” 
 
    “What is it?” Molly asked eagerly. She was hoping that Alexis and Cassi could become friends. They’d had a truce for the past few months, but they still weren’t at a place where the three of them could hang out together alone. They were civil in a group, but who knew what would happen if Molly had to leave them alone for a moment. 
 
    “I was just always jealous of her,” Cassi explained. 
 
    “You don’t have to be,” Molly insisted, grabbing Cassi’s hands. “You’re both my best friends—you don’t have to compete.” 
 
    “That’s not it,” Cassi explained, seeming frustrated by her inability to voice her realization. “I mean … I was jealous of her.” When Molly still didn’t understand, Cassi pulled her hands away and cupped Molly’s cheeks. “This kind of jealous,” she explained, then leaned down and pressed her lips against Molly’s. 
 
    Molly sat completely frozen, allowing Cassi to kiss her without kissing her back. Her mind analyzed the moment prosaically and decided that Cassi was a nice kisser—sweet and light, without the forceful hunger Dax always seemed to have. Molly closed her eyes, but didn’t encourage Cassi in any other way. 
 
    Cassi finally pulled away and looked at her expectantly. “Well?”  
 
    Molly blinked at her before saying, “Okay.” 
 
    There was a long moment of silence, and then: “Okay what?” 
 
    Molly considered that, then admitted, “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Okay as in you want to date?” 
 
    Molly pursed her lips. Dax came to mind immediately, but it took her a few moments before she remembered Dave. Was she technically dating Dave? He was sweet and funny, and she did like him. Finally, she replied slowly, “I don’t think so.” 
 
    Cassi looked crestfallen. “Oh.” And then she bitterly added, “Of course not, because you’re not a dyke.” 
 
    Molly gasped and stared at her friend. “Cassi! You shouldn’t use that word!” 
 
    “Why not?” Cassi grumbled. “I obviously am one, so I think I can use it.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t like it,” Molly replied primly. “And you’re right, I’m not a lesbian, but that’s not why. It’s just … I like you as a friend, and I just think maybe I shouldn’t be your first girlfriend.” 
 
    Cassi snorted and rolled her eyes. “So, what, you’d be willing to be my second girlfriend?” 
 
    Molly shrugged. “Maybe.” 
 
    Cassi stared at her and then laughed. “God, Molly, I don’t even know what to say about that.” 
 
    “I just think that maybe you should try dating a nice girl who knows she likes girls. She’d be more confident about the relationship, and you know, she might help you understand what you’re feeling.” 
 
    Cassi smiled. “You’re so weird, you know that?” 
 
    “And I love that about myself,” Molly replied proudly. 
 
    Cassi hugged her and murmured, “I love that about you too.” She glanced at the clock and exclaimed, “Crap! It’s almost five a.m. I’ll be so grounded if my parents find out I’m out this late. I have to go.” She sprang to the door and then paused and turned back, “Thanks for listening.” 
 
    Molly nodded and said, “I’ll always try to be here for you.” 
 
    Cassi’s smile was still a little sad as she murmured again, “Thanks.”  
 
    Molly was just crawling back into bed when Cassi came back. “Sorry! But I almost knocked this over on my way out. Looks like someone left you a gift. Weird I didn’t notice it when I was coming in.” She set a bottle on Molly’s nightstand. Without waiting for Molly’s response, she turned again and called back, “I’ll see you tomorrow!”  
 
    Molly smiled softly, glad to have lifted Cassi’s spirits through both a break up and a coming out. She glanced at the bottle and her smile fell immediately. It was made of beautiful gold glass, just translucent enough to see the dark liquid filling it halfway up the neck. Little bubbles in the glass covered it in tight spirals that led from the bottom to the top. She grabbed it around the neck and the bubbles pressed into her skin. Fuming, she stormed outside. How dare he send her another present, and after the havoc his last one had caused! 
 
    Not thinking about the hour, she stormed out her front door and shouted, “Leave me alone!” Then she chucked the bottle as far as she could. It landed at the end of the driveway, crashing in a spectacular spray of glass, liquid, and sound. The liquid glowed like sunshine for a moment until it soaked into the concrete and the grass. She knew she should clean up the glass so that no innocent bystanders or dogs accidentally stepped on it, but instead she turned away and slammed the door closed. 
 
    “What is going on?” her mother demanded from the end of the hall. 
 
    “Nothing,” Molly snarled, then closed her bedroom door firmly. 
 
    Her mother banged on the door with her fist, but instead of barging in, she announced, “We will discuss this in the morning!” 
 
    Molly didn’t point out that five a.m. was technically morning. Instead, she curled onto the bed and covered her head with the blankets as if that could protect her from the attentions of her ex-lover.

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten: The Birds, the Bees, and the Fae 
 
    Alexis 
 
      
 
    Alexis nearly shouted in surprise when she saw Keir’s mother sitting completely naked in front of a vanity. The Queen looked barely older than her son—presenting herself in her late twenties—and her translucent gray skin was flawless. Beautiful or not, it wasn’t a sight Alexis expected—or wanted—to see. She’d never thought of herself as a prude until she’d spent some time in the Faery Realm and discovered their rather rough sense of modesty. Very few of the fae walked around the halls completely naked, but all that meant was that they had hair, fur, scales, or feathers for some mockery of coverage. Even the Queen usually had something covering her. But there she sat, in all the glory of whatever gods made her, and Alexis was supposed to have some sort of conversation with her. 
 
    “Good morning, Alexis,” the Queen greeted, not taking her eyes off her reflection. She was brushing out her impossibly long hair. Alexis couldn’t actually tell how long it was, because the Queen’s brush only moved in strokes from her shoulder to her hip, and the hair dipped well beyond the edge of her chair, disappearing into the shadows. 
 
    “Good morning, umm, Your Highness.” 
 
    “You may call me Tynan,” the Queen allowed magnanimously. “At least during this private conversation.” 
 
    “Oh, umm, okay.” Alexis nodded nervously and then turned her eyes from the Queen’s nude form to the rest of the room. The door seemed to have opened straight into a dressing room with nowhere else to go. She wondered if there was another door hidden, or if the door moved to open on whichever room the Queen was in or wanted admittance to. The latter seemed more likely, so she began to wonder exactly why Tynan wanted her to enter when she was so clearly still preparing for the day.  
 
    Tynan continued serenely brushing out her hair, seeming perfectly willing to allow Alexis to wait there all day before getting to the conversation. After almost ten minutes, Alexis began to wonder if Tynan was testing her patience, or if she had come earlier than expected and the Queen was going to make Alexis wait until she was finished going about her daily preparations. Nibbling her lip, Alexis decided to give Tynan another five minutes. 
 
    Four minutes and forty seconds later—if Alexis’ count was right—Tynan finally set her brush down and stood up, approaching the door behind Alexis.  
 
    It opened into a walk-in closet that was twice the size of the dressing room. She glanced over her shoulder and said, “You might as well join me as I dress.” Then she let the door go and Alexis had to grab it before it closed and changed destinations to who knew where. She scrambled inside. One side of the room was lined with dresses, the other with fabric, and the back wall held drawers of accessories, if Alexis guessed right by the way Tynan shifted through them. Shoes lined the edges of the closet walls, but Tynan ignored all of them. Alexis was surprised to find that the Queen even owned shoes, since she couldn’t recall ever seeing her wear them before. 
 
    Tynan still didn’t begin the discussion, so Alexis ventured carefully, “Is there something specific that you wanted to talk about?” 
 
    Tynan made a sound that suspiciously sounded like a snort, but didn’t seem quite fitting. Alexis had only talked with the Queen a few times, and she’d seemed too elegant and intimidating for anything as pedestrian as a snort. 
 
    “There is,” Tynan confirmed, bending to lace a delicate silver chain around her waist. After a moment, she dropped it, and the chain continued circling on its own, falling in larger sweeps until it reached her ankles to create a spiraled skirt. She looked down, seeming to examine her breasts for a moment, and then waved her hand. The shadows around her coalesced, swirling agitatedly as they moved from under her feet and arms to cover her torso. They settled around her in a thick, dark fog, and then flattened against her in a bustier-style bodice that surprised Alexis. She could see that they were shadows—they had the same dark grey intangibleness of the other shadows around them—and yet they looked as solid as any fabric. 
 
    “Come along,” Tynan announced, walking past Alexis back to the door. This time it opened onto a sitting room, and Tynan gestured for Alexis to take a seat on a wine-colored velvet fainting couch. Tynan settled in, leaning against the only arm, leaving Alexis the end. She sat self-consciously, feeling like she might fall off if she shifted wrong. “I would like to discuss children with you,” Tynan announced. 
 
    Alexis stared at her in dumbfounded silence. She swallowed and asked, “Uh, you mean, specifically, yours?” 
 
    Tynan laughed at that, the sound dark and smooth. “Oh, dear me, no. Specifically yours.” 
 
    It took much longer for Alexis to recover from that statement. She sat blinking at Tynan for at least a full minute before she blurted, “What?” 
 
    “You can understand my interest, given your relationship with my son,” Tynan continued, seeming unperturbed by Alexis’ baffled expression. 
 
    “We aren’t sleeping together!” she almost shouted, then covered her mouth with her hand. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean—”  
 
    Tynan didn’t react to her apology or tone, only her words. “Where your relationship currently stands is not my concern.” 
 
    “I swear, if I ever choose to sleep with him, I’d take every precaution. I’ve had Sex-Ed, I know that you should always use two-forms, and,” Alexis rambled, only stopping when Tynan gestured for her to cease with an imperious wave. 
 
    “You seem to have misunderstood,” she explained. “I am not concerned that you will have children with my son. It is my fondest hope for him, of course.” 
 
    Alexis waited for a moment for further explanation, then demanded, as quietly and politely as she could manage: “It’s your what?” 
 
    “The daoine sídhe are a dying race. It is not unusual for us to only have two or three children apiece. Vevina was lucky enough to have five, though it did take her several centuries.” There was a note of bitterness and her gaze was distant for a moment before she focused again and continued, “I have sadly only been blessed with the one. Keir is a good son, and a good heir, but life is not as safe for the fae as it once was.”  
 
    Alexis pursed her lips. “You’re concerned about your line continuing.” 
 
    “I am,” the Queen confirmed, her dark, bottomless eyes locking onto Alexis’. Somehow, Alexis had become used to Keir’s eyes—they didn’t shine or reflect the same way human eyes did, unless he was wearing a glamour, but she could still detect emotion there. But looking into the Queen’s eyes made her cold with foreboding. What was that saying about staring into an abyss? Eventually, it begins to stare back? That’s exactly how Alexis felt now. “I know of the agreement you have made with my son.” 
 
    Alexis swallowed and licked her lips nervously. For some reason, she had expected their deal to stay between the two of them. She liked to pretend that they were dating normally, so she tried to ignore the deal, even as she kept to the terms of it. But she just couldn’t get away from the reminders.  
 
    “I know you have agreed to spend a number of years away from your Mortal life, but I also know that you have decided the schedule. Tell me, Alexis, how much of your time have you spent here so far?” 
 
    Alexis didn’t know off the top of her head. The Faery Realm side of the pocket watch had three miniature faces that showed her how much time she still had left to pay—years, months and days. She’d avoided looking at it, knowing that in the two months since she’d begun visiting Keir she hadn’t made a dent in her allotted time. But the Queen’s question didn’t seem rhetorical, so she carefully slipped the watch out of her pocket and flipped open the Faery Realm side. The first circle on the left had a hand inching toward the sixteen. The second circle, in the bottom middle, had a hand inching toward the eleven. The last circle on the right had a hand that didn’t quite meet the twenty-eight. Her heart sank at the truth—in two months, she hadn’t even spent two full days away from the Mortal Realm. 
 
    She glanced up and found the Queen still watching her. Her mouth dry, she licked her lips again and said, “A little less than two days, by the looks of it.” 
 
    Tynan nodded in acknowledgement. “And do you know how long it will take you to fulfill your bargain if you keep to this schedule?” 
 
    Alexis did the math mentally as best she could and felt light headed as she replied, “Uh, about five hundred years.” 
 
    “I’m sure you would agree that your current method is impractical,” Tynan replied, her tone becoming gentle. 
 
    “I’ll spend more time here when I’m in college,” Alexis explained. “I just don’t have the time right now, at least if I want to keep my life at home normal.” 
 
    “And that is very important to you.”  
 
    Alexis didn’t think this was a question, but she replied anyway. “Yes, it is.” 
 
    “There are other ways to pay your debt,” Tynan explained. 
 
    Alexis frowned. “But I made a deal with Keir. This is what he said he wanted.” 
 
    Tynan sighed. “My son is very patient, but I think even he will tire of sharing you if all he ever receives is the slightest trickle of your attention. If you do not wish him to begin pressuring you to make your life in the Faery Realm for the next several years, you have another option.” 
 
    “I still don’t get—” Alexis began, but Tynan interrupted her. 
 
    “Debts must always be paid. Occasionally, the original subjects—debtor or debt holder—are no longer around to complete payment. It is why debts can be passed along with little fuss.” 
 
    “Passed along?” Alexis asked, still confused. And then the furrows in her brow cleared as she looked at Tynan with new wariness. “You mean have a kid inherit it.” 
 
    Tynan nodded. 
 
    “You’re trying to tell me that if I,” she paused, trying to find the most delicate phrasing, “Gave Keir a child, that child would stay with him for the remaining years of the debt.” 
 
    “This happens quite frequently,” Tynan blithely assured her. 
 
    Alexis shot to her feet. “That’s disgusting, and it’s irresponsible. I made the deal with Keir, no one else. I can’t just … who would just.” She shook her head, unable to finish the sentence. “It’s no one else’s fault, certainly not a baby’s!”  
 
    Tynan watched her carefully, not moving from the couch. “Did you know that any children you have with my son will be fully fae?” 
 
    She licked her lips. “I, well, I wasn’t really thinking about it,” she admitted. Now that Tynan mentioned it, she remembered that it had been explained to her before that the daoine sídhe always bred true. Keir’s father was mortal, if she remembered correctly, but because of something to do with the way their magic worked, Keir was still full fae. “But that still doesn’t just mean I’d leave them. Especially not to make up for my mistakes.” 
 
    Tynan shrugged, and the shadows shifted around her, altering the design of her bodice into a new configuration. “My concern was only that you were unaware of your options. Now that you know, I will not broach the subject again. What you do with the information from here is your own choice.”  
 
    Alexis took a deep breath and nodded once. “Okay. Is that all?” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “Then I can go?” 
 
    In response, the door opened, revealing the hallway. Alexis hurried through it, not looking back. She rushed into Keir’s room and practically slammed the door, leaning heavily against it. When Keir greeted her with a curious look, she didn’t even consider hiding the subject of her conversation from him. 
 
    “Your mom just told me that I could give you a baby to pay off my debt,” she snapped, still unnerved. 
 
    Keir’s shoulders tightened, and he watched her face for a moment without speaking. She glowered at him fiercely, which for some reason made him relax. “I take it you were unhappy with this suggestion,” he replied, his tone strangely relieved and pleased. 
 
    This was surprising enough that most of her anger seeped out of her. “Uh, duh. Who would do that to a kid?” 
 
    “It happens more frequently than you might expect,” he replied quietly. He set his hands on her shoulders and squeezed gently. “I am glad that you did not take her suggestion.” 
 
    She reared back, scowling again. “You couldn’t honestly think I would!” 
 
    His lips quirked in a smile. “I did not, which is one of the reasons that I did not tell you, but I must admit to some trepidation when you entered. You might have been angry that I had not given you the option.” 
 
    “I would have punched you if you’d even tried to suggest it,” she told him darkly. 
 
    He smiled more broadly now and rubbed her arms soothingly. “Yet another reason to not mention it.” 
 
    Twisting out of his grip, she couldn’t resist asking, “So that’s it? You thought I wouldn’t accept anyway and if you did, that I’d hit you for even suggesting it?” 
 
    “I must also admit that I did not like the idea either. I much prefer your company.” 
 
    Alexis snorted at that—it wasn’t much of a compliment to be told she was better company than a baby. But she let him pull her closer, against his chest, and wrap his arms more tightly around her. “Even if it takes five hundred years?” she asked, still nervous about that number—because the Queen was right, it was daunting. 
 
    “Especially if it takes that long,” he murmured before pressing a gentle kiss to her forehead. Then he pulled away first and announced, “However, if you’re going to live that long, we should proceed with your training.” 
 
    She laughed, surprised by the change of topic. “Yeah, yeah, just let me get changed. Are we still working on choke holds today?” 
 
    * 
 
    A few hours later, Keir left Alexis outside of the video store. She glanced at the sun just above the horizon. Alexis could have stayed with Keir for a few more hours before her parents would notice her missing, but she wanted to check on Molly.  
 
    Alexis was approaching the driveway when she saw a flash of gold glinting in the early morning sunlight. Quickening her step, she bent to pick it up, realizing that it was a shard of glass. She looked over the yard and driveway, counting the pieces. There were enough shards for an entire bottle. At first, she thought some neighbor had gotten too enthusiastic the night before and thrown a bottle of beer or wine on the ground, but then the smell hit her. It was sweet, enticing, and like nothing in the Mortal Realm. She closed her eyes and imagined dancing, laughing, and swirling skirts. She’d never tasted fae wine—Keir had warned her away from it, explaining that one taste might make her drunk for an entire day—but knew that must have been what was in the bottle. The only question was: what was fae wine doing soaking Molly’s lawn? 
 
    She picked up the pieces and carefully took them around the house to the big trash can waiting there. Wiping her hands on her jeans, she wondered if she should ask Molly about it. But Alexis hadn’t had the courage to ask Molly about anything yet—not after their first day back from the Faery Realm when Molly had been so sad and reluctant to talk—and this didn’t seem the place to start. 
 
    Molly’s door was usually unlocked, but when Alexis tried to turn the knob, she found it wouldn’t move. Frowning, she knocked, hoping that Molly would answer the door. That it wouldn’t be Mrs. Connolly—the last time Alexis had found Mrs. Connolly at home alone had been the day Molly had left them. Alexis was just wondering how long it would take to find her in the Faery Realm this time when Molly opened the door. 
 
    Alexis was so relieved that she bounced up and hugged her. “Thank God you’re here.” 
 
    Molly hugged Alexis back, because she was always up for a good hug, but looked puzzled. “Where else would I be?” 
 
    Alexis didn’t want to insult Molly by voicing her assumptions, so she just replied, “Uh, nowhere, you were just sick last night, and Dave took you home, so I was just worried. How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Better,” Molly replied, letting her in. “How was your night? Did you and Keir enjoy the party?” 
 
     “I did, for once.” Aside from the last little bit with Michael, which Alexis decided not to mention. 
 
    “That’s great! By the way, Cassi was here, at like four in the morning. You would not believe what that asshole Michael did.” 
 
    Alexis tensed, not sure what she expected, but then relaxed when Molly told her that Cassi and Michael were no longer together. By the sounds of it, Cassi didn’t know what Michael had done, and Alexis was strangely reluctant to explain it. She watched Molly as she talked, wondering about that broken bottle in her driveway. But Molly didn’t seem drunk or cagey, so if she knew about it, she hadn’t taken a drink from it. Alexis knew it couldn’t be a coincidence, but for now, she’d simply watch and wait. Patience may not have been one of her skills, but she was learning.

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven: Solitary Problems 
 
    Keir 
 
      
 
    Normally, Keir would have returned to his Court immediately after seeing Alexis through the rift. Sometimes he might linger, assure himself that Alexis made it to her destination safely, but that was all. Today, however, he had a mission. The only problem was that he did not wish Alexis to know about this mission. He was not doing anything wrong, per se, but he did not imagine she would like his intentions. So he hid in the trees until she was out of sight. As soon as he was able, he focused his attention on the pull of his magic, and followed it to his target. 
 
    He expected to find the disrespectful little beast cowering somewhere. He had not had time the night before to properly teach the boy what happened to those who disrespected his consort. Because Alexis wished it, Keir did not plan to damage him—Keir simply planned to teach him some manners. It was up to the boy whether or not the lessons were painful. 
 
    What Keir did not expect, however, was that the human brat would be cowering because someone else was attacking him. Keir could not deny a certain sense of affront—how dare someone interfere with his prey? Even as he quickened his step, he analyzed the situation. A poorly glamoured fae was attempting to drag the boy by his arms down the street, probably toward the rift. The boy was yelling and grunting as he twisted around, clawing at the fae’s hand. The fae reached down and smashed an overly large fist into the side of the boy’s head, dazing him long enough to move a foot closer to Keir. 
 
    “What,” Keir began, his voice a lazy drawl, “Are you doing?” 
 
    The fae froze, the skin on its lumpy back twitching. It was probably hiding some wings under that shirt, Keir decided as his nose wrinkled in revulsion at the undulating cloth. The fae did not turn to face him as it snarled in a garbled voice, “This one’s mine!” 
 
    “I beg to differ,” Keir replied as he took a few brisk steps forward.  
 
    “I said this one’s mine!” the fae snarled, finally turning to face Keir. 
 
    Keir paused in his steps as he took in the malformed face. Through the fae’s poor glamour, he could see the inconsistencies in appearance—extra eyes out of place, teeth that didn’t quite fit together, the mouth slashed at the wrong angle. His lip curled as he took in the image—Solitary, of course. Only those mongrels would be stupid enough to go after someone else’s prey. “I saw him first,” Keir replied. He cataloged the Solitary’s possible strengths and weaknesses. The fae was bulkier than Keir, with swollen muscles, and almost a foot taller. It would have a difficult time biting with that mouth, but if it did manage to take hold of Keir, the teeth could rip his skin and cause a decent amount of damage. Outside of Tír na nÓg, Keir’s magic was weaker, and his ability to heal was much diminished. The same may or may not be true for the Solitary fae—no one had ever tested it. They absorbed Wild magic, so for all Keir knew, the fae might have an advantage there as well. Still, its limbs were too long, its movements uncoordinated, and the eyes must be new—none of them could seem to focus completely. 
 
    Then Keir turned to catalog his target. The boy stared up at Keir in terror, probably unsure whether he should fear the creature that had threatened him only a few hours before, or the one that was currently dragging him to parts unknown. But Keir’s glamour was firmly in place, unlike the Solitary’s, and even if the boy had the ability to see through it, Keir would be the less intimidating of the two. The boy made his choice, his eyes watering as he said, “I’m sorry about earlier, I swear! But please help,” his words were cut off as the Solitary grabbed him around the throat and shook him violently. 
 
    Keir felt his tattoos stirring under his shirt, the darkness hungry, itching for some relief. It might be too soon to release them, though—he was not sure yet whether he wanted to help. Technically, if the boy died at the hands of the Solitary, Keir would not have to explain his role to Alexis. She did not want him to hurt the boy, but that did not mean that Keir had to risk his own safety to actively rescue the scum either. An image of her, hands on her hips, lips pursed as she argued with him about technicalities rose in his mind. And then he imagined her storming off and he would lose ground with her. Damn the boy, Keir would have to save him. 
 
    Keir took a step forward, keeping himself balanced lightly on the balls of his feet in case he needed to dodge quickly. “Release him,” he ordered, imbuing the words with magic at the same time. It would not compel the Solitary, but just in case the Solitary was too far gone to recognize a doine sídhe, it would be warned not to trifle with Keir. 
 
    “Make me,” the Solitary snarled, then contradicted its own words by dropping the boy and lunging. 
 
    Keir dodged, then again as the Solitary attacked with awkward swipes and wildly snapping teeth. Keir almost felt foolish for holding back moments ago, because clearly, even with the dubious advantages the Solitary might have, it had no idea how to use them. He dodged again, this time leaving his foot in place to trip the fae in the process. The Solitary sprawled awkwardly to the ground, snarling and cursing, rage oozing from it as it tried to turn to face Keir. He placed one booted foot on its chest and pushed it against the sidewalk, the darkness winding its way down his body to wrap itself around the fae. Even with the magic around it, the fae fought, clawing at Keir’s legs. He winced slightly as he felt the sharp nails dig into his flesh and tear off strips of skin, but he did not let the pain distract him.  
 
    He focused very carefully on the darkness, until it was completely wrapped around the fae, and then tightened it. The fae’s arms snapped immediately to its sides, and its legs snapped together as well. He left the mouth alone, because he had some questions for it. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    The Solitary simply snapped and snarled at him in response, struggling uselessly against its magical bonds. The darkness called to Keir, begging, wheedling, so convincing—let it just have a taste, it murmured, it would stop at just one taste. Keir knew how to control it, could force it to stop if he wished, but he did not want to waste his strength. 
 
    Keir turned his gaze to the boy, who was staring at him with a mixture of wonder and fear. “You,” he began, then realized he had not bothered to remember the boy’s name. He was sure Alexis had said it at one point, but he had been too angry. A mistake, since names had power, and he should have known to pay attention. 
 
    “Me?” the boy squeaked. 
 
    “Yes, you,” Keir replied, refraining from rolling his eyes. He spent too much time with Alexis if that was his first impulse. He paused at that thought, then decided that he would rather pick up the habit of rolling his eyes at inappropriate times than give up a moment with her. “What is your name?” 
 
    “M-Michael.” 
 
    No wonder Keir could not remember it—humans and their ridiculously common names. “Yes, Michael. Why did this creature attack you?” he asked. The Solitary renewed its struggles under his boot, so he physically forced it harder against the ground and let the darkness press into it just slightly. He would not release the darkness yet, but he had already decided he would not deny it some sustenance. Once he had gotten his answers, of course. All of the Solitary had been too much of a problem lately to allow this opportunity for an interrogation go to waste. 
 
    “I-I don’t know,” Michael stuttered. “You said to stay away from Alexis, so I left the party. I even broke up with that bi—uh, my girlfriend because she’s friends with Alexis. I didn’t want you to think I was, uh, disobeying.” He looked up at Keir with wide, pleading eyes. 
 
    Keir once again felt the urge to roll his eyes. Well, at least the boy knew how to follow orders. He had come here to reinforce those orders with a bit more intimidation, but that appeared to be unnecessary. He glanced down at the Solitary and decided it was a good thing he had come anyway. “But what did you do to attract this … thing?” Keir asked, unsure how much the boy knew about the creatures around him. He was quite clearly a quarter-blood, or perhaps even a weak Halfling. Baby satyr horns sprouted through his curls, yet he had the wherewithal to hide them from mortal eyes. Some Halflings could do this instinctively, never even realizing they were hiding themselves, so there was a possibility that the boy was completely clueless. 
 
    “I didn’t do anything!” Michael insisted, finally pushing himself to his feet. “I was just getting something to eat, y’know? And then that … that thing came out of nowhere and attacked me!” He shuddered. “And it—” he paused, his face taking on a new cast of horror. 
 
    “It what?” Keir prompted, too impatient to wait for the boy to snap out of the daze himself. 
 
    “It just kept repeating, ‘You’ll like it, trust me’.” 
 
    Keir looked down at the creature. “Interesting. Would you care to explain?” 
 
    And then, to his amazement, the Solitary did the strangest thing. In one quick motion, it slashed its tongue across its jagged teeth. Keir was not sure what this would accomplish, and was about to ask what on earth the Solitary thought it was doing, when it gathered a large swallow of blood in its mouth and spit it out. Some sprayed Keir’s boot and pant leg and he wrinkled his nose—the Solitary’s blood smelled rotting and sour, and he suspected it would be difficult to wash out. 
 
    Then he felt the darkness pull with such renewed vigor that it slipped Keir’s control. It burrowed into the fae, and since Keir had surrounded the fae in order to subdue it, the darkness had the advantage. The Solitary screamed in pain as the darkness devoured it, but its eyes as it watched Keir try to wrangle in his magic were triumphant. Just as Keir began to pull the darkness back, struggling to keep it on a leash, the fae’s body relaxed, the multiple eyes becoming dull. Keir swore—he had not expected the fae to martyr itself instead of answering questions. He knew that the Solitary tended to dive in without regard to their well-being, but he had assumed that was related to their misconception that they were invincible, rather than to suicidal tendencies. 
 
    He kicked the fae’s body aside. He would have to drag it back to Tír na nÓg, where it could be disposed of properly, but for now he had other matters to attend. He crouched down next to the boy and examined him—there were a few scratches, but nothing that Alexis could blame Keir for. 
 
    “That is all you remember?” Keir asked. 
 
    Michael looked at him in confusion. “What?” 
 
    “You’ll like it, trust me,” Keir quoted. He watched the boy’s face pale and repeated, “That is all you remember?” 
 
    Michael nodded frantically. Then he glanced at the Solitary and asked, “Is-is it dead?” 
 
    “It is,” Keir replied as he followed the boy’s gaze. When he turned back he noticed that, for some reason, the boy had gone paler yet. 
 
    “A-are you going to kill me too?” he whispered, his eyes never leaving the corpse. 
 
    Keir considered this question and replied, “Alexis would not like it. You will continue to stay away from her, of course?” 
 
    Michael nodded even more frantically this time. “Yeah, absolutely.” 
 
    “Then I see no reason to threaten you further.” He pushed himself into a standing position, but paused before turning away. “However, if you touch her again, I will have to reconsider.” 
 
    “Y-yeah, of course,” Michael agreed, his head now bobbing so quickly that he might sprain his neck if he continued. 
 
    Keir turned away—it really seemed a bit redundant to speak with him any further. 
 
    “Wait!” Michael called. 
 
    Keir paused again and turned back, raising an eyebrow. The boy shrank away, but stuttered out a question, “What are you?” 
 
    Keir considered his answer. He still did not know anything about the boy’s knowledge of the fae, and he did not want to deal with the subsequent questions if he revealed an entirely new world. Someone else—the satyr that was responsible for him—could deal with that when the time came. And then Keir came up with the perfect answer. He tried to hide an amused smile as he nodded gravely to the Solitary and replied, “More dangerous than that.” Then he bent to the corpse, lifted it onto his shoulder, and glamoured it so that it looked like an innocuous sack. Michael gasped, but Keir ignored him and returned to the rift. Yes, it was past time to discuss this problem with the other Courts.

  

 
   
    Chapter Twelve: Face the Music 
 
    Molly 
 
      
 
    Despite the bad ending to their first date, Molly and Dave continued seeing each other. She didn’t think she could have a better boyfriend—he engaged her friends in conversation, but learned quickly to leave Alexis alone when she was reading, and he was sweet and affectionate, without trying to monopolize Molly’s time. He was almost too good to be true, and she might have been falling in love—if she didn’t feel as if Dax were watching her. 
 
    She’d tried looking for him a few times, but never actually saw him. He hadn’t left her any other gifts since the wine, but she somehow knew that he hadn’t given up on this strange, twisted courtship. Every time Dave kissed her in front of people, she couldn’t help but worry about Dax seeing. She wasn’t worried about hurting his feelings—she was worried about retaliation against Dave. Like Dave, Dax had been too good to be true, but there was one major flaw—he needed her attention. Not just wanted it, needed it. When she’d started to think about going back home, he’d taken steps to prevent her. And then there was the last straw that broke the relationship beyond repair. 
 
    She remembered the day clearly. For a while, she had been genuinely happy. But that happiness started to seem forced onto her, and she realized that there were gaps in her memory—some memories were fuzzy, and others seemed to be missing entirely. She hoped that she was wrong—that Dax hadn’t been manipulating her—but she had decided she needed to test the waters, just in case.… 
 
    “I’m going home,” Molly announced, her back turned to Dax as she shimmied into a shirt. She didn’t want to see his expression when she told him that she couldn’t, absolutely could not, stay here for another day. Even if she had to leave alone, she needed to leave. 
 
    He grabbed her arm from behind and she flinched, but all he did was rub it soothingly. “It’s not safe yet. Ormond will accompany you once he’s finished with his business.” 
 
    “You know,” she said, trying to keep her voice light, “I really believed that for a while. Too long, really.” She glanced over her shoulder at him, “After all, the fae can’t lie, right?” 
 
    He turned her around to wrap her in a hug, rubbing her back with warm, soothing circles. “I can see that you’re upset, even if I can’t understand it.” 
 
    “I’m upset because everyone keeps ignoring what I want,” she muttered before pushing him away. But she didn’t get far before he grabbed her again. Though his grip was gentle, she knew she wouldn’t able to break it without resorting to violence. 
 
    Taking a deep breath to remain calm, she exhaled slowly and whispered, “Let me go, Dax.” 
 
    “Just tell me what’s upsetting you,” he tried to coax, but his voice was oddly strained now. “I’ll find a way to fix it.”  
 
    Molly sighed—she didn’t want to argue, but obviously he wasn’t going to let her leave until she was blunt. “I already know how to fix it. What’s upsetting me is that I’m not home, and how to fix it is by, shock of all shocks, going home.” 
 
    “Molly.” His voice took on a soft and soothing tone now as his large, warm hands continued to rub her arms from shoulder to elbow and back again. “Why is it so important to go back there? You belong here, with me.” 
 
    And there it was—the tingle of magic. She’d felt it more and more frequently coming from him, building subtly over the last few days. But now every time they touched, the sensation brushed her. Often, the sensation was accompanied by Dax’s soothing words. She thought she knew what was happening, but she needed confirmation. 
 
    She sighed and pulled away again. This time, he let her go. He must have seen in her expression how serious this situation was. Or perhaps, with the compulsion he was laying, he simply hadn’t expected her to pull away. “You know, the funny thing is,” she said, trying to keep her voice light, but it squeaked instead. “The thing is,” she started again, blinking her eyes fiercely, “I trusted you.” 
 
    “Molly,” he began, taking a step forward. 
 
    She was on the other side of the room before he could reach out to her again. “I trusted you!” she screamed it this time, her eyes watering so badly that he was just a golden blur, but the tears didn’t fall quite yet. “Why have you been lying to me?” 
 
     “What are you talking about?” 
 
    She glared and the tears finally spilled. He stepped forward again, hand extended as if he meant to wipe her face, and she scrambled away, putting the bed between them. “You never had any intention to let me leave,” she accused between hiccups. 
 
    He stilled, his hand half-outstretched. For a moment he didn’t say anything, and then he croaked a single confused, “What?”  
 
    She rubbed her eyes vigorously, trying to get ahold of herself. She felt stupid for crying. She felt stupid for trusting him. She felt stupid, stupid, stupid and she had to get out of here right now. But he was between her and the door—it was stupid to go to this side of the bed, another stupid mistake! So she’d have to explain it—to make him understand that he’d lost any chance with her as soon as he’d started using magic. “You must think I’m so stupid,” she choked, voicing her doubts about herself.  
 
    “I don’t!” Dax insisted, placing one knee on the bed as if he was going to cross it to get to her. She stumbled another step back. 
 
    “But I am. I am so stupid because I let you convince me.” She took another shuddering breath and asked, more to herself than him: “How many months has it been since I was supposed to go home? God, I can’t believe I got so distracted by such a big liar.” 
 
    “I am not a liar,” he hissed, lunging across the bed and grabbing both of her wrists. She tried to pull away, but he was expecting her resistance this time and held onto her firmly. She didn’t know whether to be glad or resentful that he didn’t bother with magic this time. “Molly, I wanted you to stay because I love you,” he told her, his voice pleading.  
 
    If he’d said those words just a few days ago, she would have been thrilled. But now they just broke her heart. “I don’t believe you!” Again, she tried to escape from his grasp, but he tightened his grip. He must have been worried she would manage to escape, because she felt magic swell around her again. She fought it at first, but it slowly tightened until she could barely move—it wasn’t preventing her physically, instead fogging her mind until she was tempted to melt into his arms. But she couldn’t do that, because if she did, nothing would change. She’d still be stuck here, in love with someone who treated her like a possession—a naughty pet that needed to be confined after causing trouble. “Stop!” she snarled before kneeing him in the groin. 
 
    He grunted and released her as he doubled over. Even from that position he took the time to insist, “I love you. I’m not lying. I love you.”  
 
    Molly should have run out the door then, but she couldn’t resist explaining her feelings. She didn’t know why, but she wanted him to understand. They couldn’t ever go back to how they were, and she wanted him to know the real reasons. She rubbed her tender wrists, and told him in a cold tone, “Whatever you feel for me, Dax, it isn’t love. If you loved me, you wouldn’t keep trying to compel me.” She choked on her next question, but she needed to know. “God, have any of my decisions with you been my own?”  
 
    “Yes,” he hissed before finally straightening. He didn’t elaborate, but his obvious anger helped her relax a little. She didn’t like the idea that she’d given her virginity to someone who had manipulated her so callously, but even a bad choice was better than finding out it hadn’t been her choice at all.  
 
    She should leave—she knew she should. She had the answer to one question that had been plaguing her, it should be enough. She made it three brisk steps toward the door before turning sharply on her heel and demanding, “Why did you do it?” He opened his mouth, but before he could reply, she snapped, “If you say anything about love, I’m leaving right this instant.” 
 
    Closing his mouth again, he analyzed her warily. She assumed he was trying to think of the least compromising answer. In the end, he replied, “I was doing a favor for a friend. He asked me to seduce this beautiful faery Halfling and convince her to choose to stay in Our Realm. It was pretty routine.” Then he approached her again, his eyes burning with desire and anger. “And then there you were—I hadn’t even started, and you were looking at me like I was a chocolate bar you couldn’t wait to eat.” Another step forward and he brushed a curl off her shoulder. The sudden touch made her flinch, and his eyes filled with sadness as he carefully lowered his hand. “That was all you.” He swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing and his voice slightly hoarse as he continued, “That night I came back from Midsummer? That was all you.”  
 
    She closed her eyes for a moment, glad that he had said the words. She’d assumed from his look, but the verbal confirmation lifted another weight off her shoulders. When she opened her eyes again, she asked, “And what about the rest of it, Dax?” 
 
    She was prepared for his touch this time when he cupped her face in his hands. Prepared to feel him, but also prepared to fight him if she felt even the slightest hint of magic. “I told you to stay, but I never made you do anything you weren’t ready for.” He waited for her reply, but she didn’t know what to say. After a moment, he asked in a desperate voice, “Doesn’t that count for something?” 
 
    And if she was honest, it did—so she nodded. But even as he started to smile in relief, she quietly added, “But it’s not enough.” She pulled his hands away from her face and announced, “Dax, I don’t ever want to see you again.” 
 
    “Molly, no.” He jerked his hands from her grasp and grabbed her shoulders, pulling her toward him, kissing her forcefully as he backed her up against the desk. “I won’t let you leave me.”  
 
    As he attacked her with kisses and desperate, almost painful caresses, she reached backwards, fumbling around on the desk as she kept her lips sealed against his prodding tongue. Finding what she was looking for, she grabbed the golden letter-opener and thrust it into his abdomen. It wouldn’t kill him—and since it wasn’t iron, it wouldn’t even cause any lasting damage—but it was about as effective as a slap in the face, enough to get her point across. He gasped and pulled away from her, gripping the handle of the makeshift knife. 
 
    “The next time you come near me, it’ll be iron,” she snarled. She was done trying to explain or understand. “You do not get to force yourself on me. You don’t get to compel me. And after today, you won’t even get to see me. I’m done with you.” 
 
    The words seemed to wound him even more than the knife, his expression pure heartbreak. He didn’t even pull the knife out as he told her desperately, “I love you.” 
 
    She backed toward the door, not wanting to give him an opening to attack her again. She should have stayed quiet, but she couldn’t resist putting one last nail in the coffin. “I already told you that I don’t believe you. I know what real love is. What you keep insisting on? That’s not love, that’s a joke.” Once her back hit the door, she grasped the handle and turned away from him. She paused halfway out and whispered, “Goodbye, Dax.” 
 
    * 
 
    Molly had genuinely thought that she would never see Dax again. Now, she almost wished he’d show himself, just so that she could confront him. But nothing else happened—after the pastries, the nightmares, and the wine, there were no more gifts. Though she sometimes thought he was watching her, he made no move to contact her. Molly wasn’t sure what to think anymore. 
 
    After three weeks, Molly finally began to relax. She coyly invited Dave to her house one Saturday afternoon when she knew her mother would be gone, and he eagerly accepted. When she opened the door and found him there, trying to look cool but obviously nervous, she laughed, grabbed his hand, and brought him inside. 
 
    Grinning, he leaned down and kissed her. She giggled again and changed her grip to the front of his shirt, walking backwards down the hall, dragging her willing partner with her toward her bedroom. 
 
    Dave paused at her bedroom door to kick off his shoes, then cupped her face. “God, you are so beautiful.” 
 
    Before she could reply, he was kissing her again and they tripped backwards, falling onto the bed. Something poked her in the back, too persistent to ignore. With one hand, she shoved it off the bed, running her other hand through his short hair, mussing it terribly. 
 
    And then the sound of music filled the room—light, sweet, and distracting. Even Dave pulled away from her. “What’s that?” he asked, looking around in confusion. 
 
    Molly pushed herself up on her elbows, looking around the room for the source of the sound. “It sounds like a music box,” she replied. 
 
    “A new ringtone?” he suggested. 
 
    She shrugged and reached for him, but he was pulling away. “What are you doing?” she asked, exasperated. 
 
    “I just want to find where that’s coming from.” 
 
    She pursed her lips, then shrugged. “Yeah, I guess it’d probably be good to turn it off.” 
 
    He paused to frown at her, opened his mouth to say something, then shook his head. Crouching down, he pulled something out from under her bed. It looked like a small, porcelain ballerina, and the music was clearly coming from it. It twitched in Dave’s hand and, as if he knew exactly what to do, he set it down on the ground. 
 
    The ballerina lifted up from her bent over position and began to dance around the room. The music came to a crescendo, and both Molly and Dave watched the dancer begin to spin faster and faster until the ballerina collapsed at the climax. Dave clapped enthusiastically, shouting in joy, and then he reached for it. 
 
    “This is amazing! How do you turn it on again?” he asked, searching the miniature figurine for a crank. But Molly stared at it apprehensively and was about to tell him to put it down when he exclaimed his triumph and the music began again. Once again, the little ballerina danced around the room, avoiding any discarded items as if it knew that they were in the way. Once again, the music reached a crescendo and the ballerina collapsed. When Dave chased after it to start it a third time, Molly snapped. 
 
    “Stop!” 
 
    He jerked up, the ballerina clasped in his hand. “What?” 
 
    “Just, give it to me.” She held out her hand and watched as he stroked the ballerina idly. He looked as if he didn’t want to give up his new toy, but finally he grudgingly set it in her hand. 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” he told her. “How does it work?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” And then she lied, “Alexis must have left it behind, and she’d be really pissed at me if we accidentally broke it. It was probably a gift from her boyfriend.” 
 
    “It’s amazing. I wonder where he got it,” he said, watching as she carefully put it away in a drawer. 
 
    “Some specialty shop,” she snapped. Then she forced her shoulders to relax and said, “I’m sorry, I just … it gave me a headache.” 
 
    “Man, that sucks,” he replied, touching her forehead gently, then tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. But as he leaned down to kiss her, his eyes darted to the drawer. Molly wasn’t surprised—she wasn’t happy, but she wasn’t surprised. Mortals had a tendency to become obsessed with fae music, and the ballerina had definitely been fae. Another little unwanted gift from Dax. She suppressed a shiver at his new boldness—he’d always left the gifts outside the house, but now … she hoped it wasn’t a sign of worse to come. She needed some comfort, she needed some reassurance—she needed to forget. So, she leaned up and kissed Dave. But though his lips and tongue responded, his eyes remained glued to the drawer. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said, pushing him away gently. “I know I invited you over, but I’m really not feeling well right now.” 
 
    He nodded and pulled away from her, his eyes still on the drawer. “That’s okay,” he replied, but he didn’t move. 
 
    “Dave?” 
 
    He blinked and looked back at her. “Uh, yeah, sorry, I’m kind of zoning out, huh? I guess neither of us is good company right now.” He gave her a quick kiss on the lips and told her, “I’ll call you later.” And then he left—with only one or two quick glances over his shoulder, his eyes distant, not even seeing her. 
 
    As soon as she heard her front door close, she screamed wordlessly in frustration. And then she decided that wasn’t enough, so she started yelling instead. “God, Dax, you’re such an asshole! I don’t want your gifts; I just want you to leave me alone!” 
 
    She jerked the drawer open and pulled the ballerina out. She set it on the nightstand and picked up one of her textbooks. Just as the music began, she brought the book down hard on the ballerina. The little figurine gave a high-pitched cry of protest, and when she lifted the book she noticed a splatter of black blood. Her stomach felt queasy and she stared at the little figurine in horror—it had been alive? And then it twitched and she didn’t care if it had been alive, she certainly wasn’t leaving it that way. After five good, hard thumps, the figurine lay completely flat, squished instead of shattered. Molly was satisfied that it wouldn’t be singing or dancing again anytime soon. She used the book to push the bloody remains into the trash can, then called Alexis and left a message that demanded Alexis come over once she was done with Keir. It was time to tell Alexis what happened—it was time to ask for help.

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirteen: The Whole Story 
 
    Alexis 
 
      
 
    “You are not hitting me hard enough,” Keir scolded for the sixth time. 
 
    “I don’t want to hurt you,” Alexis argued. 
 
    “We are practicing this for a reason. If I were attacking you, you would need to hurt me. Besides, I will heal,” he replied, clearly exasperated by her weak attempts. Though she was learning self-defense, Keir thought it prudent to teach her how to properly attack as well, in case she couldn’t escape her assailant quickly enough and she needed to defend herself in combat. He’d taught her how to form a fist and the motions she needed to punch properly for limited injury to herself, and they were now putting these motions into practice. “I need to know that you will not hold back when your life is in danger.” 
 
    “I won’t,” she insisted. “I just don’t want to hit you.” 
 
    He opened his mouth to argue, but the distant sound of knocking distracted him. He glared steadily at her and announced: “We are not finished until you learn to hurt me,” then stalked to the door. By the time he opened it, he was calm and composed as he inquired as to the business of their visitor. Alexis turned away from the scene, expecting it to be some errand that would drag him away for at least a few minutes, and began punching the air in practice. 
 
    She saw Keir return out of the corner of her eye, followed through with one more punch, and then turned to face him. “What’s up?” 
 
    His brow was furrowed in worry, and instead of telling her that he would be leaving, he announced: “My mother has received a message concerning the assembly.” 
 
    Though Alexis’ training had increased, they hadn’t talked about the assembly much since she had agreed to accompany him. This was the first news they’d had since then, and she couldn’t hide her curiosity. “Cool, what did it say?” 
 
    “It’s been decided that it will take place during Yule.” 
 
    Recognizing the term for the winter solstice, she nodded, her shoulders relaxing. “That would be perfect. Even if the time’s all wonky, I have two weeks off of school around then. So all I’d have to do is convince my parents that everything’s fine and no one should even notice that I’m gone.” Well, no one but Molly. Alexis would have to explain where she was going so that Molly wouldn’t worry. “Oh, but I may have to be home in time for Christmas.”  
 
    Keir nodded slowly, but he still didn’t look happy. 
 
    “Okay, so what’s the rest of it?” 
 
    “The Unseelie Court has offered its services as host.” 
 
    Alexis gaped at him. “Wait, what?” But before he could explain, she interrupted, asking, “We’re really going to have to go to the Unseelie Court? I thought it would be, like, somewhere neutral.” 
 
    “The only neutral grounds in Faery are the Wilds, and no one would ever suggest holding such an important meeting there, especially when we will be discussing the Solitary,” he explained. He approached her and clasped her shoulders, soothing her with gentle strokes. “I would understand if you decided to decline the invitation,” he told her quietly. 
 
    She pursed her lips. “But you’d still like me to come anyway.” 
 
    His hands stopped moving and he looked at her carefully. “I do not know what I would prefer at this point. The Unseelie Court is dangerous, especially now that we have both recently made enemies of one of its members. I can banish Ormond from the Dark Court, but we would be in his territory, and his queen might be … sympathetic to his grievances.” 
 
    Alexis snorted. “If anyone has a grievance, it’s me. I’m still pissed about that whole choking thing,” she replied, rubbing her neck self-consciously. She looked up at Keir. “Okay, so I know your reasons for not wanting me to go, but I don’t know your reasons for still considering taking me, even with this new information.” 
 
    He dropped his hands away from her shoulders and ran one of them through his long hair. “As much as I would like to claim it is simply for the pleasure of your company, I would not risk your safety. But if you do not attend, instead of seeing it as my desire to protect you, some of the others may … find it a weakness.” 
 
    She frowned, unable to follow his line of thought. “How so?” 
 
    “They might interpret it as my admitting my inability to defend you myself. That I was not strong enough to protect you without relying on the safety of my Court or Your Realm.” 
 
    Slowly, she began to nod. “So, if you bring me along, it shows that you’re confident no one can hurt me.” 
 
    “Essentially.” 
 
    “Despite the fact that that isn’t true.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow and smiled at her wryly. “Such confidence you have in me.” 
 
    She swatted him gently on the shoulder. “None of that. We’re talking about how you feel—and you’ve already basically said you’re worried about me, so you obviously aren’t confident.” 
 
    “It is less a lack of confidence in my abilities, and more a lack of confidence in your ability to stay put,” he replied dryly. 
 
    “Oh, so it’s my fault?” 
 
    “In the past, you did display a certain lack of concern for your safety.” 
 
    She opened her mouth to argue, then closed it and pursed her lips again. “Okay, fair enough. But we’ve already discussed taking guards.” She laid her hand on his arm and tried to give him a confident smile. “I’ll make sure to always have someone with me. I won’t go wandering down hallways alone. I’ll be fine, I promise.” 
 
    Resting his hand over hers, he admitted, “I would feel better if you did not seem to want to accompany me.” 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    “It worries me and I wonder about what has caught your curiosity.” 
 
    “I just,” she paused, trying to think of how to explain. “I made a deal with you. If you invited me here for a specific reason, I’m supposed to come, right? You want me with you on this, for whatever reason, so I’ll come. If you decide you really don’t want me there, it won’t be that big of a deal to me, but I don’t want you to back out just because you think I’m squeamish.” 
 
    The soft sound of his laugh made her smile. “You are such a strange little thing,” he murmured, leaning down to give the top of her head a kiss. Then he pulled away from her and took up a defensive stance. “If we are going to venture into the Unseelie Court, it is even more imperative that you learn how to fight properly.” 
 
    “Right, right, I’m not going home today until I can punch you,” she replied with a soft smile as she took up her own stance. “So, let’s get this over with.” 
 
    * 
 
    Even though the bruises Alexis had given Keir had already melted away by the time he walked her through the rift, she still glanced at him warily. “Are you sure you’re okay?” 
 
    “I am well. And very proud of you,” he informed her, taking her fist in his and kissing her knuckles. “Until next time.” 
 
    “Great, and what do you have planned for that?” she asked, not sure she wanted to know the answer. 
 
    “You will see,” he told her cryptically, then disappeared back through the trees and into the Faery Realm. 
 
    Alexis shook her head and turned on her phone. To her surprise, she had a voicemail from Molly, frantically begging her to come over. Alexis ran all the way to Molly’s house and pounded on the door until a red-eyed Molly answered. 
 
    “What, what is it?” Alexis demanded. “Did Dave break up with you?” 
 
    Molly scrubbed at her eyes. “It’s not about Dave.” Then she took a deep breath and admitted, “I think it’s time I tell you about Dax.” 
 
    Alexis did the only thing she could: she threw up her hands and exclaimed, “Finally!” 
 
    Molly gaped at Alexis, and then she burst into laughter and hugged her friend. “Alexis, I love you.” 
 
    “Of course, you do,” she replied, flippantly, then pulled far enough away to examine Molly, trying to determine how bad the conversation ahead would be. After a moment, Alexis asked, “Is your mom home?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “You think it’s safe to talk here? I guess I don’t know for sure, but I expect my parents are home too.” 
 
    “It’ll be fine,” Molly assured her with a decisive nod. 
 
    They passed her Mrs. Connolly in the kitchen and they exchanged polite, stiff greetings. Though Molly and her mother had stopped arguing since Molly returned, Alexis knew they hadn’t really started communicating either. She wondered if Mrs. Connolly even knew that the man she’d married wasn’t really Molly’s father. 
 
    Molly carefully closed her bedroom door and watched as Alexis plopped down on the bed, pulling her legs up so that she was sitting cross-legged, her eyes wide with expectation. Looking at her, Molly started laughing. “You look like this is just any old gossip,” she commented, her voice cracking as a tear leaked down her cheek. 
 
    “Makes you feel better, doesn’t it?” Alexis asked with a shrug. 
 
    Molly smiled—and while it wasn’t as bright as her usual smile, it was still genuine. “Yeah, I guess it does.” She sat down next to Alexis and leaned against her headboard. She took a deep breath, then let it out in an irritated huff. “God, I don’t even know where to begin.” 
 
    “Probably that night you left.” 
 
    Molly fidgeted. “I already told you about that.” 
 
    Alexis shrugged. “Refresh my memory.” 
 
    Molly sighed, nodded, and began telling the abbreviated story. “Well, so you know Ormond came to get me?” Alexis nodded. “He just sort of showed up in the middle of the night—I remember you were sleeping on the floor, but the rest of it is a bit hazy. He used a compulsion on me to get out of the house, or I swear I never would have gone.” 
 
    Alexis waved away her statement. “Yes, yes, we’ve been over that. Please just tell me what happened.” 
 
    Molly took a deep breath and started again. “Ormond used a compulsion to get me out of the house. It was only lifted when we reached the Faery Realm, where he told me that my grandmother wanted to meet me. I … I went with him, I couldn’t help it, I was just so curious, and I was so mad at my mom.” Catching sight of Alexis’ pursed lips, she pushed past her choked explanation of her emotional state. “Right, sorry. So, he brought me to the Dark Court, where Aoibheann had been staying even before Galen—uh, that’s my father’s name—even before he died. She was … she was sweet, and attentive. She wanted to know all about me—what I liked, who my friends were, and I kind of found myself telling her about my mom. I told her about you too though, and my other friends, but mostly about you.” 
 
    Alexis reached forward and took Molly’s hand, staying silent even as she smiled encouragingly. 
 
    “She told me no one would notice I was gone—not in the ‘they won’t miss you’ way, but in the ‘time moves differently’ way. I … did you know that I was there for a year?” 
 
    Some of the fae had mentioned it to Alexis, but she hadn’t been sure until Molly confirmed it. “Not exactly, but I was there for a few weeks, but only gone for a few hours. I figured you had to be there for a while.” 
 
    Molly nodded and fidgeted with the cuff of her pant leg. “Well, I thought it would be kind of fun, you know? Just like one of our books. She even taught me magic,” her voice was very small as she spoke, and she had to clear her throat before continuing. “And I—I was happy, for a while. But then it started to kind of get boring. I mean, learning magic seems really cool, but the basics are just like anything. It was piano lessons all over again, plunking out the same little exercises until you’ve got them memorized. It takes years to learn the good stuff, and that’s only if you have talent.” 
 
    “The good stuff?” Alexis asked, looking interested. “I know you can glamour.” She touched her lips, where Molly had hidden Keir’s mark for her. He’d placed it there when Alexis had been in the Faery Realm and he’d been trying to keep her safe, but he didn’t remove it even after she returned home, so Alexis had turned to Molly for help. “And I’m pretty sure you used compulsion on the cops when you came back, you know, to get them to believe the half-baked story.” 
 
    Molly nodded slowly. “But that’s just the basics. There’s a lot that the fae do to shape the Faery Realm and themselves. Sometimes it’s specialized, but a lot of it can be learned by anybody with enough blood.” Her shoulders slumped. “To be honest, it’s one of the things that kept me from leaving right away. I mean, who doesn’t want to learn magic?” 
 
    “No one,” Alexis agreed, twisting her lips to the side. “I asked Keir once, but he said humans can’t work magic, even in the Faery Realm. Anyway, so you what, just spent your time studying magic?” 
 
    “Well, I did get to go to a few parties, but I didn’t really talk to anyone. The only people I hung out with were Aoibheann, Ormond when he was actually around, and some other faeries.” 
 
    “Tal and Lev?” Alexis guessed.  
 
    Molly blinked in surprise. “Yeah, how did you—oh.” She cringed. “I forgot, you said they were harassing you. I’m sorry about that.” 
 
    Alexis shrugged. “It’s not your fault.” 
 
    Molly nibbled her lip and said in a small, quiet voice, “Uh, about that, it probably is.” At Alexis’ curious look, she once again continued her story. “Uh, sorry, that’s getting out of order, that was later. So, I was getting bored, right? And well, I actually was starting to think about going home.” She drew a little swirl on the bedspread with her finger. “I kept bringing it up to Aoibheann, but she’d kind of brush it off and show me something new, or take me to a party. When I finally got fed up with it, she told me that Ormond was away on a trip to his Court, and I couldn’t go without him, because I’d have to travel through the Woods, and she didn’t want to put me in danger. Even when I argued that Tal and Lev could go with me, she insisted I couldn’t.” Her voice was barely above a whisper when she said, “It turns out she was just stalling until Dax got there.” 
 
    And so, they finally got to Dax. Alexis watched her friend carefully, noting the bitterness in Molly’s voice. “Okay, so tell me about Dax.” 
 
    “He’s a friend of Ormond’s,” she began, still not looking at Alexis. “He’s an incubus from the Unseelie Court.” 
 
    “An incubus? I didn’t know those actually, uh, existed.” 
 
    Molly nodded. “They do. They feed on strong emotions—sadness, anger, joy. Lust just happens to taste the best. At least, that’s how Dax put it.” She took a deep breath and then finally looked Alexis in the eye. “What I didn’t know at the time was that they could also influence emotions, once they become close enough to someone.” 
 
    “Oh, Molly,” Alexis sighed. She wrapped her arms around Molly’s shoulder and pulled her close, petting her hair. “What did he do to you?” 
 
    “He distracted me, like he was asked to,” she said bitterly. “It was fun at first. He was beautiful—gorgeous, really—and all he seemed to want was to spend time with me. If I was bored, he’d drop whatever he was doing and entertain me. There was this one time, he’d been gone for a while and I’d missed him and … well, I …” 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me,” Alexis replied soothingly, despite the fact that she desperately wanted to know. 
 
    “I should though. You should know what happened, because it’s important.” 
 
    Alexis nodded slowly. “Okay, but go ahead and take your time.” 
 
    There was a long silence before Molly finally whispered, “We had sex.” 
 
    Alexis stared at her a moment, her lips parted, not sure what to say. There were so many emotions that simple, blunt sentence prompted—shock that Molly would wait months to tell Alexis about losing her virginity; hurt, because couldn’t Molly have told her this part at least; and a little bit of morbid curiosity. Ever since the first night Alexis and Keir had spent together, Keir allowed her to choose the pace. She wasn’t ready then, she wasn’t ready now, and she didn’t know when she would be ready in the future. And Keir had never pushed her—it was one of the things that she liked about him. 
 
    She swallowed and licked her lips when she realized her mouth had gone dry. “Umm,” she didn’t know what question to ask. Should she brush off the topic? Or did Molly want to talk about this part, as well as everything else? “Did you, uh, like it?” 
 
    Molly choked on a laugh and then sighed dreamily as she replied, “It was amazing.” But her eyes watered again and her voice wobbled as she added, “But it just made what he did so much worse.”  
 
    Alexis took a moment to rub Molly’s back in soothing circles, murmuring nonsense comfort words. After a few minutes, Alexis asked, “Okay, and then what?” 
 
    Molly laughed again and finally pulled away from her, rubbing at her eyes. “That’s it? Just moving on?” 
 
    “We can talk more about it if you want to,” Alexis assured her. “But I had a feeling that wasn’t what you were going to tell me.” 
 
    “It wasn’t,” Molly admitted morosely. Then she forced another laugh and muttered, “You’re so prosaic, it’s a little weird sometimes.” 
 
    “But you love me anyway.” 
 
    “I do, always.” Taking a deep breath, she continued her story. “Being with him was wonderful at first. I mean, I really thought I was starting to fall in love. But I still wanted to go home. I didn’t talk about it as much, but I’d tell him stories, and he started to get irritated. Instead of looking fascinated, he’d snap that I’d already told him about that. And since so many stories featured you, he … he really didn’t want to hear about you.” She swallowed nervously. “He asked me once if I thought you’d like it there, in the Faery Realm.” She glanced up at Alexis and gave a nervous smile. “Do you know? I actually told him you wouldn’t.” 
 
    This surprised Alexis more than anything else Molly said. “Wait, what?” Her brow furrowing, she asked, “Why not?” 
 
    “You just, you don’t make friends easily, so I thought you’d be lonely, and that you would get bored.” 
 
    Alexis opened her mouth to protest, closed it, and then shrugged. “Yeah, you’re probably right. I mean, the only person I really see there now is Keir, and I—” she stopped as another thought occurred to her, and narrowed her eyes before asking carefully, “What does Dax look like?” 
 
    Molly twisted the ends of her hair and murmured, “Blond, strong, and tan. Well, he’s more golden actually, like he spent all day in the sun.” 
 
    Alexis groaned and covered her eyes with one hand. “I’ve met him.” 
 
    “You’ve what?” Molly demanded, springing forward to grab Alexis’ shoulders. “When? Are you okay? Did he give you anything?” 
 
    Alexis smiled reassuringly. “I’m fine, relax, and no, he didn’t give me anything.” She was tempted to ask why Molly would think he would, but she needed to finish reassuring her friend first. “I met him the same night I met Keir, Lev, and Tal. I was out camping with Mandy and some others on Midsummer, and they came up to us. If I remember right, Keir said he barely knew him. He just sort of tagged along with the group.” Molly nibbled on her lip again and her guilty look surprised Alexis into asking, “What?” 
 
    “I, uh, so I told you how Lev and Tal bothering you might be my fault? Well, I might be wrong, since I never really got the story out of him. But you see, I guess I upset Dax a lot with talk of going home, and he … decided to bring a piece of home to me. I think he may have, possibly, invited Keir along because he thought you’d be tempted?” 
 
    Alexis frowned before asking, “Why?” 
 
    Molly licked her lips. “I … the subject may have come up. About your type.” At Alexis’ continued confusion, she explained, “When he told me he was an incubus, I wanted to know if that meant he could just, like, seduce anyone just by standing there, or if it had to be intentional. He explained it didn’t really work that way—that he had to have something to start with—so I used you as an example.” 
 
    Alexis snorted. “Like I’d be attracted to that Ken-doll wannabe.” 
 
    But instead of looking relieved, Molly hunched her shoulders, looking even guiltier. “Which is exactly what I told him.” 
 
    It took Alexis a moment to understand, and then she nodded thoughtfully. “Keir’s quite the opposite of him, but Dax must not have told him what he’d intended.” 
 
    Molly relaxed and asked, “Oh good. But why do you say that?” 
 
    “Well, because he interfered. If it hadn’t been for Keir, they probably would have gotten me to the Faery Realm during Midsummer. But he stopped them, and he tried to protect me from them the entire time I was there.”  
 
    “I didn’t know that,” Molly replied. 
 
    Alexis gave her a half-hearted smile. “Sorry. You didn’t want to talk about your time there, so I didn’t think it would be a good idea to give you all the gory details.” 
 
    Molly reached out both hands and set them on Alexis’. “I wish you would.” 
 
    “Well, maybe later, but right now, it’s still your turn.” 
 
    Molly pulled her hands away and nodded. “Well, after that, Dax … I just, I started to realize he wasn’t who I thought he was. He started manipulating me more, taking my memories. I even stopped asking about home for a little while. I don’t even know what all he took,” she muttered. Then she glanced up at Alexis again and said, “And then I heard you, one day, and it just … it reminded me of how much I wanted to go home. When I brought that up again, the way he reacted … I just, I finally realized what he was doing. He kept trying to tell me that he loved me, but you just, you don’t do that to someone you love. You don’t take away all of their choices.” She was beginning to cry again, and Alexis pulled her back for another hug. “I told him I never wanted to see him again,” she sobbed. Alexis nodded, but she stilled at Molly’s next words, “But he’s here. He won’t leave me alone.” 
 
    Alexis jerked away so that she could look at Molly’s face. “What has he done?” 
 
    Molly rubbed her eyes and bent down to pick up the trash can. “I haven’t seen him, but he keeps leaving me gifts. And they’re just … I can’t tell if he’s trying to apologize, or if he’s trying to traumatize me.” She held up the trash can and Alexis jerked away from it when she saw the bloody, battered body of a miniature girl. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” 
 
    “It’s his latest present,” Molly said bitterly. “Well, it was. I did that to it,” she explained, setting the trash can back down. “It was a ballerina that danced around the room. Dave was here and the music … I mean, it was beautiful, but the way he reacted to it, like he never wanted it to stop.” 
 
    Alexis shivered. She’d seen the results of fae music on humans at a ball in the Dark Court. She’d been prevented from getting a proper look at them, but she still knew what had happened—they’d begun dancing to the music, gotten lost in it, and never found their way out.  
 
    “And it was all like that. Beautiful only if you didn’t really think about it,” Molly explained bitterly. “Just like him.” 
 
    Alexis pursed her lips. “So, he won’t leave you alone.” 
 
    Molly nodded. “And I need your help. Well, I mean, I think I need Keir’s help.” 
 
    “Yeah, that makes sense,” Alexis replied, trying to pretend she wasn’t slightly hurt by that statement. The important thing was that Molly had told her, not the reason. “You said he’s from the Unseelie Court?” 
 
    Molly nodded. 
 
    “I have an idea, but I’m not sure you’re going to like it. I’m not sure Keir will either, and I know I don’t, but … well, it might be good anyway.” Alexis took a deep breath, preparing herself for the next part. “Keir and I have to go to the Unseelie Court for this, like, meeting. If you went with us, you might be able to find a way to force Dax to stop.” 
 
    Molly stared at her with wide, frightened eyes, then stuttered, “I-I’ll think about it.” 
 
    Alexis nodded. “Okay. Is there anything else you need to tell me?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Molly replied quietly. 
 
    “Well, you know that if you think of anything, I’m always here for you.” 
 
    Molly set her hand on top of Alexis’ again and smiled at her. “I know.” 
 
    “But really, you have to tell me about those magic lessons. Girl, I need to live vicariously through you!” Alexis insisted, making Molly laugh, which was the goal.

  

 
   
    Chapter Fourteen: Tabula Rasa 
 
    Molly 
 
      
 
    Molly considered Alexis’ suggestion. Her immediate response had been a flat no. Wasn’t it easier to face someone on your own turf? Taking the fight to the Faery Realm seemed like the stupidest idea possible. In fact, that was probably exactly what Dax wanted. And yet … she wasn’t doing very well, even with the home field advantage. Maybe it would be better if she surprised him and confronted him, told him exactly what she thought about his recent little stunts. 
 
    There was one other problem: Dave. He’d already gotten caught by one fae enchantment, was it fair of her to put him in danger by continuing to see him? Dax’s last gift had been in her house. Thinking of that violation made her shudder. Who knew what the next one would be, or where she would find it—and she was certain that there would be a next one, as much as she dreaded it. 
 
    On Monday, Molly was still absorbed in her thoughts as she took her books out of her locker when she realized that Dave hadn’t come to greet her. She frowned and looked around the hall in confusion, but she couldn’t spot him among the other milling students. 
 
    “What’s up?” Alexis asked. 
 
    “Have you seen Dave?” 
 
    Alexis blinked. “He’s, uh, not really someone I look for,” she admitted. 
 
    “I hope he’s not mad at me,” Molly replied, her shoulders drooping. 
 
    Alexis’ brow furrowed in confusion. “Why would he be?” she asked as they stared walking down the hallway. 
 
    Molly bit her lip nervously. “I kind of snapped at him over the music box. Oh, I almost forgot.” She put her hand on Alexis’ shoulder. “I told Dave that Keir had gotten it for you, but if he asks you about it, just insist you don’t know where it came from.” 
 
    Alexis raised an eyebrow. “Uh, okay.” She looked around Molly’s shoulder and said, “There he is.” 
 
    “Dave!” Molly bounced up to him and reached out to tap him on the shoulder. 
 
    He turned to look at her and she leaned up to give him a kiss, surprised when he stumbled back. She blinked, and her face crumpled. “Sorry, are you mad about Saturday?” 
 
    “Saturday?” he asked, with a blank look on his face. 
 
    “Yeah, I didn’t mean to snap. I told you I was just wasn’t feeling good.” 
 
    He continued to look at her blankly. 
 
    She frowned. “What?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he replied, then turned away. 
 
    “Dave!” she called, hurt and confused, but he didn’t turn around or react to his name. She looked at Alexis, but Alexis looked just as stunned as she felt. 
 
    “What was that about?” Alexis demanded, turning from stunned to indignant on Molly’s behalf. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Molly replied, her voice breaking. 
 
    “Oh no.” Alexis wrapped an arm around Molly and hustled her off to the bathroom. “Don’t cry, it’s okay.” 
 
    “It’s not okay,” she insisted fiercely. “Dax is screwing with my life and it’s not okay.” 
 
    Alexis pursed her lips and nodded. “Right, sorry, you’re right, it’s not okay. Do you think he did something?” 
 
    Molly looked at her, confused. “What?” 
 
    “Dax. Do you think Dax did something to Dave?” 
 
    She blinked, and then rubbed the tears out of her eyes. “I … I don’t know. I just … I thought he was mad because I snapped at him.” 
 
    “I’d talk to Dave again if I were you,” Alexis replied. The warning bell rang, catching them by surprise. “Are you going to be okay to go to class?” she asked. 
 
    Molly sniffed and nodded. “I’ll just wash my face.” 
 
    * 
 
    Waiting was excruciating. Molly had two hours to go until the next time she would see Dave in biology. When her history teacher called on her, instead of bluffing her way through an answer, she admitted, “I’m sorry, Mr. Harris, I’m not feeling quite myself today.” 
 
    She almost ran to her biology class when second hour was dismissed. But she reached it before Dave did, and had to wait impatiently for him to arrive. Fifteen minutes late, he wandered into class, looking confused. 
 
    “How nice of you to join us, Mr. McCauley,” Mrs. Baker said sarcastically.  
 
    He looked at her vaguely before taking an empty seat in front. Mrs. Baker scowled at him. 
 
    “Would you like to go to your seat, Dave?” she suggested, pointing to the back. 
 
    Dave blinked up at her and Molly’s heart sank. Something was wrong—something was definitely wrong. Dave opened his mouth and emitted a noise of inquiry that surprised everyone with its incoherence. 
 
    Mrs. Baker began to look more concerned than irritated. “Are you all right?” 
 
    And then he fainted—collapsed to the floor before anyone could react. 
 
    “Dave!” Molly cried, pushing her chair aside with such force that she almost toppled it over in her haste. She reached his side just as Mrs. Baker reached the classroom phone and started placing calls. 
 
    “Dave, are you okay?” Molly asked frantically, despite the fact that he was unconscious. She looked him over, but he didn’t appear to have any wounds. He hit his head on the ground when he fell, but that had only created one small bump. Someone had to pull her away from him as the school nurse came to investigate. When he finally woke up, she sighed in relief until she saw his eyes—there was no comprehension there. He didn’t seem to understand what anyone was saying, and he couldn’t voice whatever he was feeling. Yet he didn’t look afraid—he continued to simply look blank. 
 
    Molly cried out in pain and jerked away from the classmate that had been holding her back. But instead of going back to Dave, she ran out of the room. She had to find Dax. This was his fault, she knew it, and she had to find him and make him reverse whatever he’d done. 
 
    When she escaped the school, she looked around for him frantically. But of course, she couldn’t find him—she could never find him! “DAX!” she screamed, grabbing her hair in frustration. 
 
    “Molly?” 
 
    She whipped around to find Cassi looking at her in concern. “Are you okay?” Cassi’s voice was soft, and she reached out a hand to touch Molly before pausing, as if unsure whether her touch would be accepted. 
 
    “W-what are you doing out here?” Molly asked, suddenly hoping that Dax would continue to ignore her, that someone else she cared about wouldn’t be hurt. 
 
    “I was, uh,” Cassi cleared her throat and then straightened as she announced, “I’m in study hall, and I was … meeting someone.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s good,” Molly said distractedly. “Good for you.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Molly bit her lip—could she really talk to Cassi about this? Should she? But tears pricked her eyes and she had to tell someone—she didn’t know—or couldn’t remember—where Alexis was so she found herself blurting, “Dave’s hurt.” 
 
    Cassi blinked. “I—what happened?” 
 
    “He fainted. I—I don’t know what’s wrong, but he doesn’t look okay.” 
 
    Cassi was nodding sympathetically, and then she asked carefully, “Molly, I’m sorry, but … I still don’t get why you’re out here?” 
 
    “I needed some air,” Molly replied quickly, the only excuse she could think of. 
 
    “Oh, of course. But maybe we should go back inside.” After a moment of hesitation, Cassi grabbed Molly’s hand. “Come on,” she coaxed. “It’s cold out here.” 
 
    Molly nodded numbly and looked over her shoulder. She still didn’t see any sign of Dax, and she didn’t know if that was a good thing or not. 
 
    * 
 
    Dave was taken to the hospital, and Molly didn’t know what happened to him. In the end, she decided that it served her right to be kept in the dark, since he was only hurt because of his relationship with her. 
 
    When she met Alexis to go home, she explained what happened, though Alexis had already heard about most of the event through the rumor mill. “We’ll talk to Keir,” Alexis immediately offered. “Maybe he knows what happened and how to help.” 
 
    Molly nodded, but pointed out, “You aren’t scheduled to see him until Saturday. That’s almost a week away.” 
 
    “That won’t be a problem,” Alexis replied grimly. “It may have to wait until tomorrow, but we’ll talk to him, okay?” 
 
    Molly nodded again and they walked into her home together. They went to the kitchen for a snack, ready to settle in for an afternoon of planning.  
 
    Somehow, Molly wasn’t surprised when she saw another little present waiting on the kitchen counter. As if this day couldn’t get any worse. This time, Dax had left her a little origami humming bird, made of shiny gold paper. For a moment it sat still on the counter and she stared at it in despair. She knew it would do something, she just didn’t know what. When it didn’t move, she bent to pick it up, then jumped back when it suddenly fluttered into life. 
 
    It buzzed around her head cheerfully, then swooped over to Alexis and pecked at her cheek viciously. 
 
    “I will crush you,” Alexis threatened, trying to grab the bird but snatching thin air because the paper had fallen suddenly to the ground. There it reshaped itself into a frog that hopped over to stand on Molly’s shoe, where it changed into a little mouse that crawled quickly up her leg and huddled in the protection of her hair. 
 
    Molly crushed it against her shoulder, wincing at its shriek of pain. She dropped the crushed piece of paper to the ground, stomped on it repeatedly with grunts of rage, and then moved out of the kitchen, wanting nothing more than the comfort of her bedroom. She paused in the hallway as she remembered that Dax had been in that room as well. He seemed to violate her whole house with his presence. When she couldn’t think of anywhere better to go, she decided to continue on—at least in her bedroom she could curl up on her bed. 
 
    “Hey, Molly?” Alexis called. 
 
    Molly turned around to see Alexis bending down. “Don’t touch it!” she screeched, rushing forward to stop Alexis before her fingers brushed the origami. “You don’t know what sick thing he’s done to it,” Molly snarled, stepping on it one more time for good measure. 
 
    “There’s writing on it,” Alexis explained calmly. 
 
    Molly scowled. “If he has anything to say to me, he can come out here and say it!” she shouted. 
 
    “Yeah, and I get that,” Alexis replied in a soothing tone, “But this may be important. It might be something about Dave.” 
 
    Molly huffed, then pulled the sleeve of her coat over her hand and fumbled to pick up the smooshed scrap of paper. It took some doing, but she eventually managed to unwrap it without touching it with her bare skin. Alexis leaned forward to examine it, but frowned and muttered, “I’ve seen that writing before, but I can’t read it.” 
 
    “I can,” Molly whispered. It was a language specific to the fae, and it was instinctive, even for Halflings. All it said was: ‘I love my name on your lips.’ 
 
    “I don’t want your love notes!” she screamed, dropping it again as she stormed out of the house. “Just leave me alone!” A neighbor scowled at her, and she flipped them off. They’d probably tell her mother about the incident, but she didn’t care. She whipped around, spotting Alexis in the doorway of the kitchen, and in a half-choked voice told her, “I’m sorry, but I just … I think I need to be alone right now.” 
 
    Alexis opened her mouth as if to argue, but seemed to change her mind and reluctantly nodded. “I have to go find Keir anyway.” 
 
    Molly nodded shakily and accepted one more hug before Alexis left. Molly shut the door behind Alexis and leaned against it for a moment before retreating to her room. 
 
    She spent thirty or so minutes crying and feeling sorry for herself before she made a decision. Dax wanted her to know he was there? To know he was watching her? Fine, message received. But she wasn’t going to sit idly by anymore. Molly was starting to think that Alexis had the right idea—Molly had to go to him. It was probably what he wanted, but at this point, she didn’t care. He thought he wanted her in the Faery Realm? Oh, he’d get her in the Faery Realm, and she was going to make him regret every moment of it.

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifteen: Tricks of the Trade 
 
    Alexis 
 
      
 
    It didn’t take long to find Keir. Or, more precisely, it didn’t take Keir long to find her. She was walking toward the rift when he appeared, and the only reason she didn’t jump was because she had been expecting him. She would have been more surprised if he hadn’t come. 
 
    “Alexis, what is wrong?” he asked, placing his hands on her shoulders as he looked her over for any injury. 
 
    “I’m fine, the problem is Molly,” she explained, but she didn’t pull away. 
 
    He frowned. “What happened?” 
 
    She sighed and rubbed her temples. “It’s a long story. Talk as we walk?” 
 
    He nodded and looped his arm through hers. Molly was currently too upset for rational conversation, so Alexis steered Keir in the direction of her own house. She hadn’t brought him home yet, and she wondered for the first time if he’d come by on his own. “Do you remember that guy Dax?” 
 
    “The incubus?” he asked, seeming surprised by the question. 
 
    She nodded. “Yeah, him. Well, it turns out he was part of Aoibheann’s crew, and his job was to distract Molly. Only,” she took a deep breath, trying to find the words. “Only he got a little too attached, and he became kind of obsessed, by the sounds of it.” Keir didn’t comment, so Alexis plowed on. “She doesn’t want anything to do with him, but he won’t leave her alone. And we think … we think he did something to Dave, that guy you met on Halloween.” 
 
    Keir frowned. “What do you think he did?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she replied miserably. 
 
    He stopped her on the sidewalk. “This is very important, Alexis. What happened?” 
 
    “Well, it started with Dave acting weird. They had a fight over the weekend, nothing big, but Dax had sent her this sort of music box, if you could call it a box, and Dave kind of became obsessed with it. She got angry and sent him home, but when she talked to him this morning, he didn’t seem to know what she was talking about. And then I guess he kind of passed out at school today, but even when he woke up, Molly says he … he just wasn’t all there.” She looked up at him, her face crumpled in pain and worry. “Do you think it was the music box?” 
 
    “No,” Keir said darkly. “This is something much more complicated than a music box.”  
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I cannot be sure,” he said slowly, “But by what you have described, I would guess it is a memory enchantment.” 
 
    She blinked. “What do you mean?” 
 
    He pulled away, turning his back, obviously uncomfortable with the topic. “You know already that the fae have stolen humans over the centuries,” he began. She nodded, even though he couldn’t see her. “Well, some of the fae … do not appreciate a human’s natural homesickness.” 
 
    Alexis thought of Molly saying how much she had wanted to go home, and how her grandmother and the others had done what they could to prevent her. “Yeah I know.” Alexis narrowed her eyes. “So, let me guess, they do something about it?” 
 
    He nodded, then turned to take her face in his hands, his eyes suddenly fierce. It was always so much easier to read him when he was wearing a glamour. “Please know that I would never do anything like this to you.” 
 
    She gazed into his eyes for a while, then slowly nodded. 
 
    He sighed and relaxed, but instead of releasing her, he smoothed his hands down her neck and to the back of her head, twisting his fingers in her loose hair. “Sometimes, the fae will cast a very powerful enchantment that … forces the human to forget their old life.” 
 
    “In what way?” 
 
    “In whatever way they wish,” he admitted grudgingly. “The most extreme cases are when they completely erase the memories. Then they rewrite them in a way that leaves the human devoted to them, with no memory of their past life in the Mortal Realm.” 
 
    “That’s horrible!” she exclaimed, instinctively pulling away from him. He let her go without any protest. “How could they do that? Just take everything away from someone?” 
 
    Keir shook his head. “I would not know. It is not a practice of which I approve. Memories make a person: the bad, the good, even the seemingly inconsequential. The least I can say is that it is not a very common practice.” 
 
    “Let me guess,” she said sourly. “It’s something mostly the Unseelie do?” 
 
    When Keir looked at her this time, his eyes were incredibly sad. “No, Alexis. This particular enchantment is a Seelie favorite.” 
 
    Her mouth fell open. “But … I thought they were supposed to be the good fae?” 
 
    He sighed and took her hand. “Our world is not so black and white. And from their perspective, this is not an act of evil. They sometimes even convince themselves that it is an act of kindness. The Unseelie would never bother to alter the memories of their humans, because they do not care if a human is miserable from missing home.” 
 
    Alexis scowled with disgust. “Well can you fix it?” When he opened his mouth, she held up her hand and said, “Don’t talk about prices now, I just need to know if it can be done.” 
 
    He gave her a hurt look and murmured, “I was going to say that there are solutions, but probably not what you hoped.” 
 
    “Oh,” she murmured, but didn’t apologize for her assumption. “What are they?” 
 
    He sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “I would have to see him to be sure, but it does not sound as if Dax rewrote Dave’s memories, it sounds as if he left him blank.” 
 
    “Blank?” 
 
    “No memory of anything. It is a cruel trick, and that is something the Unseelie might delight in. To leave him without a sense of self, with memory of anything, a blank slate.” 
 
    Alexis’ hands fisted and she asked. “And is that better or worse?” 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    Alexis grimaced. “Worse.” 
 
    Keir nodded. “My consensus as well. I could rewrite him with a basic personality, but I do not know him enough to replicate what he has lost. Even if I knew him better, it would be an imperfect process, because there are so many elements that make up a sentient creature’s mind. But I could make him properly function again, be able to walk out in the world and know what things are, who he is.” 
 
    Alexis growled in frustration. “But you can’t bring him back. Can anyone?” 
 
    “Dax may be able to,” Keir replied. “It depends on if he planned to use this as leverage or revenge.” 
 
    Alexis took a deep breath, trying to calm herself—Keir didn’t deserve her yelling at him. “Which is the better option?” 
 
    “Leverage,” he replied immediately. “If he is trying to force Molly to trade her freedom to restore Dave, he would have a sort of … failsafe. A way to restore the memories, so he could make a deal with her.” 
 
    “But if it was for revenge?” she asked, despite the fact that she didn’t want to know the answer. 
 
    “He would make sure that those memories were lost. Forever.” 
 
    Alexis swore and pressed her hand against her eyes. She smoothed her hand down her face, peeked at him, and mumbled a question, her hand still half over her mouth. He gave her a quizzical look and she lowered her hand the rest of the way. “What’s it going to cost to get the best possible replacement personality?” 
 
    He took her face in his hands, running his thumbs over her cheekbones. “You should not have to pay a price for this.”  
 
    “But you aren’t going to pass up the opportunity anyway,” she muttered. 
 
    He sighed, but nodded. 
 
    “Spit it out, what is it?” 
 
    He rested his forehead against hers and whispered, “Your name.” 
 
    She blinked. “You already know my name.” 
 
    His lips quirked in an ironic smile. “I know one of them.” 
 
    “I—you don’t know my last name?” 
 
    “You have not told it to me.” 
 
    “I haven’t?” 
 
    He shook his head, his forehead brushing against hers. 
 
    “Oh.” She blinked again and then said, “It’s Dearborn.” 
 
    “Say it,” he whispered, “All together.” 
 
    She gulped, knowing what he wanted. The shapeshifter that had led her into the Mortal Realm had told her that names held power, but she didn’t know exactly what that meant. However, she did know that this wasn’t a request made lightly. It also wasn’t one that she could refuse—she didn’t know Dave very well, but even if he’d been the worst sort of jerk, he wouldn’t deserve this. “Alexis Miranda Dearborn.” 
 
    “Alexis Miranda Dearborn,” he repeated, savoring the words as if tasting her name. And then he kissed her, tasting her too. “I will see what can be done.” And he disappeared. 
 
    Alexis sighed—she hated when the fae did that. And then she walked home, hoping that she had done the right thing. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Part Two: 
 
    How Not to Debate a Serious Issue 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter One: Meet the Parents 
 
    Keir 
 
      
 
    Keir pulled the wool coat closer around him, trying to block out the Michigan winter. There wasn’t any snow on the ground, but the air was biting cold and the wind was blowing his hair around his face. He pulled the collar up on his coat to block the wind and quickened his step. 
 
    He reached the front door to Alexis’ home—a building he had seen from outside before, but he had never been invited to enter—and rubbed his hands together. Despite the cold, his hands were warm and clammy. It was ridiculous to be nervous about the encounter—only he and Alexis would remember it anyway—but he was determined to make a good impression, as fleeting as it would be. Clearing his throat, he mentally rehearsed his line again, “Hello, my name is Keir, I am Alexis’ boyfriend.” He couldn’t tell her parents the story Alexis had concocted about their relationship—the lies would stop his tongue—but since Alexis called him her boyfriend, he could use that word. 
 
    The door started to open before he was prepared, and he stilled, briefly panicking. Was his glamour in place? Was his hair terribly mussed because of the wind? He reached up to fuss with it and flatten it. He normally wore it back when he was in the Mortal Realm, but today the wind was too cold on his ears. And then Alexis was smiling up at him—that bright, genuine smile he always loved to see—and trying to push past. 
 
    He blinked and looked from her to the house. “I thought,” he began slowly. 
 
    “What?” she asked, adjusting the backpack on her shoulders. The cover story she had concocted to excuse her absence over the next few days was that she was going to visit relatives with Molly. She would not actually need the luggage she brought with her—Keir already had everything prepared for their journey and their stay in the Unseelie Court—but it would look odd if she left the house with nothing. 
 
    Keir rubbed the back of his neck self-consciously. He had expected to be introduced to her parents—even if it was simply to lay a compulsion on them strong enough to not question their daughter’s absence. But she did not appear to think this was necessary, and despite his nerves, he was disappointed. 
 
    “What?” she demanded again, putting her hands on her hips and giving him a look of sheer exasperation. 
 
    He hid his smile—he loved her expressive features, and was tempted to tweak one of the curls that hung around her face and neck. “I thought your parents would need more convincing than simply taking your word,” he offered. He could not lie, but he did not have to tell her everything he was thinking either. 
 
    “Oh.” She pursed her lips and looked at the house. 
 
    “They may attempt to call you while we are away,” he added coaxingly. 
 
    She sighed. “Dang, I forgot about that. You’re right, they’ll either expect me to call them when I get there, or they’ll call me themselves.” She eyed him up and down and paused, seeming reluctant. 
 
    Keir’s heart fell—she did not want him to meet her parents. Did they know anything about him? She might have lied to them about where she was going every Saturday afternoon, and he knew that she lied to them at least once when she spent the night with him. Of course, she had spent many nights with him, but because of the time differences between the Mortal and Faery Realms, no one had missed her. They would miss her this time. 
 
    “Well, come on, you’re right. Don’t know what I was thinking.” She opened the door for him and called out, “Mom, Dad, can you come here?” 
 
    There was some slight commotion as a couple emerged from the living room. “I thought you had left—” Mrs. Dearborn began, her brow furrowed in concern. She looked from Alexis to Keir and concern turned to thin-lipped disapproval. 
 
    “Hello,” Keir said, stepping forward and offering his hand. Mrs. Dearborn grasped it automatically and he let his magic seep into her, clouding her mind. “My name is Keir. I am Alexis’ boyfriend.” He concentrated on making sure she accepted his words. He would not manipulate her reaction to him. If he was going to be accepted by this family, it would not be because he influenced them. But he needed to make sure that she did not become unduly upset and forbid Alexis from leaving. Laying a foundational compulsion would make the rest of their conversation easier. It was much more difficult to influence a human that had made up their mind, and he was not sure from which parent Alexis had inherited her particular brand of stubbornness. 
 
    Mrs. Dearborn gave him a vague smile. “Oh, yes, Keir,” she murmured. 
 
    Mr. Dearborn looked at her with the beginnings of a frown. “You knew about this? I’ve never heard of him.” 
 
    Keir dropped Mrs. Dearborn’s hand and now offered his hand to Mr. Dearborn, who hesitated. 
 
    “Dad, don’t be rude,” Alexis scolded. 
 
    Mr. Dearborn narrowed his eyes, but finally clasped Keir's hand, squeezing perhaps a bit tighter than necessary. Keir pushed his magic into the man, but noticed that Mr. Dearborn did not accept it as easily as his wife. He narrowed his eyes further, and his hand shake slowed as he stared at his daughter’s boyfriend with suspicion. “And why is he here? I thought you were leaving with Molly.” 
 
    “I am,” Alexis rushed to say. “Keir just stopped by to say hi.” 
 
    Keir nodded and continued smiling and pushed his magic a little harder. Mr. Dearborn nodded and let go of his hand. The magic stayed cloyingly close to them so that Keir could continue to influence them without direct contact—a technique that was difficult to hold, especially with two people—but necessary so that he would not have to touch them for five minutes. That would have made a very strange impression, he was sure.  
 
    “Alexis will be safe,” he told them in a soothing voice. “There is nothing to worry about. You will return to your evening, and you will know that your daughter is safe.” Keir would do everything in his power to make these words true, which was the only reason he was allowed to speak them, even as he was preparing to take her into the dangerous territory of the Unseelie Court. “You will not worry about your daughter. In fact, you will be so assured of her safety, that you will not feel the need to contact her while she is away. Everything is fine.” He felt Mr. Dearborn begin to struggle and so Keir put more strength behind the compulsion. The front room seemed unbearably hot with his heavy wool coat and the exertion. 
 
    And then Alexis stepped in, seeming to sense just what was needed. She hugged her father and whispered, “I’ll see you for Christmas,” and the man relaxed enough for Keir to finish the compulsion. It was strong enough that every time Alexis was with Keir, they would not worry about her—but Keir did not have to mention that. Alexis might not wish to know that he had gone a step further than necessary. 
 
    “Have fun,” Mrs. Dearborn called as they left, her eyes on Alexis alone. She did not even seem to see Keir, a side-effect of the compulsion. If her mind did not register him, it would be easier for her to forget he was there. 
 
    Once they were outside, Keir tucked Alexis close to his side and they walked down the street together, huddling for warmth and comfort. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she murmured. 
 
    “For what?” he asked, though he had a feeling he knew exactly what she was apologizing for. 
 
    “For not telling them I had a boyfriend. It made it harder, didn’t it?” 
 
    “That is a possibility,” he confirmed. It was stretching the truth a bit—there was something else that had caused him to struggle slightly with influencing Mr. Dearborn, but Keir was not yet ready to explain his thoughts to Alexis. Besides, he wanted her to feel guilty for keeping him a secret. He would be a part of her life for a long time to come—eventually, she would have to accept this and allow him into her life in the Mortal Realm as well. She had begun to—there was their first date at a party, and he knew that her friends were aware of their relationship—but he was disappointed to discover that she had told her parents nothing about him.  
 
    She leaned her head against his arm and muttered again, “Sorry.” 
 
    He paused and turned her so that she looked up at him. “It is nothing to worry about,” he assured her, contradicting his earlier intentions, but he hated seeing her worry. Taking her face in his hands, he gazed down at her. She was so incredibly beautiful—her gray eyes large and trusting, her plump lips always expressive, and freckles scattered across her face breaking up the rest of her pale complexion. She never seemed to notice when he lost his train of thought and drew little pictures in his mind with those freckles. Now he touched four at the corner of her mouth that he always thought resembled a heart—a crooked, sideways heart, but close enough. She still looked worried, so he leaned down and kissed her gently. “All is well,” he assured her. “Now, we still have to fetch Molly and be on our way.” He did not mention that they had an appointment to keep—he was not sure why, but he was not quite ready to tell her that they would not be travelling alone. 
 
    “Okay,” she mumbled, leaning her head against his shoulder again as they walked. He smiled to himself and tucked her just a little closer to his side. The path ahead was murky—he had no idea what the Solitary were planning, or if they even knew themselves—but he would enjoy every moment he could spend with Alexis in the meantime. They walked very slowly to Molly’s house, ignoring the nipping wind that urged them to hurry.

  

 
   
    Chapter Two: Final Preparations 
 
    Molly 
 
      
 
    Molly hated waiting, and it rankled that she’d been waiting weeks to finally confront Dax. Those weeks had been filled with trepidation and imagined confrontations as time slowly inched on.  
 
    Dave returned to school, the doctors unable to explain his sudden illness and sudden recovery, but he was different. Molly knew why—Alexis had explained what Keir had done: giving Dave just enough memory and consciousness to go through the motions—but that only made Molly feel worse. She avoided him, and he didn’t seem to mind or even notice. 
 
    December 19th couldn’t come fast enough—today would be the first step toward fixing her mistakes. Molly was practically climbing the walls by the time Keir and Alexis arrived at her house. “We’ve already gotten my parents settled,” Alexis explained. “As far as they know, I’m spending the night at your grandma’s house until Christmas Eve, and Keir’s made sure they don’t feel the need to check up on me. Do we need to work on your mom?” 
 
    “No, she’s fine,” Molly replied. “She thinks I’m spending the next couple of days with you, and she already doesn’t feel the need to check up on me.” 
 
    “It may be prudent to use a compulsion nonetheless,” Keir pointed out. 
 
    “I’d rather not subject my mother to any more fae mojo than necessary,” she muttered bitterly. 
 
    They locked eyes for a moment, and then he nodded in understanding. “Then if you are ready to depart?” 
 
    “Yeah, let me grab my bag. I didn’t know what I’d need, so I just packed some random stuff.” 
 
    “You will not require anything on this venture,” Keir explained. “Everything will be provided.” 
 
    “Still, if I’m supposedly going to Alexis’ for a few days, I should look like I packed something.” He nodded in acknowledgement and Molly dashed back into her room to grab her backpack, stuffed with a few days’ worth of clothes and her toiletries. “Okay, I’m ready to go.” 
 
    * 
 
    Molly had only crossed a rift between the Faery Realm and the Mortal Realm twice. The first time, it had shocked her enough to bring her out of the compulsion her half-brother had put on her to get her to docilely follow him into the Faery Realm. The second time was when she returned home with Alexis. She looked at the rift behind the video store for a long moment, full of apprehension. She didn’t know what Alexis saw, but what Molly saw was a disconcerting overlap of worlds. It was like two movies were being projected in the same space, fighting for attention. She could see the rose hedges that made up the maze of the Dark Court, as well as the streets and other businesses that made up the Mortal Realm. 
 
    “Have you changed your mind?” Alexis asked.  
 
    She jumped, startled. It took her a moment to realize that Keir and Alexis were waiting for her to step forward.  She smiled tightly and said, “No, I’m good,” before setting actions to words and stepping through the rift. Without someone pulling her through, she had to concentrate on moving into the Faery Realm, or she would have simply walked past the rift onto the next street. As soon as she stood in front of the hedges, she brushed off the residual magic that tickled along her skin. 
 
    Keir and Alexis followed quickly after. “We will store your belongings in my quarters and fetch your actual luggage, then meet our entourage to begin the journey,” Keir explained as he guided them down the hall. 
 
    Molly had never seen Keir’s rooms, and she was curious to see where Alexis spent her time every weekend. They approached a pair of golden gates that blocked the entrance into the Royal Quarters, and she noted the two satyr guards posted there. She gave them both an appreciative once-over and when one of the guards winked at her, she smiled and winked back. 
 
    The hallway beyond was short, since it was only meant to accommodate two sets of rooms. She looked with interest at the bronze door on the right, watching the intricately carved roses as they shifted and moved, opening their petals invitingly, before following Alexis and Keir into the room on the left. Examining it, she gave a delighted laugh of approval. “Now this is what I’m talking about.” 
 
    Alexis grinned up at Keir. “He’s been making improvements.” 
 
    “I live to serve,” he replied in a deadpan that made Alexis’ grin turn cheeky. 
 
    “You have a pool!” Molly exclaimed as she wandered into one of the attached rooms. “An actual pool! In your rooms!” 
 
    “He does?” Alexis asked, surprised, as she hurried after Molly. 
 
    “What, you didn’t know?” 
 
    “I told you, he’s been making improvements.” She was grinning from ear to ear as she examined the pool—just big enough for a short lap. “This is a new one.” 
 
    Keir followed them at an unhurried pace. “You complained that I did not have a bath,” he said drily. “I thought this might be a fair compromise.” 
 
    “Better than fair,” she agreed, leaning up to give him a quick kiss on the lips. Molly looked away from them, their affection causing her chest to tighten.  
 
    “We should be leaving soon,” Keir announced. “Our escort is surely waiting for us.” 
 
    “Where should I put this?” Molly asked, gesturing to the bag on her back. 
 
    “Here, you can put it in my wardrobe.” Alexis said, then paused and asked Keir, “Should we change for the journey?” 
 
    He considered for a moment, and then replied, “You should be comfortable. We will be on horseback, but it will still take some time.” 
 
    Both girls blinked at him. “We’re riding horses there?” Alexis asked. 
 
    Keir frowned. “Of course. It is a long distance, and the Wilds are too dangerous for the slow pace that traveling by foot would necessitate. With the horses, we should be able to avoid spending more than one night in the Wilds.” 
 
    “Oh, well … I guess I just didn’t realize you had horses in the Faery Realm. I haven’t exactly seen animals around here,” Alexis pointed out. 
 
    Keir shrugged. “The Dark Court does not practice animal husbandry. We trade with the Summer Court.” 
 
    Alexis considered asking for more details, but instead pursed her lips and whispered to Keir, “I want to hear more about that later.” 
 
    His lips quirked but he nodded solemnly. “Of course.” 
 
    “Anyway, I don’t know about you, but I’m going to get changed,” Alexis told Molly as she walked back into the main room. She approached a wardrobe and opened it, revealing a pair of tight-looking pants, a comfortable wool sweater, a tailcoat, and boots, all in unrelenting black. With a happy sigh, she looked over her shoulder at Molly and announced, “I love this thing.” 
 
    “Enchanted wardrobe?” Molly asked with a smile. 
 
    Alexis nodded firmly and confirmed, “Enchanted wardrobe.” 
 
    “I have prepared luggage with similar enchantments for the journey,” Keir explained, earning a smile of gratitude from Alexis. “I will make certain everything is properly prepared. He bowed his head and left Molly and Alexis alone in the room. 
 
    Alexis didn’t bother changing behind the dressing screen, instead shucking off her jeans without worrying about Molly’s presence. “You can see if the wardrobe has something for you,” she offered, the sound half-muffled as she pulled her T-shirt over her head.  
 
    Molly took her suggestion, closing the wardrobe door, waited a moment, and then opened it again. She blinked in surprise at the outfit that awaited her. Alexis looked over her shoulder and asked, “Is that a riding habit?” 
 
    “I guess so.” Molly replied uncertainly as she pulled the dress out. It was old-fashioned, she guessed from the 19th century, with black lacey ruffles at the neck and a long, heavy velvet skirt.  
 
    “Do you know how to ride sidesaddle? Because that definitely looks like a sidesaddle kind of get-up.” 
 
    “Well, I’ve never ridden a horse at all, so I don’t really know. They always make it sound harder than riding astride.” She stared at the dress dubiously, then started to place it back in the wardrobe, reaching to close the doors, when Alexis stayed her hand. 
 
    “Trust me, it wouldn’t work anyway. You might as well try it. If it’s a serious issue, you can always bring your jeans with you.” 
 
    Molly pulled the dress out, and then sighed with relief. “Okay, the skirt splits and there are pants underneath,” she explained, moving aside the lush dark blue velvet. 
 
    Alexis frowned at it, then frowned at the wardrobe. “You’re gonna look cooler than me,” she said with a slight pout. 
 
    Molly snorted and shook her head, but she was smiling. 
 
    By the time they had finished changing, Keir returned. He looked Alexis up and down with appreciation and kissed her softly on the top of her head. “You look lovely.” 
 
    “You just like that I’m wearing black,” she replied, rolling her eyes. 
 
    Molly looked them both over with a critical eye and nodded, “Well, you guys certainly match. It’s cute.” 
 
    Alexis rolled her eyes again, but she couldn’t hide her pleased smile. 
 
    “If you are both ready?” They both nodded. “Then come this way and we will meet our escorts.” 
 
    Molly used the excuse of leaving her bag by the wardrobe to let them get a few steps ahead of her. She took a deep breath, steadying herself. If she really wanted to, she could turn back, but she had to remind herself that she was here for a reason. Even if Keir was able to give Dave a patchwork personality, she was the one who had put him in danger. This thing with Dax needed to end as soon as possible, and if this was the only way to confront him, she had no choice. This was her responsibility, and she would see it through to the end. With a firm nod, she finally followed them out the door, prepared for the journey and the confrontation ahead.

  

 
   
    Chapter Three: Out the Door 
 
    Alexis 
 
      
 
    “Lexi!” Before Alexis knew what was happening or could say a word, a familiar furry figure wrapped strong arms around her, lifting her off her feet squeezing her in a suffocating hug. 
 
    “Jynx!” she gasped, identifying her attacker. “Put me down!” 
 
    “No, absolutely not,” Jynx replied, rubbing her cheek against Alexis’ shoulder. The fur there was softer than Alexis would have expected, and a bright, cheerful orange-red. It was the same color Alexis’ hair had been when she’d first met the shapeshifter. “Everything has been tame and boring for ages because you’ve been so boring for ages and ages. I’m betting you’re like a genie, and the more contact I have with you, the more chaos will happen!” 
 
    “Okay, okay, but that’s enough. You don’t need to rub against me,” Alexis scolded, finally pushing herself away from the troublemaker. Keir reached over and straightened the line of her jacket, earning himself an appreciative nod. 
 
    “Alexis.”  
 
    She looked at their other guard with a flat expression. “Jaxith.” 
 
    His brown ears and tail drooped slightly at her cold greeting. “I, yes, hello,” he murmured, evidently unsure how to respond. The last time they’d spoken was when he’d betrayed her—he’d given her to the very people that had taken Molly, which had been his job all along. Before that, they had been friends, or something close to it. Though she was often quiet and reticent with strangers, Alexis had opened up to Jaxith, and he’d been planning to set her up the entire time. She didn’t know why he had done it, but she did know he regretted his actions. That didn’t mean she had forgiven him. She didn’t know if she ever would. 
 
    “Are there others?” she asked Keir, ignoring Jaxith and looking around the corridor.  
 
    “The … invitations were limited,” Keir admitted. “Five envoys were allowed per Court. Even the Unseelie Court, as hosts, will have to limit the number of attendees in the room. I could have brought more fae for the journey, but it is dangerous to leave them unattended in another’s Court when tensions are so high. For safety, we will be meeting the elves in the Woods and journeying together.” 
 
    Alexis perked up. “The elves are coming to the meeting?” 
 
    Keir raised an eyebrow. “Is there a reason you are excited about this?” he asked, his tone clearly indicating that her answer had better not include a certain Elf Leader. 
 
    Alexis had run into the elves—who lived in the Woods, unassociated with the other Courts—on her first trip into the Faery Realm. They’d given her shelter for a night, and she’d danced under the stars with their leader, an extremely handsome elf named Sirius. They were a fun group, so she felt they would lighten the mood. And yes, she was looking forward to seeing Sirius again, but she didn’t need to explain that to Keir. Casually, she replied, “The elves are nice, and it’ll make me more comfortable knowing someone else there.” 
 
    Keir didn’t look like he believed her answer, but didn’t comment further. “Come along, we will see to the horses and then depart,” he said before leading the way down the hall.  
 
    Molly gave Alexis a curious look and she mouthed the word “Sorry” before rushing to catch up with Keir. Usually he walked at a pace that Alexis—who was just a few inches past five feet—could easily keep up with, but now his long legs carried him easily ahead of her. 
 
    “Now, hold on just a minute, mister,” she scolded as she jogged to catch up, smiling briefly when she noticed how much easier she moved. She’d been jogging regularly for two months now, and the effects were starting to show. “We’re going to hash this out nice and quick before we get to the elves and you take out your frustration on someone who doesn’t deserve it, got it?” 
 
    He glanced down at her and replied, “I am not frustrated with you.” 
 
    “Okay, so you’re frustrated with him. Why?” 
 
    He paused, and Alexis stopped. She held up her hand to keep Molly, Jynx, and Jaxith back a few steps, but she suspected everyone was still able to hear their conversation with relative ease. “Go ahead, pretend they aren’t here. It’s just you and me.” 
 
    “It is not,” he replied quietly. 
 
    She pursed her lips. “Is that the issue? You wanted to travel alone?” 
 
    He ran a hand through his hair in frustration. “That is impractical and dangerous, especially considering how active the Solitary have become recently. There are parts of the Court that I hope to travel to with you one day, but not the Wilds.” 
 
    She blinked. “There are other parts of the Court?” 
 
    He frowned at her. “Of course.” 
 
    “Oh. I … just thought you kind of all lived in the maze.” 
 
    He laughed, the mood lightening with his surprised delight. He wrapped his arm around her waist, pulled her close, and whispered in her ear, “There is much, much more to the Court than the Maze. This is simply the … what is the term humans use?” 
 
    “Capitol?” she guessed. 
 
    He mulled it over, then shrugged. “Perhaps. It is where my mother resides and does business. It is the … entrance into the Court, you could say. The fae that reside here part time, or work in government, make their homes here. The fae that do not venture into the Mortal Realm make their homes deeper into the Court. I will show you one day, when we have more time.”  
 
    “Okay, that sounds both ominous and totally awesome at the same time. But it still doesn’t explain why you’re upset.” 
 
    He sighed and leaned his forehead against hers. “The elves are very … attractive.” 
 
    She blinked, then in an uncertain voice replied, “Yeah?” 
 
    “In many ways.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m aware.”  
 
    He frowned and started to pull his arm away, but she grabbed his wrist and held him still. An idea occurred to her and she asked, “Are you afraid I’m going to leave you because Sirius has pretty eyes?” She tried to suppress the amused laughter threatening to bubble over. When he didn’t reply immediately, she snorted and shook her head. “Okay, first off, let’s completely ignore the fact that I’m here under obligation.” He winced, but she gave him a stern look and repeated, “I said completely ignore that. I spent what, like, a day and a half with Sirius? It was fun, he was nice, and yeah, he—and all of the elves—are pretty. But I mean, those are all kind of superficial things. I’ve known you for a couple of months now and I mean … there’s something here, right? Something a little more … real?” She looked at him uncertainly now. She’d assumed he’d felt a connection between them, or he wouldn’t want her to stay so badly. 
 
    He sighed and kissed her gently on her forehead. “There is.” 
 
    “Then stop worrying. I’m going to make friends. I may not be a social butterfly, but I’m not a total loner either. Sirius is someone I can hopefully count among those friends, and you’re going to have to accept that.” 
 
    He sighed. “Very well. But I maintain my rights to take offense if he pursues anything further than friendship.” 
 
    “Just don’t show your offense by punching him in the face, okay?” she replied, reaching up on tiptoe to give him a kiss on the cheek. She thought he heard him mutter “I would be much subtler” but ignored him as she took his hand. They waited for the others to catch up, and then together they walked to the stables.  
 
    A tall set of wooden doors separated the corridor from the stables, and they opened when Keir brushed them with his fingertips to expose a field under a beautiful, star-filled sky. The field seemed endless, but Alexis knew nothing ever was. To one side of them was a wooden structure, running along the hedge wall as far as the eye could see, and there were horses and fae dotting the field as they trained, grazed, and generally frolicked. 
 
    “This is a lot more horses than I expected,” Alexis admitted with an appreciative look around. 
 
    Molly squealed in delight. “Look, there are little foals!” 
 
    Keir looked where she was pointing and nodded. “New acquisitions. They are training with a pair of shapeshifters.” 
 
    “Do the shapeshifters turn into horses?” Alexis asked. 
 
    “No,” Jaxith answered from behind them. “They’re predators.” 
 
    She ignored him and looked at Keir expectantly, who gave her a more detailed explanation. “These horses are bred in the Faery Realm, so they are resilient, but they are still prey animals, and they have the instincts of prey. The fae in the Summer Court usually do not set off their instincts, but we have many predators in the Dark Court. We receive them as foals from the Summer fae so that we may train them to carry even those fae they would naturally avoid.” He looked pointedly at Jynx and Jaxith. 
 
    “Oh, okay. So where are ours?” 
 
    “In the stables.”  
 
    He led them to the entrance. Alexis looked at it with interest, because it was the plainest thing she had ever seen in the Faery Realm. There was no adornment, not even paint—just simple wood. When they walked in, again there was the appearance of being endless, filled with enough stalls to fit enough horses to serve everyone at Alexis’ high school. “Whoa,” Alexis murmured, looking around in awe. 
 
    Keir smiled softly, then went to find the stablemaster. 
 
    “Are you nervous?” Molly asked, eyeing the horses with excitement. 
 
    “I’ve ridden a horse before,” Alexis reminded her. “Are you nervous?” 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s so worth it,” Molly grinned broadly. “They’re beautiful.” 
 
    “Glad you think so,” a thick brogue replied behind them. The girls turned around in unison and found themselves eye-to-torso with a centaur. Alexis tipped her head back to look up into his dark, smiling eyes. “Allow me to introduce myself. I am Gideon, the stablemaster here at the South Corner Fields. At your service, Consort.” He bowed, his forelegs dipping and one hand on his chest as he gave her the respect due her status. 
 
    She cleared her throat, not sure exactly what the proper response was—she’d avoided official introductions so far. Finally, she replied, “Your, uh, service is much appreciated, Stablemaster. Where’s Keir?” 
 
    “Last minute preparations. I came to greet you, as I do not visit the Maze often enough to have made your acquaintance.” He bowed again.  
 
    “Oh, uh, right,” she replied, giving Molly a panicked look. Should she curtsey? She didn’t know how to curtsey properly, and she thought it might look a little silly without a skirt. She couldn’t thank him for his kindness either, which left her floundering for a response. “Well, it’s, uh, very nice to meet you, Stablemaster.” 
 
    He gave her a quizzical look and she felt her cheeks heat. Obviously, she’d done something wrong—or at least hadn’t done something she was supposed to. All she could hope was that it looked odd instead of rude. She’d been cooped up with Keir every time she came to the Dark Court—perfecting her self-defense lessons and enjoying getting to know him—so she’d been too preoccupied to explore. She hadn’t taken the time to understand what it meant to be Keir’s consort. He’d told her she didn’t have any official duties, but she was starting to wonder. 
 
    She was saved when Keir returned, followed by several servants leading a small herd of horses. “There you are, Gideon; you wandered off.” Keir’s greeting was neutral, but the hand he placed around Alexis’ waist was possessive. She turned to face him, placing one hand on his chest to hide her annoyed look. She didn’t like it when he postured, but she didn’t want to embarrass him in front of his subordinates either. He caught her expression and soothingly rubbed her hip with one hand before taking the hint.  
 
    She gave him a bright smile as a reward and asked, “So which one will I be riding?” 
 
    Gideon took on the task of introducing the riders to their horses. “For our lovely consort, we have Mirette here.” He motioned forward a strawberry roan that stood fifteen hands tall, ready for inspection. “She’ll follow Dhruv,” he indicated a large black stallion, “To the end of her days, very faithfully, so she won’t wander off.” 
 
    “Not even if you try,” Keir whispered in her ear. She scowled at him, but turned to Gideon with a smile. 
 
    “She’s beautiful.” 
 
    Jynx was giggling behind her hand. Alexis turned her scowl on her. “She—she’s,” she stuttered, then burst into full-fledged laughter. “Lexi-girl, your horse is pink!” 
 
    “She isn’t pink,” Alexis grumbled, looking closer. “She’s a sort of … reddish-brown.” She looked at Molly for help, but Molly’s lips were twitching too. 
 
    “She does look kind of pink,” she admitted. 
 
    “The color is called strawberry,” Keir explained. 
 
    Jynx and Molly exchanged a look and agreed, “Pink.” 
 
    Alexis pursed her lips until Molly gave her an apologetic smile. Jynx continued to giggle, though she did it quietly.  
 
    Gideon and Mirette took everything in stride. He moved on to the next horse, presenting the golden palomino to Molly. “This is Chisuzu,” he explained. “She’s a steady, quiet horse. This is your first-time riding, correct?” 
 
    “Yes,” Molly replied, seeming stunned that he already knew this. 
 
    “She’s easy to direct, and she’ll follow the others because she doesn’t like to be alone. She should be an excellent choice for a first-time rider, simply remember not to push her. She needs a light hand, and will appreciate gentle guiding more than forceful tugs.” 
 
    Molly looked at the horse nervously, but nodded her understanding. 
 
    The shapeshifters were given a pair of dappled grays named Daker and Kedma, and Keir took Dhruv’s reins. 
 
    The horses were already loaded with supplies, so they were all ready to go. Keir helped first Alexis and then Molly into their saddles before giving them a few directions. “Follow my lead. Jaxith and Jynx will follow you to cover the rear. We will be moving quickly, so your saddles are enchanted to prevent any mishaps while we are in motion.” He gave them both stern looks. “This does not mean you can be reckless, but it does mean you will need assistance dismounting. Our first stop is to meet the elves to join our escort, and then we will have a long day of riding ahead. At least one night will be spent in the Wilds. Do not wander off.” He looked directly at Alexis for this last part and she wrinkled her nose at him. “Are you ready, ladies?” 
 
    Alexis and Molly exchanged a look, then nodded firmly. “As we’ll ever be,” Alexis agreed. 
 
    Keir nodded once, then mounted Dhruv and led the group. Instead of exiting the meadow back into the maze, Keir led them deeper into the field. Within a few minutes, Alexis felt the tingling sensation of magic as they crossed a barrier that led directly into the Woods. Keir glanced back at her, as if to make sure she was keeping up, and then nudged his horse into a fast trot that quickly turned into a canter. Alexis smiled in delight, looking forward to the days ahead, despite the danger. The Woods around them appeared to be in the middle of a bright, happy summer, the trees covered in bright green leaves that cast a cheery glow that had been lacking the last time she’d walked through them. Their pace was fast enough that the wind rushed past, blowing through her hair. A content smile spread over her lips, and then she laughed with joy, thinking that this was a much better way to travel.

  

 
   
    Chapter Four: Introducing Complications 
 
    Molly 
 
      
 
    Molly was absolutely miserable a few hours later when they finally stopped. Her thighs, bottom, and back ached, she was hungry and tired, and their pace had been so fast that no one was talking. When they stopped in the clearing where they were supposed to meet the elves, she immediately tried to climb down from the saddle, only to find that she couldn’t. She had a moment of half-panic as she looked around, wondering if the spell had gone wrong and she would be stuck up here, which was completely unacceptable when she noticed Alexis still waiting patiently on top of her horse. Keir dismounted and approached her, carefully helping her down. 
 
    Molly heard footsteps and jerked around to find the male shapeshifter waiting to assist her. Alexis had forgotten to introduce him, but Molly had heard Alexis say his name, and now she took a moment to look him over. Jaxith—if she remembered correctly, was the reason Alexis had ended up in the Faery Realm, searching for Molly all those months ago. He was also one of her grandmother’s lackeys.  
 
    Still, that didn’t mean she wouldn’t take his help now; she wanted down. She set her hands on his shoulders, and when he put his hands on her waist, she felt the rippling sense of magic as the spell released, and she was easily lowered to the ground. She examined Jaxith with unveiled interest. “So, you’re Jaxith.” 
 
    He tensed, but bowed his head in acknowledgement. 
 
    “And you worked for my grandmother?” 
 
    He nodded again, then cleared his throat and admitted, “I did, yes.” 
 
    “Why?”  
 
    His brown, furry ears twitched, and he frowned in confusion. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean, you weren’t loyal to her, otherwise you wouldn’t have gone running off to Keir the minute you had completed your mission.” 
 
    There was a moment of quiet as he examined her face carefully. “Alexis told you that?” 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t know if she told me everything, but she told me enough.” 
 
    He nodded thoughtfully and then replied, “If you’ll forgive me, my lady, I have not yet had a chance to explain my reasons to Alexis, and I feel it is only fair that she learns them first.” 
 
    Molly blinked at him in surprise, then nodded firmly. Even though she had been involved in his deception—as the bait, if nothing else—it was Alexis he had hurt, and Alexis who deserved an explanation. As long as he was willing to provide one, Molly would leave him alone—for now. Besides, she wanted to sit down on a non-moving surface as soon as possible. But then she saw Alexis stretching, and grudgingly hobbled over to join her. 
 
    Alexis had her foot propped up against a tree and was leaning over it, muttering something to herself. She looked up and spotted Molly, opening her mouth to speak as Molly mimicked her pose, lifting her foot to place it against the trunk. She missed and squealed in astonishment as she tried to catch herself, her arms pinwheeling in a desperate attempt for balance. 
 
    “You have to ask first,” Alexis told her, shifting to the other leg.  
 
    “I have to what?” 
 
    “Ask for permission. The trees don’t like to be leaned on if you don’t ask first.” 
 
    Molly blinked, then turned to the tree closest to her. She eyed it dubiously but politely asked, “May I, uh, lean on you for a moment?” There was no reply. She glanced at Alexis, who had moved on to stretching down to touch her toes. Molly caught Keir watching Alexis appreciatively and turned away before he could notice. Molly very carefully lifted her foot again and rested it against the tree. When it didn’t move, she sighed in relief, moved her other foot back a few inches, and leaned forward to stretch the muscles. It hurt, but in a way that also left some measure of relief behind. 
 
    “Having fun yet?” Alexis asked as she stretched her arms overhead. 
 
    “How long do you think we can avoid getting back up there?” Molly whispered conspiratorially. 
 
    Alexis used both hands to crack her neck. “Not long. Keir really doesn’t want to linger in the Woods, and the elves should be here any minute.” 
 
    “I’ve never met an elf. What are they like?” Molly asked, switching legs so that she gave them each equal attention. 
 
    Alexis shook her arms out. “They were pretty nice to me. And like you might expect, they’re beautiful, in a washed-out sort of way.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Molly asked, placing her hands on her hips and bending backwards. She winced at the line of pops that moved up her spine, but sighed in relief when she straightened back up. She looked at the ground—littered with years of dead leaves—and carefully lowered herself into a split. She winced, feeling how tight her muscles still were, but persisted. She breathed in slowly, then breathed out to a count of ten as she held the pose. 
 
    “Well, they all look kind of … faded. Like, the leader, Sirius? His hair was just, like, literally white. And even the brunets have this sort of,” she paused midway through another stretch to gesture vaguely at her hair as she tried to think. “Just, you know, they kind of lack dark colors. Oh, but they do have these, like, really bright eyes. They put gemstones to shame.” 
 
    “What a lovely compliment, Petal.” 
 
    Molly lifted her head to look at the man in front of them and stared. Alexis’ description hadn’t done the elves justice—or at least, not this elf. All she’d focused on was coloring—she’d somehow left out all the important details. Like the perfectly symmetrical face, with sculpted cheekbones drawing extra attention to the plush, pale lips and bright eyes. He was completely clean-shaven, no stubble in sight, and had long, pale eyelashes that caught the light every time he blinked.  His white hair was pulled back into a long, thin braid, revealing ears that tipped into graceful points. She’d always wondered about that—many fae had pointed ears, even Keir had points sticking out of his hair, but they had useful applications for enhanced hearing. The elf’s ears looked purely aesthetic, but they certainly did their job, creating a smooth line from tipped ear to carved jawline. 
 
    “Sirius!” 
 
    Alexis straightened, her smile bright and excited. Molly watched in surprise as the elf took a step back as Alexis took a step forward to greet him. Alexis noticed too and cast a disgruntled glance in Keir’s direction, but he had his back to them. She snorted once and crossed her arms. Molly cleared her throat, and Alexis blinked, then smiled sheepishly. 
 
    “Molly, allow me to introduce you to Sirius, the current leader of the elves. At least, the ones that are separate from the Courts.” She turned to Sirius with a slightly brighter smile and said. “Sirius, this is my best friend, the one I told you about.” 
 
    “I had surmised as much.” He turned to Molly, his hands clasped behind his back, and regally nodded a greeting. “I heard much about you in the brief time I knew Alexis. I’m glad that she recovered you safely.” 
 
    To see how he would react, she held her hand out to him to shake. She was curious to see if he had an aversion to touching all women, or just Alexis. Alexis looked marginally mollified when he did not reach to take it, which made Molly smile as she let her hand settle beside her. 
 
    “Allow me to introduce you to my elves,” Sirius replied, turning his body slightly to draw attention to the elves waiting behind them. “Euan, one of my lieutenants.” Another beautiful man stepped forward, with the same basic features of Sirius, though his hair was a brown so light, it reminded her of the fur on a lion—too dark to be blond, but pale enough to be mistaken for it in the right lighting. His skin was darker than the other elves—in comparison to them, he almost looked tan, but in comparison to Molly he was still pale. 
 
     “He’s been leading much of the efforts against the Solitary fae, and has been a great help to me.” 
 
    Euan nodded an acknowledgement of the compliment. He looked at Sirius for a long moment, and when the other elf nodded a dismissal, he moved on to talk with Keir. 
 
    “And then we have his assistant, Dekel.” A blond elf with laughing emerald eyes gave them a jaunty salute and a wink before sauntering off after Euan. But he never made it to the lieutenant, instead stopping when he came upon Jynx, who was bent over backwards in a bridge stretch. Words were exchanged before he moved on, laughing at whatever was said. 
 
    “And two rangers, Lark and Finch.” 
 
    Molly was glad that Sirius paused in-between names, or she would have had a difficult time telling the two elves apart. Lark and Finch looked nearly identical—pale blond hair, with just a hint of yellow to set it apart from Sirius’, big amethyst eyes, and the exact same height—but upon further scrutiny, there were slight differences that set them apart. 
 
    Finch had soft curves, her clothes tight enough to emphasize the lines of her figure and draw the eye; longer eyelashes surrounding eyes just a shade lighter than Lark’s; and a feminine way of moving, as if she swayed with the trees and the unfelt movement of the earth. She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear with long, graceful fingers and gave Molly a coy, inviting look from under those long eyelashes that startled Molly into smiling back.  
 
    Lark stood straighter, chin raised, not looking at either of them in acknowledgement. Their clothes were looser, hiding the figure underneath, but there was a softness to Lark’s features that blurred the lines between feminine and masculine. Molly couldn’t tell if Lark was Finch’s slightly effeminate brother, or slightly masculine sister, but it was obvious that they were siblings. She also didn’t know how far apart in years the siblings would be, because the fae didn’t age the same way Mortals did. For all she knew, they could have been centuries apart, if not from two completely different generations. She couldn’t deny a strong curiosity to know Lark’s gender, and found herself staring intently as the others came over to greet the elves. 
 
    “Can I talk to you for a second, Keir?” Alexis asked. Her smile was strained, though she was probably trying to go for sweet, and her eyes were narrowed in irritation.  Keir excused himself, trying to place a soothing hand on Alexis’ lower back as he led them away from the group. Molly watched as Alexis shrugged it off and wondered if she should follow them. But Alexis had wanted a moment of privacy, and Molly would respect that. She turned back to watch the two groups interact. 
 
    “All has gone well?” Sirius asked, drawing Molly’s attention. 
 
    Jaxith bowed in acknowledgement, and Molly wondered what their relationship was. 
 
    Jynx pushed past her brother and pouted. “Aren’t you going to greet me too?” 
 
    Sirius placed a hand over his heart and gave her an amused smile. “My apologies, fair shapeshifter, I do not know where my manners have gone.” When she presented her furred hand to him, he didn’t hesitate to take it, turn the palm, and kiss the lines there. Molly blinked in surprise—all right, so he wasn’t avoiding all women after all. But the question was—was he avoiding touching Alexis and Molly specifically, or was Jynx the only exception?  
 
    He looked over the shapeshifter with an amused smile. “I had heard you’d acquired a new coat. It looks lovely.” 
 
    “I know,” she preened. “I make an excellent ginger. Better than Alexis—she never appreciated it anyway.” 
 
    Sirius pretended to nod gravely, but his aquamarine eyes were twinkling with delight. 
 
    The sound of footsteps drew everyone’s attention. Alexis stopped in front of everyone, waiting with arms crossed as Keir, acting like a scolded boy who didn’t believe he’d done anything wrong, wouldn’t look at any of them. Finally, in formal tones that contradicted his sulky expression, he looked up at the tree canopy and announced, “Permission is granted to our allies for full contact.” He finally looked down, locking eyes with Sirius. “When necessary.” 
 
    Alexis elbowed him and whispered, loud enough for Molly to hear, “You didn’t have to add that.” 
 
    “I assure you, I did,” he grumbled, then caught her hand and pulled it up to kiss her knuckles. She rolled her eyes and pressed her lips together. She was probably trying to maintain an expression of displeasure, but Molly could tell that Alexis had already forgiven him. 
 
    “Your Highness.” Sirius nodded at Keir in greeting and acknowledgement. “If I could have a moment? We should discuss the best route.” 
 
    Keir looked annoyed at the interruption—or possibly the need to interact with the elf—but they moved to the side to have their discussion privately. 
 
    “What was that about?” Molly whispered to Alexis. 
 
    Alexis gave an annoyed huff before explaining, “So I told you how Keir claimed me, right?” Molly nodded. “Well, part of that is that the other fae aren’t supposed to touch me, at least if they don’t have permission and if they don’t want to piss him off. I warned him before that I wouldn’t put up with it, but I guess he forgot to give Sirius permission.” She emphasized the word ‘forgot’, implying that she in no way believed that Keir’s slight hadn’t been intentional. Molly wondered why he would do such a thing, since all it had seemed to accomplish was upsetting Alexis. 
 
    And then another thought occurred to her, and she frowned. “So why didn’t Sirius touch me? I assumed at first he just didn’t like women, but he greeted Jynx properly.” 
 
    Alexis looked at her carefully and then said very slowly, “Well, Keir mentioned something a while ago, back when I was still looking for you. It was right after I found out Aoibheann was the one who brought you to the Faery Realm, and I was trying to figure out a way to force her to give you back. And so, I asked Keir about it, but he said Halflings are kind of in a precarious position, right? You don’t really get to be both; you have to choose. And, I mean, you chose your mortal side, right? By choosing the Mortal Realm instead of staying in the Faery Realm and pledging to a Court. So, if you’re mortal,” she paused and then added quietly, “Someone probably claimed you, to say ‘hands off’.” 
 
    Molly’s brow furrowed in confusion. “But, other fae have touched me, and I think I would know if someone had claimed me.” Jaxith had just touched her a little while ago as he’d helped her dismount. 
 
    Alexis tucked a stray curl behind her ear before admitting, “I didn’t notice. And maybe they had permission? Or, like, if they’re part of the Dark Court, they might assume Keir will protect them from any backlash? Where the elves won’t really have that protection, they’ve only got Sirius, and he doesn’t really have the man power to go against one of the Court Fae.” 
 
    “That makes sense, but it pisses me off,” Molly complained, narrowing her eyes as she looked around the forest in untargeted suspicion. Alexis had avoided his name, but Molly knew exactly who would claim her. While it might have been Aoibheann—she could have done it immediately—Molly suspected it had been Dax. It always came back to Dax.  
 
    “Well, our path is decided. Are you ready to move on, ladies?” Keir asked them, smiling at Alexis.  
 
    “Am I allowed to say no?” she asked, eyeing Mirette with displeasure. 
 
    “We could give you a few more minutes, if you would like,” Keir replied, setting his hand on the small of Alexis’ back. 
 
    She sighed. “No, I don’t want to hold everyone up. Help me?” 
 
    Jaxith arrived at Molly’s side and indicated that he was there to help her onto the horse. She narrowed her eyes at him and asked, “How come you can touch me?” 
 
    He frowned at her. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “The elves shied away, or at least Sirius did. I’m just wondering why you’re all lax about it. I’m claimed, right? Or do I just have cooties?” 
 
    He didn’t seem to understand the joke, but he nodded once in reply to her real question.  
 
    “By whom?” she demanded.  
 
    He paused before admitting, “I’m not sure. I am not privy to the events of your previous stay in Our Realm.” 
 
    “So, it wasn’t Aoibheann?” 
 
    He shook his head, and then confirmed with words: “No, it wasn’t.” 
 
    “Right.” At least she knew now. “Okay, help me up.” 
 
    He helped her into the saddle and then finally replied to her first question. “I’ve been given permission by Lady Aoibheann. She didn’t lay claim to you, but she is your blood, and I was working for her before you were ever claimed. It wasn’t overt, in the same way that Keir has given permission to the elves—that was specifically required because of Alexis’ status—but it was clear enough to forgive any contact on my part. My permission was never revoked.” 
 
    “Oh.” She considered that for a moment, and he waited for her next comment. Then she asked, “You were looking for me, right? Before I came here. I mean, I guess you found me, but I never saw you. I thought you were supposed to bring me back to Aoibheann? Why didn’t you?” 
 
    He watched her for a moment before asking, “Does it matter?” 
 
    “It does to me.” 
 
    Finally, he explained, “It was my opinion that you should have been asked.” 
 
    Before she could reply, he left her to mount his own horse. She noticed that the elves didn’t have horses, and wondered why Keir hadn’t brought additional ones to offer them. But she soon discovered that the elves didn’t need horses—they moved throughout the forest like they were gliding. The siblings, Finch and Lark, even climbed the trees to get a different vantage point, and then ran from limb to limb, giving the appearance of flying—there was a sense of weightlessness to their movements that mesmerized Molly. The other elves ran one behind, and one to each side of the horses, so fast that Molly was almost distracted from the pain in her stiff muscles by the beautiful speed of their movements. She wondered about the others. Were all of the fae able to move through the Woods this quickly or was it an elf talent? Were she and the others only on horseback as a concession to her and Alexis? She allowed herself to relax, watch, and enjoy as her mind tried to find answers to questions she would probably never ask.

  

 
   
    Chapter Five: The Dead City 
 
    Alexis 
 
      
 
    After several hours, just as it was getting dark, Alexis decided she was thoroughly sick of the sight of trees. Still, she wasn’t quite ready to enter the Unseelie Court, so she thought the Woods were probably better for now. She was distressed when she felt the tingling magic of crossing a border and found themselves in a city, or what had been a city at one point. For a moment, she wondered if they had crossed the rift back into the Mortal Realm, but even that wouldn’t have been comforting, because ‘ghost town’ might have been more fitting than ‘city’. Cities were thriving metropolises made up of people and industry, not these imposing, clearly abandoned, buildings.  
 
    The horses slowed to a walk, and then stopped entirely, following Keir and Dhruv’s lead. He dismounted and came over to help her down, since she literally couldn’t move from the seat without his assistance.  
 
    “Is this the Unseelie Court?” she asked, looking around nervously. It certainly looked dangerous enough, and unwelcoming, but it still wasn’t quite what she had expected. There was something too … quiet about it. She set her hands on Keir’s shoulders as he pulled her from the saddle. 
 
    “No,” he replied, his voice respectfully quiet to suit their surroundings. “This is still part of the Wilds.” 
 
    She blinked in wonder. “What, really? Um, which part?” 
 
    “It is sometimes referred to as the Dead City,” he explained, taking the horses’ reins and leading Mirette and Dhruv to one of the buildings. Like the other parts of the Faery Realm Alexis had seen so far, there was no end to the city. Old, decaying buildings stretched out in every direction, and the sky above them was gray and angry as it seeped into night. 
 
    “That name is extremely disconcerting,” she told him, following close behind. Keir had been worried about her wandering off, but she had no desire to be any further from his side than absolutely necessary. “Like, kind of terrifying, actually.” 
 
    He tied the horses’ reins to a thin stone pillar on the outside of one dilapidated building and turned to face her. “I would not bring you here if it were not necessary,” he assured her. “But passing through the Dead City is the best way to reach the Unseelie Court.” 
 
    “Somehow, I’m not surprised,” she muttered, wrapping her arms around herself. Keir saw her discomfort, and wrapped his own arms around her, bringing her head to his chest. 
 
    “We only need to spend one night here, and then we will be on our way. Even the Solitary tend to avoid the city.” 
 
    “That does not make me feel better,” she mumbled, but she didn’t pull away. 
 
    “Everything will be fine. Would you like to rest now, or would you like to help set up camp?” 
 
    “Camp?” She tilted her head back to look up at him. 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. “Unless you would like to spend the night in one of those buildings?” 
 
    She glanced at them. They looked strangely modern, after everything else she’d seen so far in the Faery Realm. There was even glass and metal—copper instead of steel—to support some of the buildings. She counted the windows on one of the tallest ones near her—it was six stories. Had the fae used magic to build it so high? If they had, it hadn’t maintained the building itself. The brick was crumbling, and the structure looked like a stiff wind might blow it over. She shuddered and started shaking her head frantically. “Camping is fine!” 
 
    Keir smiled slightly and nodded as he released her, switching his grip to take her hand and leading her back to where Molly was looking uncomfortably out of place. Alexis couldn’t blame her—Molly was good at making friends, but it was hard to break into an established group, and the elves were in the midst of a discussion. “Yes, well, the elves have come prepared.” 
 
    Alexis smiled at Molly reassuringly before saying to Keir: “Right, because they sleep in tents all the time anyway. Why is that?” 
 
    Keir paused, his eyes slightly narrowed. She pursed her lips, waiting for him to ask about her interest in the elves—again—but instead he surprised her by saying: “You may as well ask them yourself, they can probably explain their motives better.” 
 
    She beamed and squeezed his hands. “You’re learning.” 
 
    “I do try,” he told her drily, which just made her grin. 
 
    They reached the group and she looked around, wondering where the shapeshifters had gone. Molly saw her questioning look and explained, “I don’t know about Jynx, but Sirius sent Jaxith off to do a perimeter check.” 
 
    Alexis wondered briefly why Jaxith would be doing this alone. Probably Sirius thought he was more expendable than one of his elves, since Jaxith was under his care only as a punishment. A punishment he had earned for his role in endangering Alexis. She tried not to feel guilty about that, but wasn’t very successful. She found herself peeking over her shoulder, hoping he would come back safely. Shaking her head dismissively, she turned back to the elves. Sirius pulled away from the group as the four other elves began pulling tent equipment out of impossibly small bags, two elves per tent.  
 
    “We don’t have any chairs,” he began, “but we do have padding for the ladies to sit on. It would be more comfortable than the ground.” 
 
    Since the ground was bare, hard packed dirt littered with shattered bits of stone, Alexis could believe it. She nodded in acknowledgement, but before he could turn back to the bags they’d brought with them, she said, “Hey, I have a question.” 
 
    “Yes?” He turned back to her, his features stiff.  
 
    She frowned at him, disappointed. The last time they had spent time together, he’d been flirtatious and cheerful, but now that he knew exactly who had claimed her, he was beginning to resemble a statue. It didn’t irritate her because she wanted him to flirt with her—she just didn’t like that he wasn’t willing to be friendly if it wasn’t going to get him past, well, being friends. She had thought better of him. But instead of asking about his chilly attitude, she asked her original question. “I was just wondering why the elves always use tents. Is it just because you’re outside of the Courts? Or do you have to move around all the time?” 
 
    His intense blue eyes flickered between her and Keir before he finally replied, “It takes time and strong magic to build permanent structures. The elves have the magic, but not always the time. We move frequently as the Wilds change, and as our band grows or shrinks, and tents are easier. Once they are made, they can be transported. If we were to make something like this,” he waved his hand to gesture at the decaying buildings surrounding them, “We would either need to take up permanent residence, and deal with the consequences of remaining in one place for prolonged periods of time, or tear the buildings down.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow at her. “Which part?’ 
 
    “Oh, sorry, I mean, why would you have to tear the buildings down?” 
 
    He looked around them and asked, “Would you like to be responsible for adding to this?” 
 
    One of the elves called him over, and he bowed his head to excuse himself. 
 
    “Okay, homeboy needs to relax,” she muttered. 
 
    Keir blinked and asked, “Homeboy?” 
 
    “Sorry, slang, it’s not important. Anyway, so what did he mean by adding to this?” She gestured vaguely at the city around them. 
 
    “Oh, I know this one!” Molly exclaimed excitedly. Alexis looked at her in surprise, and then felt guilty as she watched her friend deflate under her scrutiny. Molly was much less enthusiastic as she explained, “Umm, Dax told me about it.” 
 
    Alexis gave her an encouraging smile. “Okay, so what is it?” 
 
    Molly glanced at Keir, who also seemed interested in hearing her version, and began the story. “Okay, so, in the beginning, supposedly there weren’t any Courts.” This surprised Alexis, because the story Jaxith had told her once was that the Seelie and Unseelie Courts were created at the same time as the fae. Maybe he knew a different version of the rise of the Dead City, but she wasn’t going to ask him. “Anyway, so there weren’t any Courts, but that didn’t mean that the fae got along. The ones that would become the Seelie Court and the ones that would become the Unseelie Court hated each other. There were feuds, and internal fights, but nothing big, right? But the fighting escalated into battles, and the battles escalated into a war. The war killed thousands of fae and the capital was burning.” She paused to take a deep breath before continuing, her eyes sad. “Until finally two of the daoine sídhe—a brother and sister fighting on opposite sides of the war—stepped forward to discuss a truce.” She paused, gathering her words. “Umm, so I don’t actually know what happened, but somehow they decided to split the fae into two Courts. They didn’t name them the Seelie and the Unseelie, that was the Scots, but they did split down party lines.” 
 
    “Like Republicans and Democrats?” Alexis suggested. “Except their policies were ‘to murder’ or ‘not to murder’.” 
 
    “It is not quite that set in stone,” Keir replied with a sardonic grin. 
 
    Molly rolled her eyes and continued with her explanation. “So anyway, the sister led the Seelie Court, and the brother led the Unseelie, and as they had proven their strength, the fae they saved pledge their allegiance to them, gifting them with the ability to take care of them, which is why it’s always a daoine sídhe that rules.” She paused and looked at Keir for confirmation. “Is that right?” 
 
    “It depends,” he replied, his head tilted as he considered her explanation. 
 
    “On what?” Alexis asked, surprised. 
 
    “On who is telling the story. But please, continue.” 
 
    Molly looked between them and Alexis gestured for her to go on. She’d see if she could get another version from Keir later. “Um, okay, so, where was I?”  
 
    “The daoine sídhe just got upgraded,” Alexis replied. 
 
    “Oh, right.” Molly took another moment to gather the thread of the story before continuing, “So the siblings were in charge now, right? And they decided that the old capital, which had become the battle ground, so like, a lot of fae had died there, was no place for the living. They deemed it the Dead City. I—um, Dax, I mean—didn’t know if it was because they’d given it a name, or because of all the deaths that occurred there, but the city began changing. It was probably more alive than it had been when all of the fae lived there. The buildings supposedly change and multiply as time goes by, mirroring the images that people come back with. They went from ancient stone to, well, this,” Molly ended, gesturing vaguely around them. 
 
    Alexis blinked, surprised by both the explanation and Molly’s rendition of it. “Wait, so was Sirius being literal or figurative? When he said he didn’t want to add to the city, I mean.” 
 
    “Literal,” Keir answered. “Structures built in the Wilds and then abandoned always make their way to the Dead City. The city has not quite learned how to mimic skyscrapers, since they are usually built from steel, but it is making alarming progress. I have not been here in a few decades, and the buildings are at least two stories taller than last I saw them.” 
 
    “Well, that’s extremely creepy, and I have no intention of ever entering any of them,” Alexis announced. 
 
    “Same,” Molly agreed, looking up at the one nearest them and shivering delicately. “They aren’t going to fall on us, right?” 
 
    “Not tonight,” Keir informed them calmly.  
 
    Lark approached them, holding out two rolled mats as Sirius helped put up a third tent with Finch. A few feet away, Euan and Dekel worked on setting up a fourth. Alexis watched them for a moment with interest—they had to clear out the area first, with a quick push of magic, so that they wouldn’t all be poked in the backs by stones all night. But then they set up the tents by hand. They didn’t stake the tents—the ground was too solid for that—but each tent looked sturdy and firmly in place anyway. She wondered if she should volunteer to help, but was afraid she was more likely to get in the way than anything else. Lark handed Molly and Alexis each a mat, and spoke in a low, melodic voice: “We’ll be finished with the tents soon and you’ll be able to rest.”  
 
    Alexis blinked for a beat, surprised by their flat accent. Then she blurted, “Are you American?” 
 
    Lark looked at her flatly and turned away without answering. 
 
    Alexis and Molly exchanged a look. Molly leaned over and whispered, “So I know it’s rude, but it’s really, really bugging me. Can you tell what gender Lark is?” 
 
    Alexis shrugged. “Not really. I think they’re aiming for androgynous.” Then she brought Keir into the conversation by waving him over and asking, “Do fae have a special term for, like, non-binary people?” 
 
    He looked at her curiously. “I am not sure what you are asking.” 
 
    “You know, when someone is just sort of, both feminine and masculine at the same time? Not really a guy or a girl?” This didn’t seem to clear up the situation any better, so she whispered, “I mean Lark.” 
 
    Keir still looked slightly confused, but answered in slow, careful tones, “Some fae prefer feminine attributes, others prefer masculine. It is not necessarily as strictly split as humans seem to make it.” 
 
    “Exactly what I wanted to know.” She gave him a quick kiss on the cheek in thanks and then spread out her mat on the ground. The conversation had distracted her for a moment, and the magic in the air was doing wonders to heal her torn and exhausted muscles, but she needed to sit down and rest her legs. 
 
    Just as she was sitting down, she saw movement out of the corner of her eye. She reached over and grabbed the closest person—Molly—and hissed, “Did you see that?” 
 
    Molly looked around them. “See what?” 
 
    “There’s something in that building,” Alexis whispered, nodding to one off to their right. 
 
    Molly turned slightly, trying to look subtly over her shoulder. “I don’t see anything.” 
 
    Alexis looked more directly at the area she thought she’d seen movement and waited for a beat, but there was nothing. “I just could have sworn….” she trailed off, wondering if it was just paranoia. 
 
    “All ready,” Finch called, her voice high and sweet, completely different from her sibling’s.  
 
    They’d set up five tents in total, with the intention of two people per tent. Alexis paused at the entrance of one—was she supposed to share with Molly, or with Keir? Finch and Lark were preparing theirs for the night while Euan and Dekel did the same. If she shared with Molly that would probably leave Keir to share with Sirius, as Jaxith would most likely share with Jynx. If she shared with Keir, she’d be leaving Molly to share with a stranger, Jynx the most likely choice. Molly would be fine, but knowing Jynx, she’d purposefully keep Molly up all night telling ghost stories. Alexis stared at the tent indecisively, and then realized that she didn’t have to be the one to make the decision. She crouched and walked into one of the available tents and waited to see who would follow. She didn’t have to wait long, as Molly was commenting on the tent as she scuffled in behind her. 
 
    “This is, like, high class camping gear,” she said, looking around.  
 
    “Yeah, they’re really nice. And look, shelves!” Alexis exclaimed, pointing at the little squares of fabric that would allow the girls to organize their items. Not that it mattered, as the tents were only being used for the one night until they reached the Unseelie Court, but she still liked them. “I’m gonna skip out for a sec, ‘kay?” 
 
    “Okay. No guarantees I’ll be awake before you get back,” Molly replied cheerfully. 
 
    “Don’t you want to eat dinner?” 
 
    Molly considered for a minute, then shrugged. “I guess we’ll see which wins out—hunger or exhaustion.” 
 
    Alexis chuckled and slipped out to find Keir. As she suspected, he was glowering at the remaining tent. 
 
    “I know it is important for Molly to be here,” he began, “But I must admit I did not think about the consequences.” 
 
    “You can handle one night,” she scolded, wrapping her arms around his neck. He settled his hands on her waist. “Promise me you won’t start any fights.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow and said drily, “You think so highly of me.” 
 
    “Always.” She reached up on tiptoe to give him a quick peck on the lips. As she moved away, he lifted one hand to cradle the back of her head and keep her in place for a more thorough kiss, clearly deciding it was his incentive to behave. She enjoyed the moment, tasting him and playfully nipping at his lower lip, before she pulled away, blushing and giggling. She was about to leave his embrace when something flickered in the corner of her vision again and she stiffened. “Okay, please, please tell me you saw—” she cut herself off with a shrill yelp as something jumped out at her, and she clung to Keir’s chest in fright. When he didn’t tense and issue orders, she relaxed slightly and heard muffled laughter. 
 
    Alexis peeked around him and saw Jynx rolling on the ground, covering her mouth with one arm. After a moment, Jynx finally couldn’t hold it in anymore, and began to shriek with laughter. “Your face, your face!” she gasped, seemingly unable to get any other words past her mirth.  
 
    “That’s not funny, Jynx!” Alexis scolded, her face heating in a mortified blush as she jerked away from Keir. She glared up at him, but his face was completely sober. Suspiciously sober. And he wasn’t scolding Jynx. She narrowed her eyes, but turned back to the real culprit. 
 
    Jynx calmed down enough to reply, “Says you!” 
 
    “I thought you were actually going to attack me,” Alexis insisted, scowling as she crossed her arms defensively.  
 
    Keir still had his arm around her shoulders, and he pulled her closer for comfort. “No more pranks, Jynx,” he warned, rubbing his hand gently up and down Alexis’ arm. 
 
    Jynx pouted, then her eyes narrowed as she slyly asked, “No more on Alexis?” 
 
    “Or Molly,” he replied sternly. 
 
    Jynx cast a sideways look at the tents and replied, “Okie-dokie, artichokie.” Then she stood up, brushed herself off, and winked exaggeratedly at Alexis as she sauntered off to go bother the elves. 
 
    Alexis frowned after her, then turned her frown on Keir. “You know you just gave her permission to mess with the elves, right?” 
 
    His face was blank as he asked, “Did I?” 
 
    “You said you’d play nice.” 
 
    “Technically, I agreed not to fight with Sirius as I spend a night in much too close of quarters with him.” Before she could protest, he gave her a quick kiss and asked, “Are you hungry?” 
 
    She pursed her lips, but dropped that line of questioning, because yes, she really was, and reigning in Jynx could wait until later. And if Alexis was honest, she didn’t want to be the only one that fell for one of the fox’s pranks. She followed Keir to the saddlebags, where he unpacked food and sleepwear for her. She tried to ignore the towering buildings around them as she pretended to have a nice meal with her boyfriend on a perfectly normal camping trip. It took a lot of effort, and even then, she wasn’t entirely successful in fooling herself.

  

 
   
    Chapter Six: In the Dark of the Night 
 
    Molly 
 
      
 
    Molly awoke to the sound of screaming. She sat up, her breathing heavy as she looked around in panic. Alexis was wide eyed and alert, reaching for the tent flap to find out what was going on. Molly grabbed her hand, worried that if they went outside, they’d just be in the way and in more danger. And then she realized that they weren’t screams of pain—she was hearing screams of laughter. But it didn’t make her feel better—the laughter had a cruel, hungry edge to it. 
 
    And then the laughter ceased, and someone started shouting. 
 
    “Come out, come out, wherever you are!” 
 
    “We already know where they are, idiot!” a new voice joined in. And then, with a dramatic pause between each word, they announced, “They’re… right… here!” And the tent started shaking. 
 
    Molly clasped her hands over her mouth to conceal her scream of fright, but even in the darkness, she could see that Alexis’ expression had transformed from terrified to angry. Molly watched in amazement as her quiet, unobtrusive friend, dressed in a Wendy Darling nightgown, stood up and screamed at the top of her lungs, “Enough!” 
 
    Surprisingly, the movement stopped. Molly assumed that their attackers were simply too stunned to say anything else. She watched as Alexis tried to walk out of the tent with dignity—the need to crouch made it difficult, but Molly was tempted to clap at her effort—to face their antagonists. Molly scrambled out after her, stepping on the edge of her silky pajama pants, which tore under her foot. 
 
    For a moment the tear distracted her, and then she straightened up to find herself nose to nose with a hideous face—with sixteen eyes, crooked fangs, and patchy fur—grinning at her.  
 
    “Pretty thing, pretty thing, what a delight,” it cooed, reaching out to touch her hair. 
 
    She was so horrified that at first, she didn’t move, and then she jerked away, reflexively raising her hand. She wanted it away from her. There was a sound like gushing wind, and then she fell over with the force of a hard shove, knocking into the tent and collapsing one side of it. The fae that had touched her was thrown from her and landed several feet away, seemingly unconscious. And then one of the elves—she couldn’t tell who in the dark—came up to it with a sword and decapitated it as Molly watched in stunned silence. 
 
    “Do you think you could do that again?” Lark called out to her, their voice distinctive enough for identification. 
 
    “I-I don’t know what I did,” she admitted. 
 
    “Concussion blast. Basic combat magic,” Lark explained, walking toward her, the sword still resting but ready at their side. “You’re a Halfling?”  
 
    Molly nodded numbly. “Uh, yeah.” 
 
    “Good, you may be less useless than I thought.” When Molly didn’t reply, Lark continued to probe, “Any chance you can focus enough to do that again?” 
 
    “I-I don’t know.” 
 
    “Well, try. These two were just scouts,” they explained, gesturing to where the second fae waited decapitated at Alexis’ feet. She looked down at it impassively, as if inspecting the work that Euan—who was also holding a sword—had done. Molly wondered how she could stand looking at it. It wasn’t just the blood—or the fact that the head was a full foot away from the body—it was the creature’s twisted, deformed body. It had three wings, none of which could have been useful, and a monkey tail, but it was covered in patchy, molting feathers. None of it made sense. She’d only seen the Solitary once before—within an hour of entering the Faery Realm. She’d been yelling at Ormond, the half-brother Aoibheann had sent to fetch her, and attracted their attention. He’d quickly dealt with them, and they hadn’t been nearly as disturbing as the two in front of her. They must have been old ones, or very greedy. Trying to harness the Wild magic was what twisted their bodies this way. At first, it strengthened them, but as time went on, their bodies became confused, trying to develop features that would be strong for one fae, but were a hindrance for others. The magic also tended to drive the Solitary to violent insanity.  
 
    And then she realized what Lark had said. “Scouts?” she asked, her voice higher than usual. 
 
    Lark gave her a flat look and asked, “Are you stupid? Don’t you know why we’re here?” 
 
    “We’re on our way to the Unseelie Court,” she replied tightly. “For some meeting Keir has to attend.” 
 
    Lark continued to stare at her before finally saying, “You’re kidding.” 
 
    “Umm, no?” 
 
    “They didn’t tell you what the meeting was about?” 
 
    She hadn’t asked. To be honest, she hadn’t wanted to know. She shook her head quickly. 
 
    Lark swore, then explained, “We’re meeting because of this.” They raised their hand to gesture at the killed fae. “Because they’ve been invading our territory more and more. They’re stronger, they’re clearer-headed, and they’ve been acting in groups. Used to be, you’d get one or two and wham, bam, thank you, ma’am, you’re done.” Molly was almost more shocked to hear the phrase come from the lips of an elf than she was to hear about the Solitary. “Now, they send out scouts, to see how bad it is. We killed them, but that isn’t going to do us any good. That just means they’ll know they need more.” 
 
    She stared at Lark, horrified. “What, why? Why wouldn’t they just back down?” 
 
    “Because they don’t back down! They never back down, they’re too stupid,” Lark hissed, forcing their voice lower as they continued, “And they’re vicious as hell. They’d rather send a hundred to die if it meant killing all of us than keep those hundred alive and call it a loss.” 
 
    “Which is why,” Sirius said, his voice calm in comparison, “We’re going to be prepared before they get here. And we’re going to protect our charges, aren’t we, Lark?” 
 
    Lark straightened and faced him. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “You and Finch will oversee guarding Molly; Euan and Dekel will guard Alexis. Jaxith and Jynx have gone hunting, and Keir and I will maintain the front.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Lark agreed, echoed by their sister, who approached Molly with a reassuring smile. 
 
    “We won’t let anything happen to you, Sapling,” Finch said, her voice like sweet honey.  
 
    Molly smiled uncertainly, wondering why on earth Finch had call her Sapling, of all things, but the nickname comforted her in some small way. “Okay, how can I help?” 
 
    “Just stay out of our way,” Lark barked. “I’ll take north and east, you take south and west,” they directed Finch, gesturing a half circle about three yards wide around Molly. “Don’t let them get past, she isn’t trained.” 
 
    Finch nodded confirmation and took up a stance. Unlike her sibling, she wasn’t carrying any weapons, but something about the suddenly fierce expression she wore made Molly think she probably had something better prepared.  
 
    Molly looked over at Alexis and found her still staring at the spot the fae had fallen. She frowned and watched as Alexis jumped when Euan said something to her. As Molly realized what was happening, her expression cleared, and she felt strangely better about the situation. Alexis hadn’t been staring down at the body with the regal air of a queen—she had been unfocused, zoning out, possibly from the shock of seeing the decapitated figure. Molly watched as Dekel said something to Alexis, his expression a jovial mix of cheer and reassurance. Molly wondered what kind of pep talk he was giving to her, because Alexis nodded and once again looked calm, resolved, and ready for action. 
 
    Molly wished she could feel the same. She looked at her hand, wondering if she could repeat the concussion blast. Aoibheann had never taught her combat magic—only glamours and small enchantments—and she didn’t know what she had done to activate it in the first place. It would be useful, but it had also thrown her back. Though Lark had encouraged Molly to try again, she was afraid that she’d cause more harm than good. She could accidentally distract her guards while they were at a crucial point in the fight. 
 
    Before she could think everything through, a crow of cruel delight rang through the street. She looked up at the source and her mouth dropped open in appalled surprise as she watched one of the Solitary crawl out of the top window of the closest building. She looked around frantically and discovered that there was a small swarm of them, each coming from different buildings. Some of them crawled down the side, like terrifying spiders. One or two flew down. One large one—that must have started as a giant in their Court life—simply jumped the relatively short distance from the top of one building to the ground. She braced herself as the giant’s descent shook the earth under her feet. 
 
    Molly tried counting them—there must have been twenty or thirty. They were out-numbered, and she and Alexis weren’t combatants. There was no way they could win. The Solitary reached the ground, and they approached, seemingly unhindered as Keir and Sirius watched without action. And then Sirius disappeared as a green blur wove through the approaching enemies. Molly expected to see blood, or some other hint of damage, but nothing happened, and the Solitary kept approaching. Her breath came faster, and she wasn’t sure whether she should turn away or watch, stay or run.  
 
    And then a branch burst forth from one fae’s shoulder. And a root from a fae’s thigh. In front of her eyes, five of the Solitary were torn apart from the inside out by … trees. Roots trapped them, pinning them in place as the branches tore through them. It was quick, but it wasn’t clean. Blood coated the bark and leaves, and as the trees grew, they sometimes separated limbs from the body of the fae—leaving a stray hand to hang from the end of the branch rapidly growing away from the rest of the body. 
 
    For a moment, everyone—including the unaffected Solitary—stopped and stared. But only for a moment—then the fighting began again in earnest. Molly crouched to the ground to make herself a smaller target, but she couldn’t look away. Despite the magic they had supposedly been absorbing over time, the Solitary all fought as animals—all teeth, claws, and brute strength. And she saw, for the first time, just how their new bodies might be an advantage, even if it was an asymmetrical one. One Solitary had scales between their fur—did it begin as a shapeshifter? — that could deflect Lark’s sword. 
 
    Lark preferred to keep their opponents at a slight distance, but Finch allowed them to approach. Molly stared, incredulous, as Finch reached out a delicate, long-fingered hand and brushed it across the outstretched, clawed hand of the closest fae. The claws stopped just short of her neck and lowered as a dazed, love-struck expression crossed his face. Another fae was right behind, and Molly opened her mouth to yell a warning, when the first Solitary’s face suddenly changed from dazed to focused and irate. He turned on his fellow and tore into them with his claws. Finch watched for a moment, and when her savior arose victorious from his previous ally’s corpse, she kissed he on his leathery cheek and murmured, “You’re beautiful.” And then set him loose on the others. He didn’t last long—too delighted from the kiss, less motivated when Finch wasn’t directly in danger—but he did damage at least two other fae that had approached them. And he distracted them as, to Molly’s horror, they took a moment for a snack. 
 
    While Finch watched, she admitted blithely, “It’s not as effective as Sirius’ trick, but it does get the job done, don’t you think?” 
 
    Molly nodded numbly and looked around them. They’d taken out maybe a dozen fae, but there were more coming—from between the buildings now, as reinforcements joined them. It seemed never-ending, and she didn’t know how much more carnage she could watch. And then someone was screaming again. She looked in surprise and found Alexis with her arm in front of her face as a fae sunk its crooked fangs into her. “Alexis!” Molly cried, watching in fear. Dekel and Euan were distracted with four fae each. The attack seemed planned—the Solitary had specifically overwhelmed her guards while one snuck between them and attacked Alexis.  
 
    Molly’s cry had attracted Keir’s attention. His face was fierce and determined as he took in the situation. He raised his hand, and everything went dark. Molly blinked, but opened her eyes to find that there was no difference. For a moment, she could still hear the sounds of fighting: bodies moving, snarls, grunts, the connection of weapons with flesh. Could the others see, and only she was blind? Or did they not risk stopping even when they didn’t know where the enemy was? And then the sounds of fighting stopped. There was a sole shriek of pain and anger, and then there was silence. And then sight returned, and their group was alone except for the bodies. 
 
    “Wh-what happened?” Molly asked, looking around.  
 
    Keir strode toward Alexis, who was cradling her arm, and he pulled it away from her chest to examine it. 
 
    “You couldn’t have started with that?” Lark demanded angrily as they wiped off their sword.  
 
    Keir turned his dark eyes on them, and even though he wasn’t looking at Molly, she shivered in fright. His focused, calm gaze was almost more terrifying than the Solitary fae, even with all their mutations. “Do you know, elf, how much power it takes to target specific enemies in such a way? I cannot risk injuring my allies, unless you would like to know what the darkness feels like? I could still oblige you.” 
 
    “The darkness?” Molly asked. 
 
    “What did you do with them?” Alexis asked at the same time. 
 
    He looked back at her coolly, but his shoulders seemed to tense. Molly suspected he didn’t want to explain—like he was afraid of finding out what Alexis would think of him once she knew—but he did anyway. “I dispersed them.” 
 
    There was silence for a moment, but Molly thought Alexis was undeterred, just thinking of her next question. And Molly was correct, because Alexis soon asked, “Which means?” 
 
    Keir never looked away from her. “They are part of the darkness now. There is no coming back from that.” 
 
    Molly watched for Alexis’ reaction. Emotions crossed her best friend’s face in a flash—fear, pain, anger, acceptance. She watched as Alexis took a shaky breath and put on a brave expression before nodding once and saying, a touch too loudly, “Fair enough. And yeah, I can see why you’d save that for last.” She laughed once on the end, a weak, pathetic attempt at lightening the mood. And then she reached up her uninjured hand and asked, “Help me up?” 
 
    Jynx and Jaxith came through the trees then, distracting Molly. They were covered in blotches of multicolored blood from the different fae. Molly blanched when she realized Jynx had a thick smear stuck in the fur around her mouth. Jynx caught her looking and asked, “What?” 
 
    “You, uh, have a little.” She swallowed, unable to voice the word, and then tapped the side of her mouth to indicate.  
 
    Jynx wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, saw the blood, and then began to lick it clean. She saw Molly’s stunned expression and pouted, “What? You don’t think I want to go around stinking like dirty magic, do you? In fact, I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’m going to clean up.” Then, with a flick of her ears and a defiant swish of her tail, she turned into a fox and trotted off to clean herself in private. 
 
    Molly jumped when Jaxith said from beside her, “You should try to sleep.” 
 
    She blinked and looked around as the others around her began to settle down again, returning to their tents. “I don’t think I can,” she admitted warily. “What if there are more?” 
 
    “If there were more, they would have attacked already. They’ve grown smarter recently, more apt to plan their attacks, but once they decide to attack, they don’t hold anything back.” 
 
    She nodded weakly and then her eye caught on a steady stream of blood soaking his shirt. She hadn’t noticed it before because of all of the other blood coating him. “You’re bleeding!” 
 
    Jaxith looked down at his arm and rotated his shoulder, not showing any signs of pain even as he revealed the three deep claw marks stretching from his shoulder to his back. “Ah, so I am.” He had less fur than his sister, and his clean, human skin seemed less resistant to the Solitary’s attacks. 
 
    “Uh, shouldn’t you bandage it?” she asked uncertainly. 
 
    “It will stop soon enough,” he replied. Then he left her to her own devices. She watched him leave and wondered about him—he had betrayed her best friend, but he was soft-spoken, and seemed concerned for their well-being. She only looked away when Alexis distracted her. 
 
    “Man, would you look at that?” she grumbled, holding up her arm. 
 
    Molly blinked as she watched one of the puncture wounds close in front of her eyes. “How did you do that?” 
 
    “Do what?” Alexis asked, poking at the wound, making more blood seep out even as the other holes began to close. 
 
    “Heal yourself.” 
 
    Alexis frowned. “I’m not healing myself.” 
 
    “But it closed,” Molly insisted, not sure how her friend could miss that since she was staring at the wound contemplatively. 
 
    “Yeah, I know.” Alexis replied, still frowning. And then the furrows in her brow cleared and she asked, “Oh, I guess you’ve never been hurt here before?” 
 
    “I mean, I’ve touched the rose thrones, but that’s just a prick,” Molly replied, looking at her in distress. “You were hurt? When you were looking for me?” 
 
    Alexis avoided answering—confirming Molly’s suspicions—by replying: “It’s normal. Healing that fast, I mean. As far as I understand, it’s one of the factors behind the fae’s immortality and the extended lifespans of humans who live here. That and longevity are all tied in with the magic that saturates this place. Like, I guess something really severe wouldn’t heal, but obviously this is fine,” she replied, turning her arm over again as she continued to examine the wound. “It still hurts, but it’s bearable. Are you coming back to bed? Keir and Sirius agree that even if everyone is awake and rearing to go, we still shouldn’t travel until the sun is up. It could be a few hours.” 
 
    Molly wasn’t tired, but she nodded and followed Alexis into the tent anyway. She lay on the pad, looking up at the tent’s ceiling and letting her mind wander. She thought that Dax would be the most dangerous thing she would encounter here, but she was starting to realize that she had no idea what she’d agreed to.

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven: In the Light of Day 
 
    Alexis 
 
      
 
    “Wakey, wakey, eggs and bakey! And toast and strudel and peaches and cream and ooo now I’m hungry.” 
 
    Alexis opened her eyes to stare up into a pair of brown eyes edged by red fur. “Jynx!” she scolded, reaching up and pushing her to the side. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “You, missy prissy Lexi, were dead asleep, so I,” she put her hand to her chest, her expression one of sly sincerity, “Volunteered to wake you. Your little Halfling is already enjoying breakfast. Does she always eat like that?”  
 
    Alexis shrugged, not sure if Molly was picking at her food—as she had been in the Mortal Realm—or eating like it was a competition. Alexi wouldn’t blame her for either. She crawled out of the tent, brushing off the dirt from her nightgown. She had a feeling Keir had influenced the enchantment on the luggage in some way, because the few times she’d spent the night with him since Halloween, she’d always been provided with the same nightgown. It was dirty after last night’s fight, but at least it was modest, so she wouldn’t feel awkward walking out into a crowd of virtual strangers in her pajamas. 
 
    “Morning,” Molly greeted her around a mouthful of some pastry. The look on her face was one of pure bliss, which made Alexis wonder how much Molly had hidden her discomfort in the Mortal Realm. She was savoring it like this was the first real food she’d had in months. Would it be worse for her when she returned to the Mortal Realm again, now that she’d had a second taste? Alexis hoped not. 
 
    “What would you like to eat?” Finch asked, coming up to her with a basket. Alexis wondered if the food had also been stored in their impossibly endless bags, or if Keir had packed it normally in the saddlebags. 
 
    She looked through the basket, pushing items around with her fingertips until she found her favorite fruit. The shiny, bright pink apple was the first food she’d ever tasted in the Faery Realm, and she couldn’t help but glance over at Keir as she bit into it. He was watching her, and she smiled at him and looked him in the eye as she savored the first taste—sweet and tart and like every berry she’d ever tasted, all at once. She licked the juice off her lips, smiling to herself as she noticed his eyes locked there, and then turned away. 
 
    Finch was watching her too, her amethyst eyes sparkling. She winked, then moved on to offer the basket to Jynx, who found a leg of something and began eating it with relish. 
 
    Alexis sat down next to Molly, who was waving Finch over to pick something else out of the basket. “Did you sleep at all?” Alexis asked. 
 
    “Not as well as you did,” Molly replied with a smile. “You were conked out as soon as your head hit the pillow. I never know how you manage to do that,” she replied, her tone filled with friendly jealousy. 
 
    Alexis shrugged. “I was exhausted.” 
 
    “But weren’t you afraid they were going to come back?” 
 
    Alexis furrowed her brow as she looked at Molly in confusion. “No? Why would I be?” 
 
    Molly snorted and demanded, “But why not?” 
 
    The furrow deepened. “Keir said they weren’t going to.” 
 
    “Yeah, but no one thought they would attack the first time, or they would have set a guard.” Alexis frowned, considering this argument—with ten people in their group, it did seem odd that they had left themselves undefended. Even if the Solitary avoided the Dead City, that didn’t mean they were safe.  
 
    Molly continued in a whisper, “Maybe they were using us as bait.” 
 
    Alexis pressed her lips together, honestly considering this suggestion. She could sit here and worry about last night, or she could ask. “Well, only one way to find out.” She pushed herself into a standing position, ignoring Molly’s wide eyes and whispered, “Are you serious” as she walked over to Keir. 
 
    “You are not going to sit?” he asked, not standing. She appreciated this, because it made her feel better asking him this question when he wasn’t looking down on her. Sometimes—well, most of the time—she really resented being short. 
 
    “Nope, got a question for you.”  
 
    He waited, his expression calm and curious. 
 
    “Did you use Molly and me as bait last night?” 
 
    His shoulders tensed, and his eyes narrowed. “And what makes you ask that?” 
 
    She scanned his face, looking for signs of distress, but all she saw was confusion. Even though he hadn’t directly answered the question, she had a feeling she knew the truth. “Something Molly said. But you didn’t, did you?” 
 
    His expression cleared slightly, replaced by surprise. “I have not even had a chance to answer yet.” 
 
    “Yeah, you did,” she replied, bending down to give him a light kiss on the top of his head, as he often did to her. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    “Perhaps I should—” he began, starting to stand up. 
 
    She stopped him with a raised hand, then pointed imperiously at the ground. “I want to talk to him, Keir, not kill him.” 
 
    Even though he tried to look neutral, Keir’s expression was dark as he replied, “No one said he had to die.” 
 
    “Still. Sit, eat, I’ll be fine.” 
 
    He settled back down and agreed, “I will allow you to handle this, Alexis.” 
 
    She grinned at his begrudging tone, but once she turned around and spotted Sirius in discussion with Euan and Lark, her smile fell. She approached and stopped in front of him, not waiting for their conversation to end before she announced, “You have one minute to convince me you meant well last night.” 
 
    Sirius looked at her, his expression unreadable. “I’m not sure what you mean, Petal.” 
 
    “I’m not your Petal, Sirius, and I’m not your bait.” 
 
    Sirius gestured with his hand for the others to leave them and asked quietly, “Is something bothering you, Alexis?” 
 
    “You didn’t post any guards last night.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t,” he agreed, crossing his arms. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “We are crossing through the Dead City because the Solitary haven’t been spotted here, at least not in the numbers they have been in the Woods. It seemed the safest route.” 
 
    “Relative to the Woods, maybe, but you still knew it wasn’t completely safe.” 
 
    He watched her for a moment, his eyes narrowing in scrutiny before he admitted, “I did. Nothing in Tír na nÓg is ever truly safe. Even your Prince has had difficulty protecting you within his own borders. I do what I can to keep everyone safe.” 
 
    “Including risking mine and Molly’s lives without our informed consent,” she replied. 
 
    “Alexis,” he snapped. “We are at war. It may not seem like that in the Courts, where they have endless protection, but it is a war in the Wilds, and we do what we must to survive.” 
 
    “Yeah, but if you didn’t feel any guilt, if you really, truly thought it was necessary, you wouldn’t be prevaricating now. You’d just tell me that yeah, you used me as bait, and then tell me why.” 
 
    He flinched at her blunt assessment. “I,” he paused, his tone leaning toward defensive. But she gave him a no-nonsense glare and he admitted quietly, “It was not my intention that you would be hurt.” He glanced at her arm, which didn’t bear even the slightest mark from the night’s activities.  
 
    Still, she shivered at the memory of teeth sinking into her flesh, and then later the feeling of her skin knitting back together as magic healed the damage.  
 
    His voice was soft and apologetic as he explained, “That was the largest number of Solitary fae we have faced yet, and they were smarter than ever. Euan and Dekel should have been able to guard you, but they were overwhelmed.” 
 
    “I know. I don’t blame them. But you know what would have helped?” She didn’t wait for him to give a suggestion, she stepped closer, getting in his face as best she could even though she was a foot shorter. “Telling us what was going on. Don’t you think it would have been nice if we were more prepared?” 
 
    Sirius refused to back up, meeting her eyes as he defended himself. “Had we met somewhere with better protections, it may have been possible. But our parties met in the Woods. They could have been listening, and then they would have known what was planned, and circumnavigated the trap.” 
 
    “You’re making excuses. You knew about these plans, you could have sent some sort of note to Keir, or met us in the Dark Court instead. Why didn’t you tell us?” she demanded. 
 
    “I didn’t think he’d agree!” Sirius snapped, his voice raising enough to get everyone’s attention. Quieter, he snarled, “Your high and mighty Prince isn’t exactly understanding when it comes to your safety.” His eyes were burning, and she was reminded that blue fire always burned the hottest. She wondered what the root of his hostility was—it couldn’t really be about her, they’d only known each other for a day—but didn’t have time to ask. Sirius continued in a heated whisper, “He has already exiled three fae for the crime of endangering you. I need his help, and his Court’s help, in order to succeed. I need all of the Courts to help if we are to eliminate the threat the Solitary fae pose. If I had asked for his help, to leave the campsite vulnerable to attack, he would not have allowed it. He would have made sure this site was as protected as his own Court, and we would have lost the best opportunity we had!” 
 
    She stared at him for a moment, watching his chest rise and fall in agitation. His lips were parted in a half snarl and his teeth were gritted. She could have asked him, could have probed into his anger, but she decided that it wasn’t worth it. She tried to think of something diplomatic to say—no reason to strain the relationship between the Elves and the Dark Court even further. Finally, she settled on, “Did you at least get what you wanted?” 
 
    “No,” he admitted grudgingly, his anger coiling tighter. “Your lover killed the remaining fae.” 
 
    “What does that matter?” 
 
    Sirius glared. “Did you think we left the camp vulnerable simply to kill them? We had intended to take one alive, to present to every Court at the assembly. These Solitary are different from what we are used to, and we needed evidence to support our bid for help.” 
 
    “Let me get this straight,” she said slowly. “You put everyone here in danger, without their knowledge, and then you’re pouting because Keir killed them? What did you expect? You just admitted that you think he overreacts when I’m in danger—” 
 
    “I never said it was an overreaction,” he replied. 
 
    She stopped, her lips parted, and blinked. When she finally recovered, she asked, “What?” Then why was he upset?  
 
    “What he has done before wasn’t an overreaction,” Sirius explained. “I was more surprised that he let the one who outright attacked you live. I was there, when he announced your title and explained the crimes against you,” he added. “In the crowd.” 
 
    She hadn’t known that. The crowd was so big, filling the entire Audience Chamber with fae eager for gossip and violence. Keir had announced that he’d made Alexis his consort, and then asked for Ormond’s execution as punishment for harming her. It was part of the plan to force Aoibheann’s hand—she had to choose between saving her grandson’s life and keeping her granddaughter imprisoned. She’d saved Ormond, and Keir had accepted those results, because that was their goal. “He wasn’t actually going to execute him. It was just a way to get Molly back,” Alexis explained.  
 
    “At your request, I’m sure,” Sirius replied grudgingly. “But I saw his face. He didn’t want to let the vampire off so easily, and probably will not make the same decision again.” 
 
    Alexis looked over at Keir and, as she expected, found him watching them. He probably hadn’t taken his eyes off them the whole time. “Huh, well, that’s good to know I guess.” 
 
    When she turned back to Sirius, he was looking at her oddly. “You aren’t upset by this knowledge?” 
 
    “Which part?” she asked, baffled. 
 
    “That he’s a barely restrained killer.” 
 
    She frowned, wondering what was supposed to surprise her in that sentence. “But I already knew that. I mean, what has this entire conversation been about?” she asked, exasperated. Before he could comment, she added, “I just meant it was nice to know that when I ask him not to, he keeps his word, no matter how much he wishes he wouldn’t.” 
 
    It was Sirius’ turn to look at her in bafflement. “Why?” 
 
     “Because I asked him not to kill you.” Even though the conversation wasn’t finished yet, even though she hadn’t gotten all the answers she had sought, she turned away before he could reply. It was, she had to admit, a very good exit line. Let him think on that the next time he tried to leave her ignorant. 
 
    “Did you get your answers?” Keir asked, standing to greet her and taking her hand. 
 
    “I did, yeah. If we get attacked again, can you keep one alive? Sirius says he needs to show the other Courts what they’re dealing with.” 
 
    Keir cast a dark glance at the elf, but replied, “I can try.” 
 
    “That’s all I ask.” She squeezed his hand. Something moved under her hand and she jumped, looking down at their clasped hands. New tattoos snaked over Keir’s hand, brushing down to the very tips of his fingers, moving over and around the palm and then to the back of his hand and up his arm. “Well, that’s new,” she commented in surprise. 
 
    “Yes,” Keir agreed, examining them.  
 
    “Did you, like, make them on purpose?” she asked with interest as she turned his hand—still joined with hers—to examine the new additions. She pushed up the sleeve of his shirt and found that they moved all the way up his arm; she guessed they connected with the original ones on his torso and biceps.  
 
    “In a way,” he replied, his lips lifting in a slight smile. 
 
    She glanced up at him with narrowed eyes. “Come on, you don’t have to be cryptic.” 
 
    He chuckled, but then his expression sobered. “It is a side effect.”  
 
    “Of what?” she prodded, not about to let him drop the subject. 
 
    He shoved his free hand through his long hair, pushing it aside enough that she caught a glimpse of other fresh tattoos tracing up the left side of his neck, disappearing behind one of his tall, pointed ears. “Of last night.” 
 
    She blinked, and then realized what he meant. “Because of what you had to do to the Solitary?” She looked uneasily at his hand, though she managed to resist the urge to drop it. “Umm, please tell me that you didn’t, like, trap the Solitary fae on your skin. Because if you did, I am going to do that stupid girly scream thing and I probably won’t ever touch you again.” 
 
    “What a strange idea,” he replied, back to giving her an amused smile. “No. They are a side effect of advancing in power. I had never attacked so many enemies, while simultaneously protecting so many allies. It … took some effort.” 
 
    “Yeah, you mentioned that,” she replied. And then she cocked her head and murmured, “So this is sort of like a level up?” She didn’t wait for him to answer before asking. “By the way, how come you have tattoos, but your mother doesn’t? I mean, no offense, but she’s more powerful than you, right? I assume power comes with age.” 
 
    “It does to an extent. My mother’s power is such that she can call it at will. I keep mine on my person, to save time.” 
 
    She blinked. “Oh, okay. So, it’s like someone who leaves their gun in a holster because they know they can draw it quick, versus someone who keeps it out, finger near the trigger in case stuff happens too fast.” She nodded. “Gotcha.” And then she asked, “Are they uncomfortable? They feel kind of weird, no offense.” 
 
    “It can be disconcerting at first,” he admitted. He hesitated, and when he spoke again, she had a feeling he was holding something back. “They itch sometimes, but it is something I have grown used to.” Before she could ask any more questions, he pulled her closer and said in a low voice that couldn’t be overheard, “Which leads into a request I would make of you.” 
 
    “A request?” she asked, surprised, leaning a little more firmly against his solid chest. 
 
    “Do you remember the day you faced Ormond and rescued Molly?” 
 
    She pursed her lips—she had a feeling she knew what his request was going to be. Their plan had been to lure one of Aoibheann’s cohorts away, capture him, and then offer a hostage exchange—Ormond for Molly. But this meant that she’d been alone, away from Keir, and vulnerable. He wouldn’t let her do this unprotected, so he’d transferred some of his magic to her skin. At the time, they seemed to act independently of him, but did as he had intended, and kept Ormond from hurting her or escaping. 
 
    And now she was in danger again, and Keir had extra power to spare. “I think I know what you want.” She craned her head to look up at him. “And I’m all for it, but this is the first time I’ve really had the upper hand, so it’s not gonna be free, okay?” 
 
    He pulled away enough to give her a mock wounded look. “Are you asking for payment to protect my own consort?”  
 
    She rolled her eyes and poked him in the chest. “You bet I am, buddy.” 
 
    “I knew I would rue the day you began taking lessons from the fae. Very well, what would you like?” His tone was light and playful, but she was still holding onto him and felt how tense he was. He either really, really wanted to know she was protected, or he was afraid of something he thought she would ask for. 
 
    She mulled over her options, then shrugged and said, “I dunno, can I ask you later?” 
 
    “If that is your wish.” He clasped her shoulders with both hands and kissed the top of her head.  
 
    She felt the magic stirring, running over her from where he touched her shoulders, dipping beneath her clothes to cling to her skin. She shivered, unnerved by the sensation, and mentally scolded them to settle down. She felt a swirl of ink settle on her left bicep, and then another lounging on her shoulder blades, like a snake wrapped around her neck. And then, to her surprise, they stilled. She blinked and looked up at him, saying stupidly, “It stopped.” 
 
    “The magic will listen to you, at least in times of peace,” he explained, rubbing her arms soothingly, and still the inky darkness remained still. “When you become agitated, so will it.” 
 
    She looked at his hands, but the ink swirls had disappeared—she was the one wearing them now. Still, she asked, “So why do yours move all the time?” 
 
    “Because it is my magic, and it is constantly in flux.” He kissed her again, this time on the lips, and said, “You should be preparing for our day. We should arrive in the Unseelie Court before nightfall.” 
 
    “Goody, I get to show up all bedraggled and dirty,” she muttered. 
 
    “As will everyone,” he pointed out, finally stepping away. 
 
    “Right, right, well, I’ll go grab my clothes and get changed.”  
 
    She found the horses tied up to one of the buildings, with Jaxith sorting through one of the bags. She slowed her steps and eyed him warily, but he kept his back to her. He seemed to know that she didn’t wish to talk to him and he was giving her space. She grudgingly appreciated this. For a moment, she focused on retrieving new clothes from the saddlebag. She opened it, and inside was a new riding habit. She smiled slightly to herself, because the enchantment had kept her preferences in mind—this habit was in the same style as Molly’s yesterday—lace ruffle at the neck, heavy velvet skirt, and form fitting pants underneath. The only difference was that hers the same unrelenting black as yesterday’s outfit. She closed the saddle bag and looked at Jaxith. 
 
    “I have a question for you.” 
 
    His ears perked up and he jerked his head to the side to look at her. “Yes?” 
 
    “Don’t get too excited,” she replied, her face stony. “It’s about the horses.” 
 
    His ears drooped slightly before he recovered himself and with a neutral tone and expression asked, “What is it?” 
 
    “Why are they okay?” 
 
    He frowned slightly. “I don’t know what you mean.” 
 
    “Like, they’re the most vulnerable part of our group, but none of the Solitary attacked them. Why is that?” 
 
    “The elves cloaked them for the night to protect them,” he explained. 
 
    She narrowed her eyes. “Why aren’t you surprised by this?” 
 
    “It’s a common practice, especially during these times.” 
 
    She pursed her lips, and then asked, “So the elves took care of the horses, but they were fine with using the rest of us as bait?” 
 
    He seemed uncertain how to proceed. He looked at her face for a long moment, before he seemed to droop even more. “Didn’t you know about last night?” 
 
    “No, I didn’t. You did?” 
 
    He nodded slowly. “It's another common practice these days. The elves don’t travel without the knowledge that they may be attacked, and quite frequently parties are sent out for that specific purpose, to draw the Solitary out to reduce their numbers. I had assumed that Sirius or someone else would have warned you of the situation.” He bowed deeply. “I apologize for the oversight.” 
 
    “So, what, you would have told me if you had realized I didn’t know? Despite orders? That would be a first.” 
 
    He flinched. But now that Alexis was listening to him, he took it as his opportunity to explain. “I am working with Sirius as an envoy from the Dark Court, so my loyalty is still to the Prince. If he were to order my silence, I could do nothing.” His voice was bitter as he added, “It is not a feeling I relish.” 
 
    She looked at his face for a moment. “I’m his consort, does that mean I get to order you around to?” 
 
    “To a point,” he admitted freely. “I cannot follow orders that contradict the Prince’s, and I cannot do anything that would lead you into danger, even at your request.” 
 
    “Okay then.”  
 
    He seemed to wait, his expression resigned yet hopeful, for her to give him an order. Instead, without another word, she turned away, returning to her tent where she prepared for the day’s journey.

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight: Unwelcome 
 
    Molly 
 
      
 
    Molly was tired, hungry, cranky, sweaty and all around not in a good mood on the entire ride through the Dead City. Riding horses, surrounded by crumbling buildings, was not her idea of fun. The entire group moved slowly through the Dead City as the horses and the elves carefully picked over the rubble and navigated the rough cobbled streets. This made the ride harder on Molly than the first day’s journey, because the speed they were moving at jarred her with each step.  
 
    They finally slowed, and she could see the rippling edges of the Unseelie Court beyond the boundary of the Dead City. 
 
    “We will walk the horses in,” Keir explained to Alexis as he helped her down. 
 
    Once again, Jaxith came and helped Molly dismount. His movements were smooth, efficient, and impersonal, which she appreciated. And then he surprised her by asking quietly, “Are you ready?” 
 
    She blinked, and his yellow eyes were steady on hers. “For what?” 
 
    He pursed his lips. “Seeing your brother again.” 
 
    “Oh, uh, no,” she admitted, surprised by his solicitousness. “But I kind of have to be. It’s not like I can just wait out here.” And then she pulled away from him, narrowing her eyes. “How much did you know about what was going on while I was there?” 
 
    “Not much,” he admitted. She expected him to prevaricate, but he readily explained. “If you’ll remember, we never even met. I live,” he paused and corrected himself, “I lived in the Mortal Realm almost full time. I only came back when necessary. Once I had completed Aoibheann’s task, she sent me back until she needed me again.” 
 
    “But you met her to give her updates in the Faery Realm,” Molly guessed. After all, they must have been in some sort of contact, because Jaxith had led Alexis into a trap. He’d also immediately reported the events to Keir, but the point was, he must have been given those orders while he was in the Faery Realm. 
 
    He nodded. “But Aoibheann wished for me to have deniability if Alexis asked if I had found you,” he explained. After a pause, he added, “And as I understand it, you were otherwise occupied.” 
 
    Her expression darkened. “Don’t remind me.” 
 
    He watched her for a moment, then bowed and replied, “I apologize for upsetting you. Excuse me.” He turned and stepped forward as if to join the elves, and then seemed to realize that for this trip, he was part of Keir and Alexis’ party. He joined them instead, where his sister was telling some story that required wildly waving hands and a good deal of barking laughter. 
 
    Molly took a deep breath and pressed her hand against her saddle as she tried to settle herself. She was about to enter the Unseelie Court for the first time, and she wasn’t sure what to expect. Dax had never told her about his home, but Ormond had told her the worst sort of stories. They were two very different examples of what came out of the Unseelie Court. Ormond was terrifying, never one to shy away from eating in front of her, despite her upset when she saw his meals squirming and bleeding. But he at least looked the part, with his snarls, smirks, and mouthful of fangs. Dax didn’t look, or act, like he belonged to the Unseelie Court. Or at least, not like she expected an Unseelie fae to act. He was beautiful in a sunny, surfer boy sort of way. And he was charming, funny, and flirtatious. He’d seemed like the perfect boyfriend. But his darkness was deeper than Ormond’s, and had done more damage as far as Molly was concerned. Ormond might hurt her physically, if he ever felt the need or desire, but Dax had torn her heart apart. 
 
    “Earth to Molly,” Alexis called, coming up next to her. 
 
    Molly jerked her head up and automatically gave Alexis a smile. “Yeah?” 
 
    “We’re getting ready to go in. You’ll have to lead Chisuzu.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, okay.” She picked up Chisuzu’s reins and smiled at Alexis. She thought she was doing a good job of being bright and cheerful, but when she locked eyes with her friend, Molly recognized that steady, knowing gaze. Alexis didn’t believe the cheerful façade for a minute. Molly’s hand tightened on the reins, her heartbeat picked up and she felt a mild moment of panic, wondering what Alexis would say. 
 
    In the end, she turned away, letting Molly be. She almost sighed in relief, until Alexis abruptly turned around and demanded, “Are you okay?” 
 
    Molly’s smile this time was sad as she admitted, “Just a little anxious to get this over with. I really don’t want to see Dax ever again, but I know I’ll need to.” Dave was counting on her, even if he didn’t know it. 
 
    Again, Alexis studied her before finally replying, “Just be careful. Don’t promise him anything you aren’t prepared to go through with. Or that involves you staying in the Faery Realm, because I’m not putting up with that, got it? We can find another way to save Dave, even if that means interviewing every single one of his family members and friends to stitch his personality back together.” 
 
    “I’ll be careful,” Molly promised. How she wished Alexis’ plan would work, but she knew the truth. A patchwork personality wasn’t good enough—Dave didn’t deserve to pay for her mistakes, even in part. This was her fault, and she finally had to face the consequences of her decisions. She would do what she’d need to, but she would make sure Dax knew she didn’t like a second of it. 
 
    They passed the border from the Dead City into the Unseelie Court, and Molly stumbled to a stop as she stared in astonishment at the wall in front of them. The Dark Court was surrounded by rose hedges. The wall that guarded the Unseelie Court was cold, hard marble. The stone was white with grey lines threading through it, the color probably chosen because it allowed everyone to see the details of the statues carved into it. Bodies writhed, fae and human alike, swimming and shifting through the stone. The faces that were exposed all turned their sightless eyes on Keir, who stood above the rest. 
 
    And then they started to speak. Some of them were screaming, others were crying. Molly could pick up some phrases here and there that made her inch closer to Alexis. They weren’t crying from fright; they were crying for blood. “Let me taste!” one nearby cried and Molly stared in horror as a hand reached out from the wall as if to touch her. She flinched away, even though she was already out of reach. 
 
    Above the noise, a clear, steady voice demanded, “Who would disturb us?” 
 
    Instead of announcing himself, Keir approached the wall. Somehow, in the mess of voices and faces, he found the one that had spoken and placed his hand on its forehead. Molly covered her mouth to prevent herself from screaming when she watched a long, stone tongue snake out and lick his hand from heel to fingertip, stretching to complete the motion. 
 
    The stone face savored the flavor, and then announced, “Ah, welcome, Dark Prince.” And all the voices fell silent again as the statues began crawling and squirming away from Keir to form an entrance. Without turning around, Keir gestured at them to follow him. Molly grasped Alexis’ sleeve and they hurriedly led their horses under the arch together. Jaxith and Jynx followed. Before Jynx had even completely passed through, the wall started closing again, cutting the Dark Court party off from the elves. Jynx snarled and snapped at the stone, her expression surprisingly fierce, and it paused, shying away.  
 
    “The elves have to enter on their own, Jynx,” Keir told her. 
 
    “What do I care about that?” she replied. “I just wasn’t going to let them hurry me along.” And true to her word, she sauntered through the opening at her own pace, and the statues waited until she was several feet away before closing. 
 
    “Why do they have to enter on their own?” Molly asked Alexis in a frightened whisper. 
 
    “Because nothing is ever free among the fae,” Alexis replied, rolling her eyes. “I guess the price to enter the Unseelie Court is to be licked.” 
 
    “Okay, saying it like that somehow does not do the creepiness justice,” Molly replied. “I so would not want to be licked by one of those things!” 
 
    “They taste the magic,” Keir explained, taking Mirette’s reins from Alexis. Jaxith took Chisuzu’s reins from Molly. “They identify who, or at least what, is entering the Court. Because of my position, I was allowed to bring additional people through, but we will still have to register the members of our party.” He looked everyone in the eye for a few meaningful seconds before saying the next part, “I am responsible for everyone in our party. Please, at least attempt to behave yourselves.” 
 
    “As best as I can,” Jynx replied, blowing him a kiss before she sauntered ahead. “I’m going to get all nice and settled so that I can find out where my room is and take a nice long fox nap.” 
 
    “It’s called a cat nap,” Alexis called after her. 
 
    “Not when I do it!” 
 
    “Jaxith, stable the horses,” Keir directed, handing both Mirette’s and Dhruv’s reins to him. “And then meet us in the registration hall.” 
 
    Molly couldn’t avoid it any longer—she had to look at their surroundings. She peeked over her shoulder and blinked, finding something completely unexpected. They stood on black and white interchanging stones, all of varying shapes and sizes, with no discernable pattern. There would be a cluster of black stones here, two white stones there, and then sometimes they would alternate one for one in a long line that ended at the back of the wall. The back of the wall was smooth marble, with no sign of the writhing statues. The room was large, expanding almost endlessly in front, with dozens of doors on each side. Jynx skipped to one of them on the left, opening it with the knowledge of someone who had been there before, and Jaxith took the horses through the first door on the right. Molly looked up at the ceiling and was surprised by the fresco that was painted there. It looked like the Renaissance paintings, something to rival the Sistine Chapel. She cocked her head, trying to see what the figures were doing, and jerked back to grab Alexis again when one of the figures turned to look back at her. A drop of paint plopped onto the clean tile and the figure in the painting bared his teeth at Molly. She flinched and glanced at the other painted people, only to see that most of them were covered in blood, and some of them were eating. 
 
    A hand grabbed hers and she gave a choked-off scream, jerking around only to find Alexis looking at her with steady eyes. “Don’t look at them. They aren’t going to hurt you.” 
 
    “But,” Molly started, unable to resist the urge to glance up again. 
 
    “Hey, look at me,” Alexis ordered, and Molly did, finding that her breathing steadied as she focused on Alexis. “Nothing here will hurt you, if only because Keir will handle them if they try. And if he doesn’t, I will.” 
 
    Molly blinked and said, “You can’t mean that.” 
 
    Alexis’ expression turned fierce as she said in a low, dangerous voice, “Just watch me.” Molly stared, wondering just how much of an influence Keir was having on her. And then her friend’s dark expression cleared and she was smiling reassuringly. “Don’t worry, we’ll be fine. Come on, Jynx had the right idea. I’m so ready to settle down for the evening; take a bath, sleep in a bed.” She pulled Molly toward the door that Jynx had gone through and where Keir was waiting. 
 
    Molly glanced back up at the ceiling and her eyes landed on one suspiciously familiar figure. Unlike the others, this one wasn’t covered in gore, he was simply lounging, looking straight at her. His body was golden tan, his hair was sun-kissed brown, his eyes were burning with passion, and he was completely naked except for a well-placed cloud. He winked at her, and she shuddered. His face wasn’t the same as Dax’s, but it was close enough to send a shiver of apprehension down her spine. She turned back to face Alexis, keeping her eyes trained on her friend’s bobbing curls. 
 
    The registration room was a continuation of the entrance hall, except the ceiling here was bare. For whatever reason, whoever designed the Court hadn’t decided to continue the fresco, and Molly silently thanked them for that. This room was small enough that she was glad the elves were a step behind them, because even missing Jaxith and Jynx, they wouldn’t have all fit. Most of it was taken up by a desk made of twisting silver and a slab of the white marble. A very small gnome sat at the desk, with a quill taller than he was waving in the air as he wrote. He squinted through thick skin folds. He pushed one fold up to get a better look at Keir, then nodded. “Dark Prince,” he muttered as he scribbled. “The fox told me you were coming. Went scurrying off, even though I told ‘er to wait. Who are the others then?” 
 
    Keir answered for them. “My consort, Alexis, and an unpledged Halfling.” 
 
    The gnome looked at Molly with interest. “Pretty thing you are. Coming to find a home?” 
 
    “No,” Molly replied quickly. 
 
    The gnome jerked back in clear affront. “And why not?” 
 
    Keir gave him an ironic smile. “Because she has some modicum of intelligence,” he retorted with ease. “And she is a daughter of the Seelie Court, so I would not suggest trying to poach her.” 
 
    The gnome’s wrinkles grew deeper as he scrunched his face in distaste. “Don’t need none of them do-gooders here anyway.” He scribbled some notes and asked, “Any others in your party?” 
 
    “Another shapeshifter: a wolf,” Keir explained. “He’s seeing to the horses.” 
 
    The gnome paused and licked his lips. “Horses, you say?” 
 
    Keir gave him a stern look and the gnome shrunk into himself. “I expect them to be well taken care of while they are here.” 
 
    “O’ course, o’ course,” he murmured solicitously. Then, not quietly enough, he muttered, “Bit o’ waste though.” 
 
    “Did you just say not eating a horse is a bit of a waste?” Alexis demanded. 
 
    The gnome scowled. “What else would you do with it?” 
 
    Alexis opened her mouth again, and Molly, afraid of how the gnome might retaliate, clapped a hand over it. 
 
    The gnome narrowed his eyes at Alexis, which made them almost completely disappear into his wrinkles, then turned to Keir and said, “You should control your consort better. Make her learn her place.” 
 
    Keir lowered himself to the gnome’s level and said in a quiet, dangerous voice, “You should watch your tongue if you would like to keep it.” 
 
    A shiver ran down Molly’s back as she stared at Keir in stunned silence. While she was distracted, Alexis pulled away from her, and came to the smaller fae’s defense. She put her hand on Keir’s shoulder and said, “Don’t go threatening everyone just because they look at us cross-eyed.”  
 
    “He should be more respectful,” Keir murmured, touching her cheek gently. 
 
    “I don’t really need respect from a potato,” Alexis replied with a shrug. Molly had to press her hand over her mouth to suppress her laughter. 
 
    The gnome stood up, using the seat to add height, since he wasn’t quite three feet tall otherwise. “I’ll show you a potato!” he shouted, shaking his fist. 
 
    Molly didn’t quite know what happened next—she only had impressions of movements, all seeming to occur simultaneously. Dark streams stretched from Keir to the gnome to capture him in a dangerous web, a door opened as someone shouted a warning, and then she and Alexis were pushed back as Keir and a new figure faced each other, the gnome suspended in the air between them.  
 
     “The Unseelie Queen apologizes for any offense her subject has given,” the new arrival huffed. She was a woman of medium height, with a black Mohawk, several piercings, a prim pinstriped suit and skirt, and a mouthful of needle sharp fangs. There were several fae that had fangs like that, but Molly knew instinctively that the woman was a vampire, like Ormond. “She asks that you forgive the charges against him, and that you allow her to bestow punishment.” 
 
    Keir seemed to consider for a long moment before he nodded in consent and the dark bands receded from the gnome quickly, dropping him to the ground. He grumbled to himself, but the vampire snatched him up and shoved him through one of the doors, closing it quickly before he could cause any more trouble. 
 
    “If you will follow me, I will show you to the suite prepared for you and the rest of your party. The fox awaits you there,” she told them, gesturing with her hand at a door in the opposite direction.

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine: Scenting Danger 
 
    Alexis 
 
      
 
    “Can I ask you a question?” Alexis asked as they walked down another black and white corridor. 
 
    The vampire glanced at her out of the corner of one eye and replied, “I will do my best to answer, as an extended curtesy from the Queen.” 
 
    Keir frowned at Alexis, but didn’t stop her. She gave him a reassuring smile, before turning back to the vampire and explaining, “Actually, it’s just a question for you.” The vampire nodded once in acknowledgement, which Alexis took to mean she still granted her permission. “Why are your piercings black around the edges?” 
 
    The vampire grinned, and somehow, she made the smile cheerful instead of intimidating, despite the fangs. “It is a tradition of the Unseelie Court for those in important positions to wear iron to prove their strength.” 
 
    Alexis stopped and stared at her before demanding, “Are you saying your Queen asks you to poison yourself? Wouldn’t that just make you weaker?” 
 
    Everyone else stopped as well so that they wouldn’t move beyond her. “I don’t wear them permanently,” the vampire explained, “But as you see, it also isn’t debilitating. I can continue to perform my job.” 
 
    “Do you have to pierce them every time?” Alexis asked, horrified by the thought. She’d used iron against the fae once, and could still remember Ormond’s reaction as she shoved her iron charms down his throat. He’d choked and clawed at his skin, and the iron had burned the inside of his mouth black. 
 
    “No, I wear silver and gold rings when I am off duty. If you will follow me, I am sure you wish to bathe and rest. The meeting begins bright and early tomorrow morning.” The vampire bowed her head and then continued down the hall. They stopped at a door and Alexis looked at it in interest. She couldn’t read what was written there in the natural fae language, but she recognized the symbol painted there: a backwards S with two dots, one on top, the other below; two lines didn’t quite connect with the S—one extended from the top curve and the other almost touched the bottom tail. She brushed her thumb over her bottom lip, gently rubbing the same mark that rested there. It was the first time she’d seen it on anything else, but she knew it was Keir’s mark. He’d marked her twice, once immediately after meeting her, and the other time shortly after she entered the Faery Realm. It was how the other fae knew she was claimed, and exactly who had done the claiming. 
 
    She glanced at him, feeling annoyed by the reminder, but he caught her expression and gave his head a gentle shake. He probably didn’t want to argue in front of the Unseelie fae, so she pressed her lips together, nibbling at his mark there, and followed their guide through the door. 
 
    The door led into a sitting area decorated in the baroque style. It was so gaudy that she stopped and stared. There were elaborate, uncomfortable looking chairs strewn about the place, as well as an excessive amount of carvings of loop-de-loops and complicated swirls, both displayed on pedestals and carved into the wall, crawling all the way up to the ceiling where another fresco of a gory scene greeted them. The figures in the painting were enjoying themselves, laughing with bright eyes and red cheeks, as they toasted each other with chalices made of skulls. Alexis gawked at it, watching as a faery with rose-pink skin and flimsy butterfly wings lounged naked on a settee, one arm thrown over her forehead, a leg resting on the back, surrounded by men and women. As Alexis watched, one of the men lifted the faery’s ankle and drew a thin line down her skin. Pink blood spilled out, a drop spilling down to the floor where the pink paint plopped audibly, and he raised her ankle to his lips and licked the blood with a long black tongue. 
 
    Alexis looked away, her eyes wide and frightened as she looked at Keir. “They aren’t actually alive, are they?” she demanded in a whisper. She’d told Molly not to worry, and she knew the paintings wouldn’t hurt her, but now she wondered if the paintings would hurt each other. 
 
    Keir’s lips were pressed in a grim line of distaste. “No, but that doesn’t mean they aren’t aware.” 
 
    A shiver ran down Alexis’ spine and she refused to look up at the ceiling again. The sitting room was circular, with six total doors. The vampire started with the largest door, a monstrosity of gold detail. She brushed it with her fingertips, and the heavy doors eased open. “This will be your room for the duration of your stay,” she explained, addressing both Keir and Alexis. Alexis peeked into the room nervously. The bed had the same gaudy, over-decorated appearance as the rest of the suite. There was a wardrobe against one wall and a large mahogany desk against the other. She glanced up at the ceiling, and finally relaxed when all she saw was white and gold—no moving figures here. 
 
    The room to the left of them was occupied by a sleeping Jynx, who was stretched out on her bed—much smaller than Alexis and Keir’s, and covered with a heap of blankets for her to nest in—and snoring loudly. She had a small wardrobe and an end table. The room between Jynx’s and the door to the hallway was reserved for Jaxith, identical to the one his sister slept in. The room to the right of Keir and Alexis was for Molly, who also glanced up nervously at the ceiling and looked relieved to find it lacking paint. The room next to Molly was a large, opulent bathing chamber, with two pools and a pulley system to fill them. 
 
    “The left pool is for hot water, the right pool is for cold water,” the vampire explained. She went over to the rope on the left side and pulled, allowing a gush of water to flow down the gold pipes and splash into the empty pool. “In the cabinet at the back is an assortment of scents.” 
 
    She ended her tour back in the sitting room, where she stood with her hands in front of her. “Please let me know if there is anything you need.” And then without waiting for an answer, she slipped out of the room. Jaxith slipped in after her, looking tired and sweaty. He also looked more like his sister than Alexis had ever seen him. Jynx liked to wear her fur in the Faery Realm, while Jaxith tended to prefer his more human form. Apparently, exhaustion let the wolf out. Fur coated his neck, cheeks and forearms, though there was still some skin peeking beneath, and his canines seemed longer, his nose and mouth more like a muzzle to contain them. 
 
    “Where am I placed?” he asked, looking at the available options. 
 
    “First on the left,” Alexis replied. He glanced at her, surprised that she had spoken to him, but she turned away and faced Keir instead. “I’m in, like, major need of a bath.” 
 
    His eyes lit up and he gave her a sly smile. “Never say I would turn down an offer.” 
 
    “Keir!” she squeaked and smacked him on the arm. “That’s not what I meant and you know it! I just—I meant I’m going to take one. Right now. And no peeking!” 
 
    He put a hand to his chest in mock offense. “I am offended that you felt the need to make such a demand.” 
 
    “Uh-huh, offended,” she replied, rolling her eyes. “Look, all I need is a towel, okay?” 
 
    He grinned at her and nodded, “Very well. You should find what you need in our luggage.” 
 
    Alexis blinked, then looked to the room Jaxith had disappeared into in confusion—Jaxith hadn’t been carrying any luggage. 
 
    “One of the servants would have seen to it,” Keir explained, guiding them back to the bedroom. He opened the wardrobe door, and at the bottom were two bags, one for Keir and one for Alexis. 
 
    “How did they do that?” 
 
    Keir raised an eyebrow at her and replied in a deadpan, “Magic.” 
 
    “How specific,” she muttered, rolling her eyes. She opened the bag and pulled out a set of generic white towels—one was needed just for her hair—and a pink silk robe. She narrowed her eyes at the bag and muttered, “Always with the pink.” 
 
    She left Keir in the bedroom, changing out of his dirty riding clothes, and proceeded to the bathroom. She paused and turned to knock on Molly’s door. Molly opened it, the jacket for her habit already off and her shirt half unbuttoned. “What’s up?” she asked, giving Alexis a cheerful but questioning smile. 
 
    “Want to join me? I don’t know if they’ve got, like, unlimited hot water or what, but I feel like we might as well not waste it.” 
 
    “Sure thing,” she chirped. “I’m all about not having to wait.” 
 
    “And having hot water,” Alexis replied with a grin. 
 
    “Right? Because if you used it all, I’m pretty sure we couldn’t be friends anymore.” 
 
    Alexis snorted. “Yeah, uh-huh.” 
 
    “Fine, we could still be friends!” she gave in with a little pout. “But I’d still be really sad for, like, a day.” 
 
    “And we can’t have that. Grab your stuff, Keir said everything should be in there.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll be right there!” 
 
    Alexis entered the bathroom and began undressing, putting her dirty clothes in a pile near the door. She slipped the pink robe on and pulled the lever to begin the process of filling the tub. Molly entered when it wasn’t even half full yet, and Alexis’ arm was beginning to ache. 
 
    “Okay, so I thought this was Spirited Away kind of cool, but this is actually really annoying,” Alexis explained. “Can you come hold this for a minute? I want to go check out those soaps.” 
 
    “Sure thing,” Molly agreed, grabbing the rope from her. 
 
    Alexis approached the cabinet and looked at the intricate gold handles warily—there were lions carved into the tops—she didn’t trust the decorations in the Unseelie Court not to bite. Very carefully, she placed her hands out of reach of the metal teeth and pulled both cabinet doors open. Inside, there were six different shelves, each filled with various bottles that held about ten ounces of soap. All of them looked brand new, and each of them had a different, intricate design. She pulled one out—made of pale cobalt glass, with butterflies carved along the sides—and pulled the stopper out, lifting the edge to her nose and sniffing. She gagged and almost dropped the bottle—the pretty, intricate container was filled with the scent of rotting fruit. She quickly pushed the stopper in and shoved it back onto the shelf, making the other bottles clink in protest.  
 
    The next bottle she tried was simpler, a green bottle with swirling lines that met a stopper of glass leaves. She pulled out the stopper, held this one a little further away from her, and sniffed tentatively. It smelled, of all things, like cinnamon. That was a better scent than the first, but it still wasn’t something Alexis wanted to bathe in. 
 
    So, the beautiful bottle had been horrible, and the simpler bottle had been, for lack of a better term, normal, what would one of the uglier bottles smell like? She scanned the shelves for the ugliest bottle she could find—there, in the top right corner, was a lumpy bottle of black glass. It looked like a child’s attempt at pottery. She reached up on her tiptoes and pulled it down. The stopper didn’t want to come out, and she was using so much force she was afraid she would break the bottle. With her luck, she’d spill it all over herself only to find that it smelled like carrion. She was about to give up when the stopper finally slipped out, spilling a drop of the soap on Alexis’ hand and filling the room with the scent of sugar and lightness. She took a deep breath and sighed. It reminded her of the cotton candy perfume some of the girls at her high school always liked to wear. 
 
    “You okay with this one?” she asked Molly, bringing it over to her. The pool was finally past the halfway mark, and Alexis let Molly take the bottle as she took the rope to keep filling it. 
 
    Molly waved her hand over the bottle, wafting the scent to her, and smiled once she recognized it. “Yeah, this is perfect.” 
 
    She undressed while Alexis continued to hold onto the rope. After a few minutes, Molly took another turn, wearing a silver robe that Alexis scowled at with envy. It took another ten minutes for the pool to fill to their satisfaction. 
 
    “I’m not doing that again,” Alexis announced as she discarded the robe and slipped into the water. There was an edge around the pool, like in a hot tub, which allowed her to sit and submerge herself up to her neck without issue. Molly was taller, and the water only came up to her collarbone, but she adjusted her seat and slipped forward, resting her head on the edge of the tub. 
 
    “I don’t know why it was necessary,” Molly agreed. “The pools at the Dark Court are always filled.” 
 
    “And Keir even has a shower!” 
 
    “He does?” Molly asked in surprise. 
 
    “Yup. It’s actually pretty nice.” 
 
    Molly gave her a sly grin. “Oh, is it?” 
 
    Alexis blushed and quickly returned to her original complaint. “I think that the Unseelie Queen did it on purpose. It was just a subtle form of torture.” 
 
    “Maybe she thought you had servants to do it for you,” Molly reasoned. 
 
    Alexis was about to rebuke that point, then paused. “Huh, maybe she did.” 
 
    “It is nice though,” Molly pointed out, closing her eyes.  
 
    Alexis grunted in agreement and grabbed the bottle, pouring a quarter-sized dollop of soap into her hand. With gentle scrubbing, it created a sugary-scented lather that left Alexis’ skin feeling soft and smooth. She propped her leg up on the side to have better reach and announced to Molly, “You know what?” 
 
    “What?” Molly asked, taking the soap from her. 
 
    “We shouldn’t have filled it up this high.” 
 
    Molly looked at her, then they both burst out laughing. 
 
    * 
 
    Alexis and Molly dried off with their backs to each other. Alexis was tired and wanted to get to bed, so she made quick work of it, scrubbing her hair with one towel before wrapping it up like a turban, and then scrubbing her body with the other towel in quick, efficient strokes. When she was dry enough, she pulled on her robe and said over her shoulder to Molly, “I’m gonna go ask if anyone else wants a bath before we drain it.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Molly agreed  
 
    Alexis started with Jaxith’s room. She knocked, called out, “If you want a bath, you might as well go now,” and moved on before he could answer the door. Jynx seemed to be waiting for her, because just as Alexis went to knock on the door, it was jerked open. Jynx snickered at the look on her face. “I guess you heard me?” Alexis asked, raising an eyebrow at her. 
 
    “Loud and clear!” Jynx chirped before bustling past Alexis, a towel wrapped around her skinny body. But she suddenly stopped and turned to face Alexis, her gaze sharp and predatory. She sniffed the air, then sniffed again, closer to Alexis, until she was practically smelling Alexis’ neck. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Alexis squeaked, pushing Jynx away. 
 
    “You smell different,” Jynx replied, looking confused. Then she grabbed Alexis by the shoulders and jerked her forward so that she could continue sniffing her up close.  
 
    “It’s just the soap I used!” Alexis scolded, batting at Jynx’s hands, trying to push her away.  
 
    “No, it’s not. I know what soap is,” Jynx replied, growling slightly. “You smell fae.” 
 
    Alexis stopped struggling and looked at her in confusion. “I always smell like fae.” 
 
    “No, you always smell like the Halfling, or Keir, or me, or Jaxith.” 
 
    “Yeah, like fae,” Alexis replied, starting to struggle again. 
 
    “No, I’m telling you, it’s different!” Jynx insisted, looking annoyed that Alexis wouldn’t trust her judgement. “Your friend smells like a diluted faery, like pixie dust and flying. Keir is all darkness and strong, clean magic. Jaxith smells like a wolf, and I smell like a fox, and the elves smell like the forest, living things, and dancing in the starlight and you don’t smell like any of that right now!” And then her expression turned from confused and annoyed to happy triumph. “Ooo, I knew it! I knew it, I knew it, I knew it! There’s no way you’d get that much attention on your own! I knew it! I’m awesome, I’m the best, no one is a better guesser than me!” she declared, placing her hands on her hips and standing akimbo. She waited, but Alexis just stared at her in confusion. Jynx waved her hand in the air, inviting Alexis to guess what she knew.  
 
    Alexis sighed—she probably didn’t want to hear it, but she asked in a monotone voice anyway, “What do you know, Jynx?” 
 
    “You’re part fae!” Jynx declared, a finger in the air in imitation of some classic TV detective. 
 
    Alexis burst out laughing. “No, I’m not.”  
 
    Jynx scoffed and crossed her arms. “Are too.” 
 
    Alexis’ smile was starting to droop, and she stared straight at Jynx and said, “No, I’m not.” 
 
    “Are too!” Jynx whined. 
 
    “Am not!” Alexis shouted. She felt childish, but she didn’t know how else to counter that argument. Finally, before Jynx could start in again, she raised a hand and stopped her. “Look, don’t you think someone would have noticed by now?” 
 
    “Someone did,” Jynx said with a self-satisfied smile. 
 
    “I’m not talking about you, I’m talking about—” Alexis paused and turned slowly to look at her temporary bedroom door. Keir stood there, watching her, his face blank. He didn’t look confused, or surprised, or even guilty. “I—she’s wrong, right?” 
 
    “It is not very much,” he explained, his voice low and quiet. 
 
    She blinked at him for a moment, too stunned to be outraged. Her mouth opened and closed, opened and closed as she tried to think of what to say. “Isn’t very much?” she finally squeaked. 
 
    “Four or five generations ago, at least.” He approached her, but he didn’t touch her, which she was thankful for, except she shouldn’t be thankful about anything toward him right now because she should be angry that he’d kept this from her and instead she just couldn’t seem to breathe— “Breathe in,” he instructed, seeming to know her thoughts. 
 
    And even though she was mad—she was starting to feel it, and she wasn’t just mad, she was pissed—it was good advice, so she followed it. She took a deep breath in, and since it seemed like a good idea, she counted to ten as she let the breath out. She repeated that exercise for a moment until she could ask with relative calm, “How long have you known?” 
 
    “I suspected around Halloween,” he explained. 
 
    She frowned in confusion. “What? Did seeing me all dressed up as a pixie clue you in?” 
 
    He smiled, just barely lifting the corners of his lips. “As lovely as the sight was, no, that was not why I suspected. It was the satyr Halfling that attacked you.” 
 
     Now confusion was overpowering her anger. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I wasn’t attacked by a satyr; I was attacked by Michael.” He didn’t comment, just waited for her to reach the proper conclusion. When she did, her lips parted in surprise and she asked in a half-distracted voice, “Michael’s a Halfling?” 
 
    “Or quarter-blood,” he explained. “Whatever the case, his blood was strong enough that he needed to wear a glamour.” 
 
    For a moment she could only gape. When she recovered enough to speak, she whispered, “Holy shit.” But her brow furrowed in confusion again as she demanded, “But what does that have to do with me?” 
 
    “This is boring,” Jynx whined. “I wanted her to be angry but she’s all understanding and letting him explain.” She groaned. “I’m gonna take a bath.” 
 
    Jynx’s pronouncement seemed to break the spell of the other onlookers. Jaxith joined his sister in the bathroom, and Molly snuck past them to her bedroom, very carefully closing the door. 
 
    But there were others who might be listening, and Alexis glanced at the ceiling nervously. Keir opened the bedroom door and gestured for her to accompany him. She was still angry with him for not telling her, but she followed anyway. The last thing she wanted was for the paintings to spy on her and possibly report back to their mistress. 
 
    But she refused to sit on the bed. She stood by the door and crossed her arms, hugging herself tightly. “So Michael is a Halfling,” she muttered, coming back to the point. “And that revealed some diluted fae blood in me because?” 
 
    “Do you know how many fae there are?” he asked, sitting down on the bed. 
 
    “No,” she muttered with a vague shrug. 
 
    “A few million.” 
 
    “That’s a lot,” she replied. 
 
    He raised an eyebrow and replied drily, “Last I checked, the humans had somewhere around seven billion?” 
 
    She blinked. “Oh, well, I guess that’s a big difference.” 
 
    “Yes, and it has always been that way. The number of fae grows if you add in Halflings and quarter-bloods, but not by enough. There are actually more humans with less than a quarter fae blood than there are full-blooded fae.” 
 
    “Oh,” she repeated, stunned by the numbers. “So, it’s not that unusual.” 
 
    “Oh, it is,” he replied. “Presumably, about one in one thousand people have a drop of fae blood. Some of them are so far back, it is negligible, and could never be detected.” 
 
    Alexis mulled this over and asked, “But that’s not the case with me?” 
 
    Keir sighed. “No, not quite. If you were not so close to a Halfling, the shapeshifters probably would have noticed sooner. As soon as she touches you, she floods you with her scent, masking any traces you have on your own.” 
 
    “Okay, but how did you find out? You still haven’t told me what Michael has to do with it.” 
 
    “Even counting every person who has a drop of fae blood between the two realms, there are less than ten million.” 
 
    “Yeah, I got that. But enough with the statistics.” Normally she would have been interested in this lesson, but right now she was too impatient to care. “Just get to the part that matters.” 
 
    Keir ran a hand through his hair—he seemed nervous to continue, but he did anyway. “With so few fae, there is a … connection, between those with the blood. This connection is subtler the more diluted, but it is still there.” He seemed to consider his words before explaining slowly, “If you walked into a crowded room, every last person a stranger, and only one of them had fae blood, you would find them. You would find a reason to talk to them—the color of their hair, an article of clothing, a strange turn in the weather. You may never see them again, you may never think of them again, but for that moment, you would be drawn to them.” And then he reached the part that she wouldn’t be happy about, “Molly is a Halfling, you are part fae. The mere fact that you lived in the same town would draw you together.” 
 
    She finally sat down in the chair by the desk. “You mean I’m only friends with Molly because some ancestor of mine got a little friendly with a faery?” 
 
    “No,” he replied, his expression fierce, and she realized what he was truly afraid of. It must not just be Halflings that were drawn to others with fae blood, it must be the full-blooded fae as well. He thought she would mistake his interest in her for attraction to just a few drops of fae blood. But his next words reassured her on all counts. “No amount of blood can make up for a lack of shared interests or compatible personalities.” His lips quirked in a smile, “If that were the case, there would no need to war, because none of us would be willing to fight the other.” 
 
    “Oh. I guess that makes sense.” She paused and mulled over what he was trying to tell her. “So, Molly and I possibly met, or at least wanted to talk to each other, whatever, because we both have fae blood. But we’re friends because, well, because we are?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Oh, okay.” She cocked her head as she thought about her life, and how it had changed recently. “So, Michael attacked me just because I have fae blood? But he didn’t attack Molly.” 
 
    “Having the blood did not heighten his impulses or destroy his principles,” Keir explained. “The alcohol and his personality did that. He was probably drawn to you because of your blood, and after noticing you, his … interests were engaged.” 
 
    “But he was dating Cassi.” 
 
    “Satyrs, and even their grandchildren, are not known for their monogamy,” he replied drily. 
 
    “How did you know what he was, anyway?” 
 
    Keir scoffed. “His glamour was weak, possibly because he was drinking. Humans would not have seen through it, probably not even Halflings, but any fae could. He had horns,” he tapped his head, “Just little buds. They will grow with age, and be harder to hide. I do not know if he had any other attributes, it is always difficult to tell with mortal born Halflings and quarter-bloods.” 
 
    “Oh, well.” She considered Michael’s strange actions—jogging next to her at gym class, always trying to find an excuse to talk to her. She’d thought he might have been connected to the fae, but she’d assumed that was paranoia. “Okay then.” 
 
    They were silent for a while, until Keir asked, “Do you have any other questions?” 
 
    Alexis pursed her lips, deep in thought, trying to remember the encounters she had since she’d become involved with the Faery Realm. There were so many, she was silent for a long time. The first time she’d met Jaxith, he’d asked her if she was related to Molly. The first time she’d met Keir, he’d immediately taken an interest in her—they’d even gotten into a short staring contest which she’d eventually won. And he’d claimed her immediately, wanting to protect her. Even the first time she’d met Sirius, he’d shown immediate interest. Jaxith had said it was because she was human, but what if it was really the fae blood packaged so unexpectedly? What she ended up asking was, “How come Jynx only just smelled it? I mean, she didn’t seem to notice when we were traipsing through the Dark Court looking for Molly. Or on the trip here, for that matter.” 
 
    Keir rubbed the back of his neck. “There are several possibilities. Spending time in the Faery Realm strengthens the effects of fae blood. You do not appear to have enough to cause any major changes, but to a shapeshifter, your scent is probably changing. Perhaps if you had not stepped out of the bath only moments before, your scent would have been better masked by our surroundings. It was mere coincidence.” 
 
    She pursed her lips again before saying, “You know I would have found out eventually, right?” 
 
    “Yes, eventually.” 
 
    “But you never intended to tell me.” 
 
    He looked into her eyes, and she looked back. It was usually a little unnerving to look into his matte black eyes—but she must have grown used to them, because today the eye contact made her feel safer. “I apologize for the oversight,” he murmured, without an explanation. If he wasn’t giving one now, he probably wouldn’t. 
 
    She held his gaze for a moment longer more before nodding, “Apology accepted under one condition.” She waited, making sure he wouldn’t protest. He just looked at her steadily. “You stop deciding what I do and do not need to know, okay? I don’t expect you to tell me everything right now, though if it’s important, you better be spilling your guts.” He eyes widened until she added, slightly annoyed, “Just an expression, jeez, calm down, I don’t want you to literally hurt yourself. I just mean—if you have any huge confessions, say them now. I understand not thinking about the little things you haven’t told me yet, and yeah, I’m pretty sure there are a lot, but I’m gonna be really pissed if you wait until it’s too late for any of the big stuff. I won’t forgive you if this happens again, got it?” 
 
    “Understood,” he replied, nodding stiffly. And then he hesitantly added, “On that note.” 
 
    She sighed—at least this meant he was taking her seriously. “What is it?” 
 
    “The boy, Michael,” he added to be clear, “Was attacked by the Solitary the morning after the party.” 
 
    Alexis stared, unsure what to say. After a moment of thought, she asked, “How do you know that?” 
 
    He didn’t look her in the eye as he said, “I may have pursued him afterward with the intent of being sure he heeded my warning.” 
 
    “Oh, you may have,” she replied drily. 
 
    His lips twitched in a half-smile. “I assure you, I did not hurt him.” But then his face sobered. “Though the Solitary’s interest in him does concern me, I do not believe he was involved with them. He did not appear to know what the Solitary was, but that begs the question: why was the Solitary there at all?” 
 
    “They don’t usually go into the Mortal Realm?” 
 
    Keir considered her question carefully. “I suppose I do not know. I rarely spend time in the Mortal Realm myself, and even when I do, I do not see the Solitary when I am there.” He looked at her now and said, “But this may mean we have more issues with these creatures than previously suspected.” 
 
    Alexis didn’t know what to say to that. For now, there were too many thoughts tumbling about in her mind—questions about her own heritage; worry about the fact the Keir had kept it for her; worry for someone she didn’t even like, but who hadn’t deserved to be attacked by monsters; and worry about the meeting tomorrow. Keir still hadn’t touched her throughout the entire conversation, so now she reached forward and squeezed his hand. “If Jynx is done, you should go clean up before they drain the tub. I don’t want you to embarrass me at the meeting tomorrow.” 
 
    He smiled slightly and leaned forward to kiss first the top of her head and then, when she didn’t protest or pull away, to kiss her on the lips. She placed her hand on the back of his head and kept him close for a moment as she deepened the kiss. As soon as she dropped her hand, he pulled away. “Still gonna be mad if you pull that again,” she told him. He nodded, grabbed a towel, and left the room. Alexis only then realized that she’d left her wet towels and her dirty clothes in the bathroom, but she didn’t have the energy to go get them. She barely had the energy to stand up, change into pajamas—always the Wendy Darling dress—and crawl underneath the covers before falling asleep.

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten: Nightmares 
 
    Molly 
 
      
 
    Molly leaned against her door, her dirty clothes clutched to her chest, and thought about what she had overheard. Alexis was part fae. It wasn’t much, by the sounds of it, but it was enough. And Michael was a Halfling, if Keir was correct. Molly wasn’t alone—Michael was an asshole, but there must have been others. Others who lived in the Mortal Realm full time. She could find them, talk to them. Some of them might not know what they were doing, but others had to. Others had to have some tricks for balancing the two worlds. Because if Molly was honest, she didn’t want to shut out the Faery Realm, she just wasn’t willing to give up her mortal life. If Dax had simply let her live with both … but it was too late. Dax had made his choices, and Molly had made hers. When she saw him, she was prepared to do what was necessary to save Dave, but that didn’t mean she could ever forgive him. 
 
    She pushed herself off the door and returned her clothes to the bag Keir had packed for her. She closed the bag, waited a moment, and then opened it again to pull out her nightwear. Hanging the silver robe inside the wardrobe instead of placing it in the bag, she changed into her clothes. Tonight, she had a shimmering white nightgown, knee length with lacey little straps. She crawled onto the bed, sighing in delight as she pulled the soft comforter over herself. She rested her head on the pillow, closed her eyes, and drifted to sleep … 
 
    Only to awaken with a start when a hand rested on her hip. She jerked away, pulling half of the sheets with her, and looked to that side of the bed in fright. The room had been empty when she’d entered, but now a sleep-rumpled form lay next to her, his long blond lashes brushing his cheeks as a strong hand with familiar nimble fingers patted the bed in search of . . . her.  
 
    Molly stared at Dax in horror until he opened his eyes and gave her a sleepy smile. “Isn’t it a bit early to be awake?” he asked, pushing himself up until the remaining covers slipped down, exposing a naked torso. 
 
    Molly scrambled off the bed, leaving the blanket with him, because she didn’t want to find out what else the sheet might have been hiding. “What are you doing here?” she demanded shrilly, looking around for something to cover her. But the silver robe she’d hung up in her wardrobe was gone. There was also no sign of her luggage, but the wardrobe was filled with familiar dresses—ones she’d worn during her time in the Dark Court. 
 
    She slammed the door shut and turned back to face him. The sleepy look had disappeared and he was trying to give her a reassuring, charming smile. 
 
    “How did I get here?” she demanded. 
 
    “You’re sleeping,” he replied, stretching, and her eyes followed the ripple of muscle along his chest, arms, and back. “You can go anywhere you want to when you’re sleeping.” He grinned at her. “Our rooms at the Dark Court; it was a nice choice.” 
 
    “You’re invading my dreams?” she narrowed her eyes, analyzing his word choice. The tone implied that she had chosen where they went, but there was something in the last sentence that made her suspicious. “You’re the one that brought us here, not me,” she said confidently. 
 
    He gave her an annoyed look, but didn’t deny it. “They were lovely rooms.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve got such great memories there,” she replied sarcastically. Before he could comment, she added, “I thought you could only do that if I ate those pastries you gave me. I dumped them. Completely destroyed.” With a perfectly nasty smile, she added, “I destroyed every single one of those gifts you gave me.” 
 
     “Yes, I know. I hoped you would like them, but I guess I was wrong.” 
 
    She gaped. It still shocked her that he was surprised by her reactions. “Really?” she demanded. “You really thought I wanted bloodthirsty roses?” 
 
    “A reminder of our time together.” 
 
    “And pastries that made me sick?” 
 
    He looked away from her then. “I told you, that wasn’t intentional.” 
 
    “You could have told me what they would do—included instructions or something!” 
 
    “Then you wouldn’t have eaten one,” he pointed out testily. 
 
    “Which should clue you in, moron!” 
 
    He was becoming more agitated with each of her vehement responses. “I sent the wine as an apology.” 
 
    “Really? Because it didn’t say ‘I’m sorry’ to me, it said ‘here, get drunk so that you can’t put up a fight’.” 
 
    He looked at her steadily. “You shouldn’t be fighting me anyway. You’re mine. You’ve been mine since the beginning.” 
 
    Molly wasn’t sure whether she wanted to pull out her hair or attack him. She opted for squeezing her fists at her sides—she wasn’t sure how he would retaliate if she attacked. “You can’t just talk about me like I’m property, Dax! I’m a person, I get to have opinions, objections, and choices!” 
 
    He finally pushed off the bed, and she was relieved to find that he was wearing jeans. “You do have choices,” he told her fiercely. “As a Halfling, you get to choose whether you’re treated as a faery or a mortal. You chose to be treated as a mortal.” He tried to place his hands on her shoulders, but she stepped away from him too quickly and backed toward the door. 
 
    “Exactly, but you just don’t take the hint, do you?” she asked, feeling around for the doorknob with her hand behind her back. 
 
    He smiled at her, and his eyes were shining brightly. She blinked and shied back another step, a little worried about why he looked so happy. “But as a mortal, I have the right to claim you. You’ve noticed, haven’t you? How everyone continues to respect my claim.” 
 
    She thought about the past few days, how the elves avoided touching her. And then she remembered Jaxith, taking her by the waist to lower her from her horse. Silently, she begged for him to forgive her. “That’s funny, because Jaxith sure doesn’t seem to.” 
 
    Dax’s face contorted into a snarl for a minute, making her take another hasty step back, before he smoothed his features and calmly asked, “Who? Not that human you were with.” He cocked his head and asked, “What was his name again? I can’t seem to remember.” His lips cocked in a triumphant sneer, “Funny, since neither can he.” 
 
    She had planned to continue with her story about Jaxith, spin a tale of stolen moments and a rescue from the Solitary fae—even though Lark and Finch had been the ones to defend her. But his comments stopped the story. “Dave,” she choked. “His name is Dave.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I don’t actually care, to be honest.” 
 
    “Why did you do it?” she demanded, tears coming to her eyes. 
 
    “He was in my way,” he replied, reaching forward and taking her face in his hands and lifting her head so that they could look eye to eye. She froze, unsure what to do. His eyes were wild, his smile broad but feral, and his grip was tight, holding her head exactly where he wanted it. 
 
    She swallowed, a little afraid of what he would do next. “But you didn’t have to go that far.” 
 
    He shrugged, unconcerned. “I hadn’t originally planned on it. The first time I saw you together, I thought you would grow bored quickly.” His fingers dug into her cheeks and the back of her neck as he pulled her closer, lowering his head at the same time so that their lips were only half an inch apart as he continued. “But you just kept seeing him. I was only going to tell him to forget about you and then I thought, why stop there?” 
 
    She stared at him, horrified. “You did it on a whim?” She grabbed his wrists and tried to pull away. But he wouldn’t let go, and together they stumbled back until they hit the door, her head thumping with a heavy smack that made her dizzy. 
 
    Dax released her face to feel the back of her head with one hand, tenderly touching the bump there. With his other hand, he wound his fingers in her hair until he had a solid grip. “I did what I needed to in order to bring you back to me. And it worked, didn’t it?” he leaned forward, pressing the full length of his body against hers until she was nearly flat against the door. “You came back to me.” He kissed her right at the edge where her jaw met her throat. 
 
    “You can bet I won’t stay if you don’t return Dave’s memories,” she told him. 
 
    He sighed with irritation and pulled back enough to look in her eyes. “As if I would let you go again.” 
 
    “You don’t have me yet,” she replied. Gesturing to the room with a wave of her hand, she told him with forced bravado, “This? Is just a dream. You don’t have me yet.”  
 
    His grip in her hair tightened as he jerked her to him and kissed her on the mouth. She braced herself, prepared to fight. And then he pulled away, just enough to whisper pleadingly, “Kiss me back.” When he pressed his lips against hers again, they were gentler this time, trying to coax instead of force. For a moment she continued to resist. And then he murmured, his lips still pressed against hers, “Please, just kiss me back.” And she found herself relenting. She parted her lips, all the encouragement he seemed to need. He pressed her back against the door, moving his hands to her hips, and explored her mouth with his tongue like he was trying to memorize her—or to remind himself, at least. But she didn’t react to him, not the same way she had in the past. It didn’t feel like a seduction—it felt like an invasion. He may have asked nicely, he may have begged, but she couldn’t stand to keep letting him continue to kiss her. She placed her hands on his chest and shoved him away. Surprised, he stumbled a step back. When he looked at her, his eyes were devastated, his mouth parting as if to ask how she could be so cruel as to deny him.  
 
    She looked into his eyes, her lips swollen and everywhere he touched painfully tender, and told him clearly, “I am not yours. Not yet. And if you want to see me again—for real, not just stalking me in some dream—you’ll give Dave his memories back.” 
 
    The wounded look vanished, replaced by a bland expression. “Who says I even can?” 
 
    Keir had said it was a possibility that Dax would throw them away, that Dave would never be able to return to how he was. But Molly had to believe that Dax wasn’t that cruel—that she hadn’t fallen in love with a monster, he’d just turned into one later. “Well you better find a way, because right now, that’s your only leverage.” 
 
    He stepped backward, finally, and admitted, “I have a way.” 
 
    “Fine, let’s make a deal.” 
 
    He watched her with interest, but he shook his head. “Not here.” 
 
    “I’m not meeting you alone,” she warned him. 
 
    “At the ball, then.” 
 
    “Ball?” 
 
    “Tomorrow night, after the first meeting. We’ll discuss it as we dance.” 
 
    “What if I don’t feel like dancing?” 
 
    He smiled at her. “You will.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes. “Fine. Tomorrow night then.” 
 
    He took her hand, holding it tightly enough that she couldn’t pull away, and kissed the back. “Tomorrow night. Sweet dreams, dear Molly.” 
 
    The room fell away, but the rest of the night, Molly dreamed of him. Some of the images were memories—the first time he kissed her, their first night together, dancing—while others were new images, Dax’s fantasies pushed on her. She knew what he was now, but she couldn’t change any of the outcomes, and she couldn’t wake up.  
 
    A hand touched her shoulder and she opened her eyes, sitting up and almost knocking heads with Alexis, but her friend skittered backward in time to avoid injury. “Whoa, whoa, what’s the matter? Nightmare?” 
 
    Molly looked around the room wildly, afraid that Dax would be there waiting for her, but when her eyes focused on Alexis, she relaxed. Her strange dreams had completely lacked any sign of Alexis. Not unexpected, since near the end, Dax had hated even the mention of her, but it reassured Molly that she was finally awake.  
 
    “What’s the matter, honey-bunches?” Alexis asked, sitting on the side of the bed and placing her hand on Molly’s shoulder. “Tell me what happened.” 
 
    Molly swallowed and whispered, “I dreamed about Dax.” She paused, shook her head, and corrected herself, “No, actually, I think it was real, well, it wasn’t, but … he definitely made me dream about him, and the conversation was real.” 
 
    “Slow down and tell me what happened.” 
 
    Molly relayed the conversation to Alexis, leaving out some of the parts she couldn’t bring herself to describe, and she didn’t tell Alexis about the rest of the dreams. 
 
    Alexis’ lips thinned and her jaw clenched as she listened. “That bastard,” she snarled at the end. And then she hugged Molly fiercely. “I’m so sorry for bringing you here.” 
 
    “It was my decision,” Molly replied, but she was sorry that she’d come too. 
 
    There was a soft knock on the door and Alexis sighed as she pulled away. “Crap. Look, here’s what we’ll do. We’ll tell Keir about what happened while we eat. He’ll make sure you’re protected and that Dax doesn’t try anything during the ball.” 
 
    “I have to talk to Dax though. I have to save Dave—it’s my fault,” she started, then choked on her words. 
 
    “I know,” Alexis replied, placing her hand over Molly’s. “But you should still have someone their watching your back. I have a feeling that I’ll be busy, and even if I wasn’t, Keir would throw a hissy fit if he thought I was putting myself in danger. But that’s what Jaxith and Jynx are here for. And maybe we can convince one of the elves to stick close to you.” 
 
    Molly considered that, and had to admit that she would feel better if she knew someone was going to be watching over her. “Okay,” she said quietly, releasing Alexis. 
 
    “Come on, I’m starving.” Alexis waited for Molly to put on her robe, and then they joined everyone else in the sitting room. 
 
    “The food has all been inspected,” Keir assured Alexis as he gave her a good morning kiss. 
 
    “No one tried to pull anything weird?” Alexis asked.  
 
    Keir glanced at Molly and didn’t reply. 
 
    Alexis gave a disgusted snort. “Of course they did. Well, you guys are really sweet for going to the trouble.”  
 
    Jynx pouted at Alexis, then turned her pout on Keir. “Have you been training her? That’s not fair.” 
 
    “What else could you possibly want from me, Jynx?” Alexis asked, rolling her eyes. “You already took my hair.” 
 
    Jynx fluffed the fur next to her ears. “It looks better on me,” she informed Alexis primly. “And I don’t have to have something in mind. I want lots of things, I’m sure I’ll come up with something when you finally slip.”  
 
    Alexis stuck her tongue out at Jynx, and Molly smiled slightly. The light banter lifted her mood, and she was able to pretend to be cheerful long enough for a light breakfast with conversation. By the time they dressed for the day, she was feeling less scared and more determined. It helped when the wardrobe provided her with an outfit made of soft bronze silk. The tunic had long, bell sleeves and flared around her hips, and the pants were formfitting. A pair of tall brown boots also accompanied the outfit, surprisingly sturdy in comparison to the delicate silk. 
 
    She came out to find Alexis dressed in a similar outfit, only hers was black and silver. Roses danced up and down the seams, covering her in an embroidered garden that swayed with Alexis’ movements as if in a gentle breeze. 
 
    Keir inspected Alexis, touching her outfit on the sleeve or one of the hips, and Molly watched with interest as the silk seemed to change texture, but only while his fingertips lingered. “What’s it doing?” she asked. 
 
    Keir glanced up, examined her outfit visually, and then straightened. “It is lightweight armor. The material moves with the body, and appears as silk while in stasis, but as soon as a threat is detected, it hardens. It is not impenetrable, but it will stop most attacks.” 
 
    “Oh.” She looked down at herself and then smiled. The day seemed a little easier to face when she was wearing armor.

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven: The Courts of the Round Table 
 
    Alexis 
 
      
 
    Keir and Alexis walked the corridors with Jaxith, Molly, and Jynx walking a few steps behind them so that they made two rows. They didn’t have a guide today, but Keir seemed to know where they were going. Alexis fiddled with the end of her sleeve as they walked. They weren’t alone—today, the Unseelie fae surrounded them. The Unseelie fae didn’t look much different from the Dark fae, but Alexis had grown used to the respect they showed her. None of them had looked at her quite so aggressively since Keir had announced her new position, so the dangerous gazes of the fae surrounding them now made her want to inch closer to Keir. She didn’t know if they could sense fear, but she was doing her best to project calm serenity. With her head held high, she concentrated on the path in front of them and in keeping in step with Keir. 
 
    They stopped at a heavy door, covered in white, black, and gold carvings, and waited as it slowly swung open. Inside the room was a large, round ebony table, with some of the representatives of the other Courts already seated. Alexis frowned as she looked at the chairs—there were only nine of them, but if she understood correctly, the elves and each Court had five representatives, so thirty people should be attending the meeting. There seemed to be that many in the room, but it didn’t look as if they would all be invited to sit. Keir found a chair with his mark carved into the back of it, but he pulled out the chair to the right instead. He faced Alexis and waited. She blinked at him, then realized he was pulling out a chair for her. She sat down and held onto the arms as Keir pushed the chair in. She glanced over her shoulder, peeking around the chair’s high back, and watched as Keir talked to their other three companions before taking his own seat next to Alexis. 
 
    She leaned across both of their chair arms so that she could whisper to him, “Why don’t they get to sit?” 
 
    “There are two reasons,” he replied, his voice also low enough that they wouldn’t be overheard. “The first is practical: our entourage act as either guards or servants. If they are already standing, it is less distracting when they need to move. The second is egotistical: only the highest-ranking members of the Court are allowed to sit at the table. It represents all of the Courts as equal while still acknowledging the superiority of the leaders.” 
 
    “Oh, I guess I can see that.” She turned and looked at Molly over her shoulder, who was trying to stand straight and look professional. Alexis mouthed “Sorry” and earned a slight smile from Molly, who seemed to relax slightly. 
 
    Sirius entered the room and Alexis watched him find his seat at the table, almost directly across from her—a large silver chair, with rich emerald velvet. He sat alone, with his four elves behind him. Finch and Lark acted as bookends, with Dekel and Euan in the center. She noticed that the elves still wore green, but instead of the functional tunic and trousers she had seen before, they seemed to have formalized their outfits. Finch wore her hair pinned back with laurel leaves and flowers. She wore a light green dress with long, transparent sleeves and an overskirt made of the same material that fluttered with her movements. Sirius, Euan, and Dekel wore green, long sleeved shirts, brown suede vests, and brown pants that tucked into short leather boots. Lark was dressed similarly, with slightly different touches here and there—three-quarter sleeves instead of full-length, ruffles at the bottom of the shirt, hair pulled back into a braid, with a small cluster of laurel leaves over the left ear.  
 
    To Sirius’ left sat a beautiful dryad with grayish-brown skin and leaf-covered vines intermixing with strands of green hair. She wasn’t covered with anything except leaves that sprouted from her skin. Next to her sat a woman with hair and skin the same dark shade of mahogany.  On her skin were little rosettes—blossoms of pink, white, and red that looked like flower buds. She was dressed in pale gauze that shifted through the colors of the rainbows in the palest possible hues, dancing in and with the light of the chamber. The dress reminded Alexis of Cassi’s Titania costume. Since no one had made any introductions, she would have to guess that this was the Summer Queen. Behind the Summer Queen were three beautiful girls that seemed to be there more for appearances than substance. They did make a pretty picture, each with the coloring of a flower—pink, purple, and blue hair, palest green skin, and green dresses—but they were restless, swaying back and forth like trees in the wind. Alexis wondered if they would actually pay attention to the proceedings—she somehow didn’t think so. 
 
    On the other side of the Summer Queen was a shapeshifter, sitting alone between Keir and the Summer Queen. He had short brown fur—somehow distinct from his brown hair and beard—and short claws on the end of his thick fingers. He did not have a box-like snout, as she might have expected from being around Jynx for so long, but instead the normal features of a human face. As she watched, he spoke to one of his entourage, and even though she couldn’t distinguish the words, she noticed that his voice was low and rumbly. Behind him stood three men and a woman, wearing furs and leather and holding spears as if they expected a fight to break out at the table. None of the others had any visible features that distinguished them from humans, but there was something predatory about the way they moved. She looked away before any of them could catch her staring. 
 
    A regal woman took her seat next to Alexis, not waiting for the dark-skinned man beside her to pull out her chair for her. She was older, with a lightly lined face—though every crease seemed strategically placed. Keir had once described the Seelie Queen as taking on the appearance of a kindly grandmother, but Alexis thought she slightly missed the mark—the Seelie Queen looked more like a very rich, prestigious grandmother stuck a little bit in the past. Her white hair was pinned up in an elegant chignon, and she wore a stunning gown made of rich emerald silk, with a piece of black and red tartan tied across her body from one shoulder to her opposite hip. Beside her must be the King—Alexis knew he was a King, not a consort—a man with midnight black skin and very little hair—thin eyebrows, bald head, and clean face. He had high, dignified cheekbones and full lips. He was wearing purple robes with a design that was hard to discern. Alexis knew that the Dark Queen’s consort, Saeron, was this couple’s son, but since Saeron wore a full beard, it was hard to see if there were any similarities between the consort and his parents.  
 
    Alexis craned her head slightly—hoping she wasn’t being too obvious—to look behind the Seelie Queen and King, where a retinue of knights stood at attention in full, glittering armor. The knight closest to Alexis was garbed in gold, the middle one in bronze, and the one farthest from her in silver. The silver knight was fingering a sword at his side, and Alexis stared in fascination—his bare hands appeared covered in fresh, glistening blood, but none of it seemed to wipe off on his sword or armor. Eventually, she tore her eyes away and examined the other two. In addition to their armor, the bronze and gold knights were color-coded head-to-toe. Both their skin tones perfectly matched the armor, reminding her of Aoibheann, who was silver from top to bottom. Alexis wondered if they were also faeries, but couldn’t see how they would stand to have their wings stuffed into the stiff armor. The other faeries she’d met had kept their wings in constant motion. The gold knight caught her staring and locked eyes with her, challenging. She was startled to find that his eyes were a deep brown that stood out against his polished gold face. She looked away first. 
 
    The Unseelie Queen was the last to enter the room, and she took the last available seat between Sirius and the Seelie King. The Unseelie Queen’s skin was translucent and almost paper white, with black veins running under the skin like cracks. Alexis thought she understood the significance behind all the marble now. The Queen’s hair didn’t have any discernable color—it wasn’t clear, but it wasn’t quite white, gray, or silver either. Her eyes were almond-shaped and the same not-quite color of her hair. But what surprised Alexis most, after seeing how the rest of the Court was decorated, was that she was dressed like a Goth ready for a night out. Her tall, pointed ears and face were dotted with piercings—iron by the looks of the black, dead flesh around the holes. She wore a fishnet dress that hid nothing, and thigh-high leather boots that added at least three inches to her already six-foot frame. She caught Alexis staring and smirked at her before licking her lips. Alexis expected to see anticipation or hunger in her gaze, maybe even anger to find a human at her table, but despite the superior expression, her eyes were empty. Alexis suppressed a shiver and looked away first, cursing herself—she hated being the first to look away, and now she’d done it twice in the span of two minutes. The first time she had met Keir, she’d stared him down and won, but now she gave in so easily, and it irked. 
 
    Behind the Unseelie Queen stood her entourage, also decked out in iron jewelry. They bared the burden as easily as their Queen, without any signs of pain on their faces. There was a vampire—the one that had escorted them to their rooms—dressed in a crisp, black business suit, her hair still in a perfect spiked mohawk to expose the multiple piercings on her ears. Beside her stood an unnerving, headless creature. He wore leather pants and boots, but was bare chested, probably to expose the eyes on his shoulders and the mouth gaping from his chest. His lips and tongue—which was constantly exposed and in motion—were pierced. Alexis quickly moved her gaze on to the Naga beside him. She was a beautiful woman, with glowing brown skin and a black braid hanging over one naked shoulder. From just below her breasts down was a snake’s body, with black and white diamond scales that expanded and shrank with the movement of her restless tail. The tail seemed to be coiled three or four times, which amazed Alexis, because the Naga was already perched at least eight feet high. How large was she? She wore a collar made completely of iron, burning her neck and shoulders where it rested. The fae beside her was almost as tall—the head and torso that of a remarkably beautiful Japanese woman, with her skin painted white, her lips painted cherry red, and her eyes lined with kohl. She wore a black and silver kimono that protected her modesty and allowed space for the large, black, spider thorax that made up the second half of her body. It took Alexis a moment to spot the woman’s iron jewelry, as she’d been distracted by the rest of her, but then the fae pulled out a beautiful, Japanese fan to hide her face as she sent a flirtatious look at one of the elves, and Alexis saw the way the fan burned her hand. She was also wearing rings on every finger, like the Seelie King, but all of hers must have been iron, because they burned her delicate fingers black. 
 
    The Unseelie Queen said something in the fae language and Alexis blinked as she returned her attention to the Queen. The Seelie Queen replied, and Alexis suppressed a groan. It seemed that she was attending the meeting only to not understand a single word said. 
 
    Keir leaned toward her, close enough to whisper so as not to disturb the others, and asked, “Would you like to know what they are saying?” 
 
    Alexis honestly considered the question. For all she knew, it was better that she didn’t. Keir would tell her anything she needed to know later. But she didn’t want someone to address her directly and find her ignorant. She decided it was better if she had a translation, and nodded instead of responding. It would be embarrassing for him to whisper in her ear the entire time, but not as bad as being completely out of the loop. 
 
    But to her surprise, he didn’t whisper to her, he simply sat back and said, in English, “Nyrs, in case it slipped your notice, we do have guests.” 
 
    The Unseelie Queen glanced at Alexis with her dead eyes and said something else in the fae language. 
 
    But the Seelie Queen rose to Alexis’ defense, and replied in English, with a deep Scottish brogue, “No need to be childish, Lass. If the girl sits at our table, she has a right to know.” 
 
    “Unless you have forgotten your English as well as your manners?” the Seelie King added, his own accent hinting at his African origins. 
 
    The Unseelie Queen stubbornly continued the conversation in the fae language. And then Molly of all people replied, drawing attention to her. Alexis didn’t know what she said, but still stared at her with everyone else. Alexis hadn’t realized Molly would understand what was being said, and by the angry expression she wore, the Unseelie Queen had been particularly rude. 
 
    The Unseelie Queen stood and asked Molly something in a quiet, dangerous tone. 
 
    Molly crossed her arms and replied. Alexis noticed that her words weren’t quite as smooth, they didn’t flow together as well. It was like an American trying to speak French. But Molly understood better than Alexis ever would, and Alexis was both proud and jealous of her.  
 
    “Enough,” the Winter King growled. “You are wasting time with this stubbornness, Nyrs. If knyazek wants consort to understand, English we will speak.” He spoke with a Russian accent, and Alexis had the wild thought that she should have set up a game of bingo with all the accents being tossed around. 
 
    The Summer Queen sent an annoyed look at the Winter King and then addressed Alexis in French, “Parlez-vous français?” She added something else, too quick and fluid for Alexis to follow. 
 
    Alexis glanced at Keir, then shook her head and said, “Sorry, I’m not really that good with languages.” 
 
    “C’est bien, ma cherie,” the dryad beside her replied, placing her hand on top of the Summer Queen’s. “I ‘ave been practicing,” she explained. “If ze speak slowly, je comprends.” 
 
    The Summer Queen continued to look annoyed, but relented. “If that is necessary,” she replied. 
 
    Alexis blinked, surprised by her agreement, and the fact that she didn’t seem to have an accent. She was expecting her to sound like her father, the Seelie King—if Alexis remembered the family line correctly—or at least sound French, like her consort. 
 
    “Everyone with me speaks English,” Sirius added. 
 
    All eyes turned to the Unseelie Queen and waited until she finally announced in a whiny L.A. accent, “Well, if you’re all going to turn on me like that, fine, whatever.” 
 
    Well, this meeting was just full of surprises, and it had barely started.  
 
    “Shall we continue?” the Seelie Queen asked, looking around the table. When everyone nodded, she looked to Sirius and said, “You called this meeting, directly or not,” she cast a side glance at Keir. Alexis hadn’t realized the Dark Court had been so involved in setting up the meeting. She wondered if it was Keir or his mother who had spoken on behalf of the elves. “What have you discovered?” 
 
    Sirius proceeded to explain what Alexis already knew—the Court fae were disappearing, the Solitary fae were rising in disproportionate numbers, and they were becoming more organized and strategic in their attacks. 
 
    “And why is this our problem?” the Unseelie Queen asked laconically, her elbow resting on the table and her chin resting on her hand, her white index finger and thumb extended to frame her face. 
 
    “How many fae have disappeared from your Court, Nyrs?” Keir asked, leaning slightly forward to look her in the eye. 
 
    Nyrs shifted back, trying to maintain a bored façade as she admitted. “Not quite a hundred.” 
 
    Keir looked at everyone else. The Summer Queen murmured, “Less than that—and more than half of those were Halflings.” 
 
    “Less than twenty,” the Winter King announced, but instead of seeming proud, he was more unnerved than the others. 
 
    The Seelie Queen looked back at the golden knight who spoke for her, “Last count was yesterday morning, at two hundred and thirty-one.” The Seelie Queen did not seem pleased to hear that her numbers were the highest, but she also didn’t seem surprised. 
 
    “The Dark Court has lost less than fifty, but we have been on guard longer.” 
 
    Sirius looked at all of them and then announced, “None of the elves have disappeared like this, without explanation. We know all of them are dead. As the Dark Prince has said,” he nodded in Keir’s direction, “We have been on our guard the longest, and we have fewer people to keep track of.” 
 
    “What’s the usual number?” Alexis asked. 
 
    All eyes turned to her. She resisted the urge to sink back in her seat, but she did glance at Keir, wondering if she was meant to just be a pretty decoration instead of participating. But Keir’s expression was approving, and he set his hand on hers where it rested on her chair’s arm. She looked back at the rest of the group and waited. 
 
    Finally, the Seelie Queen admitted. “Perhaps ten a year, those careless enough to wander the Wilds alone. When the fae don’t renounce, we presume they died.” 
 
    Alexis frowned and looked at Keir. “So the fae always renounce before going Solitary? Is it an official ceremony?” 
 
    “It does not have to be a ceremony, but they do have to officially state their intentions. Sometimes directly to their monarch, other times a messenger reports it. Otherwise it would be difficult for Court members to live in the Mortal Realm.” 
 
    “Oh.” She looked around at all of them. “Okay, well, they can’t be dead, or the Solitary wouldn’t be gaining in numbers. It can’t be voluntary, because not only would they state their intentions, but like, five hundred fae wouldn’t just up and decide that hey, let’s choose the crazy side, right?” The Seelie Queen and King were looking at her, considering her words, while Sirius nodded encouragingly. “That means that the Solitary fae are not only kidnapping your citizens, but they have a way to … I don’t know, taint them. And it’s gotta be quick, because Jaxith said that it usually takes a while for the Wild magic to drive them insane. How could they do that?” 
 
    “Torture,” the Unseelie Queen replied immediately. When all eyes turned to her again, she shrugged one shoulder. “Torture can be used to break the body and mind. It would drive them insane, and they would use the magic around them to heal their wounds. If the fae overload themselves with magic while their minds are deteriorating, it would be a quick recipe to create an unwilling Solitary fae. By the time they’re finished, they may not even remember what they began as.” 
 
    Alexis felt goosebumps rise all along her arms. What would it be like, to be forced to forget who you were? 
 
    “But what of the Halflings?” the Summer Queen demanded.  
 
    “Ze poor things would not survive,” her consort murmured sadly. “Ze do not ‘ave ze magic.” She murmured more distressed French before her lover consolingly rested an arm around her shoulders and soothed her to silence. 
 
    “Our Halflings don’t venture out into Wilds,” the Winter King explained. 
 
    “That is because nobody wants to explore the Snowdrifts,” the Summer Queen replied, glaring at him even as she continued to hold her lover. “Nasty, cold, and barren.” 
 
    He rumbled softly—Alexis thought at first that he was growling again, but she realized he was laughing. “Elyris liked it well enough.” 
 
    “My daughter was bewitched,” the Summer Queen snarled, releasing her consort as she started to stand up. 
 
    “Vevina,” Keir murmured, and the Summer Queen stopped. Now that he had her attention, he replied, “The answer to your question is no, we are not missing any Halflings.” 
 
    “We are,” the Seelie Queen replied. “Probably a third of those missing are Halflings.” She looked back at the golden knight again and asked, “Is that correct, Commander?” 
 
    “A third are Halflings, perhaps another dozen were only quarter-bloods.” 
 
    “Oh, were we supposed to count Halflings?” the Unseelie Queen asked, examining her nails as if she couldn’t care less about the conversation. “I suppose that means I have to add another hundred or so to my total.” 
 
    Heads turned slowly to stare at her. 
 
    “Come again, Lass?” the Seelie Queen asked. 
 
    “Well, I thought we were only talking about the actual fae,” she drawled, glancing back at Molly, the only Halfling in the room, and the one who had made the mistake of confronting her openly. 
 
    “You’ve lost a hundred Halflings? In a matter of months?” Sirius asked, angered. “Didn’t you think that might be important to mention?” 
 
    “Why?” she asked, glancing up at him. “It’s not like they can do anything with them. As the little dryad said, they wouldn’t survive to become Solitary. And they can’t even join the Solitary voluntarily.” 
 
    “They can’t?” Alexis asked, surprised. 
 
    The Unseelie Queen snorted. “Would you mind teaching your human some manners, Keir? She keeps interrupting things.” 
 
    “My consort,” he replied, emphasizing Alexis’ title, “Has every right to speak. Especially since she seems to care more about our people than you do.” 
 
    The Unseelie Queen pouted prettily. 
 
    Keir turned to Alexis and explained, “The Halflings and quarter-bloods are part of a Court by choice. If they wish to leave the Court, they can return to the Mortal Realm. They have enough human in them that even if they did choose to stay in the Faery Realm, living in the Wilds, the Wild magic would not alter them.” 
 
    Alexis considered his explanation carefully before asking, “But if that’s the case, why would the Solitary even want them?” 
 
    “A mistake?” the Unseelie Queen suggested, unconcerned. “They probably aim for the weakest prey, and don’t realize that they’ve gotten a dud until it’s too late. Then they just move on to the next target.” 
 
    Alexis didn’t agree, but she looked to Sirius to ask her next question. “How many Solitary are there?” 
 
    “It’s difficult to tell. We’ve killed several hundred in the past months, but instead of their attack parties growing smaller, they grow steadily larger. I’d have to say there’s still three thousand, if not more.” 
 
    Everyone quieted at that estimate. It sounded like a lot, but Keir had said there were at least a million fae, so it couldn’t be that many in comparison. “How many are there usually?” 
 
    “A few hundred,” Keir murmured. “They burn out easily, or die in unsuccessful attacks.” 
 
    So they’d grown their numbers to at least six times the amount they used to be. Alexis shook her head slowly. “They can’t just be discarding the Halflings. They have to be using them somehow.” 
 
    “If they are, we do not know how,” Keir replied. 
 
    That ominous statement quieted the table once again. Finally, the Seelie Queen announced, “I think we should take a break. Nyrs, lass, fetch us some nourishment, would you?” 
 
    The Unseelie Queen looked annoyed at being ordered around, but she did volunteer to host. She called over the vampire, ordered her to fetch refreshments, and that ended the meeting for now. 
 
    * 
 
    Alexis pushed away from the table and hurried to Molly’s side. “Okay, do I want to know what you and the Scary Queen said to each other?” 
 
    Molly smiled at her self-consciously. “I don’t know, do you?” 
 
     “Yeah, I kind of do.” 
 
    “Well, first she said that she didn’t cater to snack-sized humans. Then she said you should learn your place. I told her you knew your place, and it was right beside Keir—you were equals. She asked me if I wanted her to prove her superiority, and I told her I knew exactly how superior she was.” She emphasized ‘superior’ with heavy sarcasm.  
 
    Alexis blinked at her and then demanded, “You told her what?” And then after only a brief pause she added in a low, angry voice, “Wait, she called me snack-sized?” 
 
    “Don’t mind Nyrs, lass, she knows better than to touch you.” 
 
    Alexis jumped—she hadn’t heard the Seelie Queen approach. She turned and bowed to the Queen, since she didn’t know how to properly courtesy. 
 
    “What a pretty thing you are,” the Queen said approvingly. “And what do I call you?”  
 
    Alexis hesitated. The fae rarely gave their names, and she was warned to follow the same practice. There was a lot of power behind a name, and she didn’t want to give one of the oldest fae too much power over her. 
 
    “You may call me Iorwen, if you like,” the Queen added.  
 
    “Umm, I’m Alexis.”  
 
    “Ah, defender of the people, how fitting,” she replied with a husky chuckle. She turned and called, “Naisir, come and meet Keir’s consort. Thus far, she seems a delightful lass.” 
 
    The King broke away from a discussion with the knights to greet her. With him standing, she could now see the design on his robes—exaggerated animal shapes in bright yellows, blues, and greens. She watched them for a moment, surprised when they remained stationary. He bowed his head slightly and did not waste time on greetings before asking, “How is our son?” 
 
    “Oh, Saeron? Umm.” She licked her lips and looked around uneasily. “He’s, well, last I checked he was fine.” She’d never actually had a conversation with him, but she wasn’t sure how his parents would interpret that. 
 
    “And Tynan? Treating him right, I hope,” the Queen interjected. 
 
    “Uh, she’s fine too. I, uh, think that he would leave her if she wasn’t treating him right, don’t you? He seems like the type to not put up with that.” 
 
    “Aye, he isn’t. Strong lad. Interesting choice of partner, but I won’t complain.” She glanced at the Summer Queen and murmured, “All of our children have made their choices.” 
 
    They moved on, and the Winter King took their place. Alexis had to lean her head back to look up at him—he was at least seven feet tall. His cloak was a mismatch of different furs, sewn together, making her curious: if he already had his own fur, why the cloak?  
 
    “Malyshka,” he greeted with a wide, toothy smile. “I like your insights. You are smart girl, yes? Pretty too. Too smart and pretty for knyazek. I will introduce you to my son.” He gave her an exaggerated wink. “He is smart boy too.” 
 
    “Um, maybe later?” she suggested with a halfhearted laugh. 
 
    “Who is pretty girl with you?” he asked, the first to acknowledge Molly. He smiled at her and said, “I have more sons. Big, strapping boys. Take care of you. Better than incubus.” 
 
    Molly blinked. “What?” 
 
    “Incubus are selfish; they do not care for partners. My Faolan, he is good boy. He is not here, he watches the Fort, but still good boy. Take care of you.” 
 
    “How do you know about the incubus?” she asked. 
 
    “Smell him on you. Unless succubus?” he asked uncertainly, sniffing again. “Smells male, but tricky creatures. If so, I am sorry, I do not have any daughters, or I would introduce them instead.” One of his entourage called to him, and he excused himself, but he got in one last comment before departing. “Will introduce you to son. Better than knyazek.” 
 
    Keir joined Alexis just as he was leaving, placing his arm around her waist and resting his hand on her hip. “You have been busy,” he commented, pressing a light kiss against her hairline. “What did Therius want?” 
 
    “That’s the Winter King?” she asked, just to make sure she had assumed correctly. 
 
    He nodded.  
 
    “He wanted to play matchmaker.” 
 
    Keir raised an eyebrow. “With who?” 
 
    “Me, and Molly. Thinks we’re smart, pretty girls and he apparently has sons.” 
 
    Keir pulled her slightly closer to his side and she snuggled against him. He didn’t address the idea of the Winter King trying to ignite a romance between Alexis and one of his sons, but he did say, “Molly is free to do as she pleases. Therius has five sons, three daoine sídhe and two shapeshifters.” He nodded toward where the members of the Winter Court were talking. “He brought his heir with him. Probably for the experience.” Alexis wasn’t sure which of the King’s entourage he was gesturing at—none of them stood out as a possible prince.  
 
    “Is that why you’re here?” Molly asked. “To gain experience, I mean. I noticed you were the only heir. Everyone else seemed to already have a title.” She paused and then added, “Right?” 
 
    “Yes, I am the only heir that took a place at the table. My mother is,” he paused and then in a much quieter voice explained, “Hoping to retire, to use the human term. She wishes me to learn as much as possible about dealing with the other Courts. The other monarchs are rather firmly set in their ways, and the only one that may release their control within the next century would be Therius.” 
 
    Sirius joined them then and smiled at Alexis for the first time. “I am grateful for your questions. I believe you had them thinking more than my statements ever could.” 
 
    “Is it going as well as you’d hoped?” 
 
    “It could have gone better, but it is going as expected. Later we will open up negotiations to see how much help they are willing to extend.” He grimaced. “I doubt it will be much. The Dark Queen offered only volunteers, and even that will cost me greatly, once the war is won. I imagine they will all wish to make it someone else’s problem.” 
 
    “Well, it’s everyone’s problem, by the sounds of those numbers.” Then she frowned and looked up at Keir, “I’ve been wondering—the Winter Court’s numbers of the missing are low, but he looked really unhappy about it. Why was that?” 
 
    “The Winter Court is the smallest. Vevina had a point, not many want to venture into the Snowdrifts, which surround the Court. The safest way is to enter through a rift from the Mortal Realm, but even then, the Court itself is not the most inviting environment. They have very low numbers, and the fae that live there are very loyal. Some of the children leave the Court and find another, in a more hospitable location, but very few join the Solitary.” 
 
    “Oh, so to have twenty suddenly disappear,” she trailed off. 
 
    “Is especially concerning. The Seelie and Unseelie Court have the largest numbers, so to lose a hundred or two barely effects them, but it is nothing to ignore.” 
 
    “Wow, this is a lot worse than I thought.” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” he replied, his mouth set in a grim line. 
 
    “I don’t care what the Scary Queen says,” Alexis added, glancing at the Unseelie Queen—surrounded by her iron-clad escorts. “The Solitary have to be doing something with the Halflings.” Then she frowned and asked Keir, “Do you think that’s why they attacked Michael?” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow at this insight and asked in a low tone, “You believe they have expanded their efforts to the Mortal Realm?” 
 
    Alexis really considered what she suggested and then asked, “Well, does anyone monitor the Halflings outside of the Courts?” 
 
    “No.” Keir’s grim expression told Alexis all she needed to know. He agreed with her assessment, but he didn’t expect many of the fae in this assembly to share her concern. Not when they had their own Court members to worry about.  
 
    Food was brought in and they ate standing up so that everyone was on equal footing. When they finished, they resumed their seats, and just as Sirius said, spent the rest of the meeting arguing about who should offer the most help. Some wanted the Seelie and Unseelie Courts to take the bulk of the work, since they had the most numbers, but even the Seelie Queen was reluctant to offer her fae in service to the cause. And as the meeting progressed, they seemed to forget they were supposed to be speaking English. Only the Unseelie Queen reverted to the fae language, but the others spoke human languages that Alexis could barely discern. The Seelie Queen would sometimes speak some dialect of Gaelic, while the King spoke in what sounded like Swahili. The Summer Queen yelled in French, and the Winter King boomed in Russian. When the argument became particularly heated, even Keir slipped—he would reply in Gaelic to the Seelie Queen, and Japanese to the Unseelie Queen, who responded in kind. Sirius switched languages easily to address some issues in French, some in Gaelic, and some in English. She remembered him telling her that he knew seven languages, and wondered which seven he knew. He didn’t seem to speak Swahili—or whatever language the Seelie King was speaking—Japanese, or Russian, but he did seem to understand them enough to reply in English or any of the other languages that he knew.  
 
    The auditory chaos played havoc on Alexis’ ears and comprehension. She had to imagine that, despite everyone knowing the fae languages, they actually spent most of their time speaking in a human language of their choice. Otherwise, they all would have reverted to the fae language as their tempers rose. She wished they would just settle on something, even if she couldn’t understand the words, because their current jumble was giving her a headache. 
 
    In the end, they didn’t come to a consensus. As Sirius had predicted, everyone—except for the elves and Keir—thought it was everyone else’s responsibility. They were dismissed, with a terse reminder—in the fae language—from the Unseelie Queen that there would be a ball that evening. 
 
    “I never want to do that again,” Alexis admitted as they left the meeting room. 
 
    Keir gave her an amused smiled and asked, “Regretting your decision already?” 
 
    “No offense, but yeah, totally.” 
 
    He gave her a light kiss and replied, “Well, at least I am not the only one.” She laughed and gave his hand a squeeze as they returned to their rooms down the hallway. It was time to get ready for the ball. She just hoped this one was better than the last one she’d attended.

  

 
   
    Chapter Twelve: All Dolled Up 
 
    Molly 
 
      
 
    Molly stared at the items she had pulled out of the bag: a pink silk slip, a pair of golden heels, and a jar of pink-gold sand that changed color depending on how she held it up to the light. It was pretty, but what was she supposed to do with it? 
 
    With her silver robe wrapped around her and the jar clutched in one hand, she opened the door to her bedroom and peeked outside. She had hoped that Jynx would be there and feared that Jaxith would, but all she found was an empty sitting room. She took a moment to look around to make sure someone wasn’t skulking in a corner, and then rushed over to Alexis’ room to knock briskly on the door. 
 
    One thing she had forgotten, and was quickly reminded of, was that Alexis was sharing her room with Keir. He opened the door and asked, “Yes?” 
 
    She tried not to blush as she pulled the robe more securely around her. “I, uh, don’t know what to do with this,” she explained, giving the jar a little shake. 
 
    He glanced at it and told her, “You may wish to grab the other items. Silk sand is beautiful, but it can be … unpleasant if used without a base.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    Alexis nudged Keir out of the way, and she seemed perfectly casual standing in the doorway in her underwear. Of course, there was quite a bit of underwear. Molly blinked at her and asked, “Is that a hoopskirt?” 
 
    “I think they’re panniers, actually,” Alexis replied, looking down at the wide baskets at her hips. She snorted and added, “As if my hips needed to be any bigger.” She waved that aside and told Molly, “Keir’s right, go grab the other stuff. I’m guessing it works the same way as dragon scales.” 
 
    “Dragon scales?” Molly asked, but Alexis just shrugged. Molly returned to her room, grabbed the slip and the heels, and joined Alexis. Keir was almost finished dressing—he was just interlocking the closures on his frockcoat when Molly entered. Molly took a moment to look him over with appreciation. Instead of being dressed in his usual black, his coat was midnight blue. The cuffs were covered with shimmering blue and silver scales, and the closures were made of silk cords styled into dragon heads. The coat came down to his knees, and underneath he wore black pants tucked into black boots. The top of the coat was open, exposing his throat and a few inches of bare grey chest, revealing a glimpse of his twisting tattoos—he apparently wasn’t wearing a shirt underneath. 
 
    Molly glanced over at Alexis, who had paused to admire him as well. Alexis caught her looking and exaggeratedly fanned herself, making Molly grin.  
 
    Alexis turned away for a moment, picking up a jar and rattled the contents at Molly—scales ranging in color from midnight blue to silver. “Keir called them dragon scales,” she repeated. “I haven’t tried them yet, but they seem pretty cool.” 
 
    “But what do you do?” Molly asked, looking at her own jar. 
 
    “Trust me, if it’s as Keir said, it’ll be awesome. Here, watch.” Alexis opened the jar, formed a bowl with her free hand, and poured a good dose of scales onto her palm. Molly leaned closer to watch what was happening, then jumped back as the scales began to move. At first, they were sluggish, inching up Alexis’ hand, and then they moved quickly, racing up her shoulder until they formed a began to form a neckline. Alexis poured more scales—the jar seemed to hold a never-ending supply—and they moved to where they were needed. Molly watched, mesmerized, as they finished the collar—high in back, leading down to a low, sweetheart neckline in front—and moved on to the rest of the bodice, the sleeves, and finally the skirts. Sometimes scales would clump together to make beautiful designs of silver or dark blue, others seemed to go where they would, not caring about any pattern. When Alexis was finished, she had three-quarter sleeves, ending in little flares, and a floor-length skirt covered in beautiful, complicated patterns that drew the eye from hip to hip. Alexis shook out her hand, dropping a few stray scales, and closed the jar—which still seemed completely full. “Well,” she began, and pulled away a piece of hair that had gotten caught between her skin and the collar. “What do you think?” 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” Molly sighed. She reached out and ran a finger over Alexis’ sleeve, surprised at how soft and yielding the scales appeared. They seemed to have formed themselves into one solid piece of fabric. She thought she would feel the edges, but it was difficult to believe each scale had once been separate from the rest. 
 
    “Be prepared for the design to change,” Keir warned from the door. “The scales will stick to the pannier and chemise as a basic design, but they may move over skin.” He turned to Molly and explained, “It is one of the reasons you were provided with a shift. Other than that, the silk sand will not know which parts you would prefer … private.” And then he left them alone. 
 
    Molly turned her back on Alexis to shed her robe and pull on the slip, and then together they created her dress. Hers was simpler than Alexis’, which she wasn’t surprised to see—Alexis was a consort, Molly was just part of the entourage. Even so, her dress was beautiful. The sand formed little cap sleeves that glittered in the light, a square neckline, and a high empire waist with straight skirts that reached the tops of her toes, well past the edge of the slip. 
 
    “You look like a Jane Austen character,” Alexis replied with approval. 
 
    Molly beamed at her. “I love it.” She looked at Alexis’ hair critically, hanging in curls at her shoulders, and said decisively, “We have to do something about that.” She fished around in the luggage and came away with a handful of decorative pins. She’d never used the old-fashioned pins before, but decided it couldn’t be that much harder than a bobby pin, and directed Alexis to sit on the bed.  
 
    Twenty minutes—and two pricked fingers—later, Molly had managed to make Alexis look regal and a little haughty. Well, the haughtiness came from Alexis’ calm, watchful expression, but Molly was still satisfied with the results. She pinned Alexis’ hair so that it fell in cascading curls from the top of her head to the back of her neck.  
 
    Alexis returned the favor, but all she could manage was to pin Molly’s hair into a coiled bun. Molly was pleased with the results anyway, and hugged Alexis happily. “You look beautiful,” Molly told her, giggling excitedly.  
 
    Alexis grinned back, “Nothing compared to you, sugar.” 
 
    “Nope, won’t accept that,” Molly chided. “We’re both gorgeous.” 
 
    Alexis laughed and they exited the room with linked arms. They found the others ready and waiting for them in the sitting room. Molly took a moment to admire Jaxith and Jynx. They were both dressed in grey—Jaxith wore a simple tunic with trousers, plain and boring in comparison to everyone else. Jynx’s bodice was simple, smooth silk, but the skirts were scallops of different shades of grey, with white ruffles edging each layer and little bows dotted here and there. 
 
    Alexis narrowed her eyes at Jynx suspiciously. “You look normal.” 
 
    Jynx grinned at her and fluffed the fur around one of her ears. “I know.” 
 
    “So what’s the catch?” 
 
    Jynx seemed to find Alexis’ choice of words hilarious and cracked up. “Catch! Perfect! Exactly!” 
 
    Jaxith gave his sister a long-suffering look and glanced back up at Alexis, who was still stubbornly not looking at him. He shifted his gaze to Molly instead, and she had to resist the urge to give him a sympathetic smile. Instead she turned away, showing her support for Alexis’ choices.  
 
    In the end, they left without Jynx explaining the joke. They walked down the halls, and were soon joined by the elves. Molly was surprised to see that the elves had made very few changes to their attire: Finch added a necklace of intertwining violets and laurel flowers; the men exchanged their vests for jackets; and Lark’s long hair was loose around their face and shoulders. Sirius bowed to Alexis, told her how beautiful she looked, and ignored Keir’s irritated stare. 
 
    Finch caught Molly watching and sidled up next to her. “Hello, Sapling,” Finch greeted with a smile, again using that odd nickname. “You look lovely.” She reached out and brushed a fingertip over Molly’s sleeve. Molly watched in surprise as the sand fell to the ground, then—as if attracted by a magnet—moved its way back up to her skirt. She felt it when the sleeves shifted, opening like petals to slightly change the design of the gown, releasing the extra sand to join the skirt on her hips or brushing her feet. 
 
    “She looks itchy,” Lark grumbled, joining their sister. 
 
    “Not really,” Molly replied. “It’s surprisingly soft.” She offered her arm for Lark to touch, thinking that since Finch had touched her, it would be fine, but Lark’s hands stayed at their side. Disappointed, Molly lowered her arm. They walked together with the elves to the ballroom, and Molly looked at Lark and Finch, remembering how they looked defending her. She might need some good defense when she dealt with Dax later. She considered asking Finch, but in the end, she reached out and grabbed Lark’s sleeve, holding them back. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Lark demanded, jerking the sleeve away from Molly and looking up at the group. Finch paused and looked back at them, but Molly waved her on. Lark scowled, but Molly held a finger to her lips, and to her surprise, Lark took the hint and waited quietly. Once they were relatively alone in the hallway, Lark grumbled, “What do you want?” 
 
    “You were the one that told me about the concussion blast,” Molly explained. “I don’t know how I did it. Do you think you could show me?” 
 
    “Now?” Lark demanded, amethyst eyes wide in affronted surprise. 
 
    “I just want to make sure I can do it. In case someone gets a little too,” she paused, looking for a word and finally settled on, “Familiar.” 
 
    “Isn’t your protector supposed to take care of that?” Lark asked. 
 
    “My what?” 
 
    Lark sighed heavily and rolled their eyes. “The fae who claimed you.” 
 
    Molly fidgeted with the edge of her skirt. “Well, you see, that’s kind of who I need protection from.” When Lark didn’t reply, Molly glanced up through her lashes. 
 
    Lark was examining her, clearly angry. “Has he hurt you?” they finally demanded. 
 
    “Not yet,” Molly replied. “But I don’t want to be his, and he isn’t exactly taking no for an answer.” 
 
    Lark’s mouth thinned into a firm line. Then they grabbed Molly’s hand and pulled her to the side. Lark checked to see if one of the rooms was occupied, and once it was confirmed that the room was empty, pulled Molly inside. It was an office of some sort, with an ornate desk, a few uncomfortable looking chairs, and not much else. 
 
    “Okay, I only have time to go over the basics, but first things first. What are you offering in return?” Lark asked, crossing their arms over their chest. 
 
    Molly hesitated before asking, “What do you want?” And then hurried to add, “Within reason.” 
 
    Lark looked Molly up and down, considering, and Molly felt herself blush. But what was said next surprised her, “I need to bleed off some femininity.” 
 
    Molly blinked and took a moment to consider that sentence, but she had no idea what to say to that, so all she could do was reply, “Huh?” 
 
    Lark gave a long-suffering sigh and shoved a hand into their hair. “Look, I’m … I don’t know the term for it. I was born female, but I’m not.” 
 
    Molly blinked, then understood and tried to smile encouragingly. “So you’re trans?” 
 
    Lark frowned at her. “What?” 
 
    Molly tried to think of how to explain it—she didn’t know if the fae had an equivalent. “Despite your body, you’re actually a man.” 
 
    Lark scowled at her. “No, I’m not.” 
 
    Molly’s brow furrowed and she considered, but she didn’t know what to say to that. “Umm, but you just said,” she began uncertainly. 
 
    Lark sighed again, sounding even more put-upon. “I’m just … I’m not really either.” 
 
    Molly blinked, then remembered what Alexis said. “Oh, so you really are non-binary.” 
 
    Lark considered the words, then shrugged. “I guess?” 
 
    Molly frowned and asked, “So how do I refer to you?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Lark asked, scowling again. 
 
    “He? She? They?” 
 
    After a quiet moment, Lark almost whispered, “They.” And then straightening, they continued, “The point is, I’m still more feminine than I’d like to be. Finch let me bleed some off on her a couple times, but she, uh, got a little tired of the changes.” 
 
    Molly narrowed her eyes and asked, “What changes?” 
 
    Lark seemed uncomfortable discussing their sister in this way, but eventually admitted, “Her breasts got bigger. She said it was uncomfortable because she had to keep adjusting the way she moved. It’s not like it happens every time, but still, now I feel kind of bad about it, and I haven’t asked her in a while.” 
 
    Molly sighed—it was more important to learn to defend herself than to worry about having to buy new bras in the future. But before agreeing, she did ask, “Is it going to hurt?” 
 
    “It’ll ache a little bit, for both of us, but you should be fine to dance your heart out,” Lark replied half-mockingly. 
 
    “Okay, well, go ahead and do it, then we’ll get to the whole throwing people with my magic thing,” she replied, waving at the air as if she was telekinetically tossing someone. 
 
    Lark nodded and reached out, cupping Molly’s jaw. She felt a tingle of magic pass from Lark’s fingertips and spreading—warm and soothing—throughout her body. And then it became less soothing and more like the magic was pressing against her skin. Lark had said it would ache, but Molly hadn’t realized they meant her entire body. She closed her eyes, riding through the pressure and pain, until it slowly dispersed. She opened her eyes, blinking quickly for a moment as she recovered. She looked up at Lark’s face and gasped at the changes—a more defined jawline, a squarer face, and thinner lips. 
 
    “Wow, that’s,” Molly began, then stopped. Her voice didn’t sound right; testing it, she very calmly chanted, “Mary had a little lamb.” Then, wide-eyed, she demanded, “Is that me?” Her voice was higher than before, sounding alien. It sounded like it did in a recorded message, always high and slightly more childish than it seemed in her head. 
 
    Lark rubbed the back of their neck and admitted, “That can happen sometimes.” 
 
    Molly gave them a disgruntled look and noticed that their voice hadn’t deepened. “Why did your face change, but my voice is all … all girly now?” 
 
    Lark gave her an amused half-smile. “Honey, everything about you is girly, I didn’t change that. It’s not exactly a one-for-one exchange, you know, it’s just what the magic feels like doing. Now hurry up, I’ll show you the basics, but then we have to get going. If I’m caught alone with you, Finch will never let me live it down.” 
 
    It took almost fifteen minutes for Lark to direct Molly into recreating the concussion blast. Lark held her shoulders to keep her from pushing herself backward at the same time, and explained the way the magic should feel. Since Molly had taken some magic lessons with Aoibheann, she understood enough of the basics to follow Lark’s instructions. By the time the fifteen minutes were over, Molly had destroyed the desk with one precise, concentrated blast. 
 
    “There, now if anyone gives you trouble, you just hit them with that and run as fast as you can. Got it?” 
 
    Molly nodded firmly, and together they turned to the ballroom to find the rest of their group. In the ballroom, the dancing had already begun. Molly looked around the edges, expecting Alexis to be waiting on the sidelines. It hadn’t occurred to Molly that Alexis might already be on the dancefloor until Lark pointed out a familiar figure. Molly and Alexis had attended several dances together in middle and high school, and Alexis had only danced when Molly insisted. At first Molly was thrilled to see her friend on the dancefloor, until she saw who Alexis’ partner was. Molly had expected to see Keir holding Alexis close, but no, Alexis was dancing with Dax. And she didn’t look happy about it.

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirteen: Light on Her Feet 
 
    Alexis 
 
      
 
    It only took a few minutes for Alexis to realize that they had lost Molly. She looked over her shoulder and frowned—Molly wasn’t just a few steps behind, distracted by something, she had completely disappeared. Just as Alexis realized this, she started to panic. 
 
    Keir noticed Alexis’ distress and stopped, holding up his hand to halt the rest of the party. “What is it?” 
 
    “Molly disappeared.” She looked at Keir, her eyes wide and worried. “I have to go find her, what if Dax—” 
 
    But surprisingly, it was Finch who interrupted her. “She’s with Lark.” 
 
    Alexis turned to look at the elf and asked, “What?” 
 
    “Molly had something to ask Lark. She pulled Lark away, and they’re talking somewhere.” 
 
    Alexis blinked. “Lark?” 
 
    Finch cocked her head and smiled at her sweetly. “You know, my twin?” 
 
    “You and Lark are twins?” 
 
    Her amethyst eyes twinkled as she smiled at Alexis. “Are you surprised? I am much more beautiful, but I assure you, we are twins.” 
 
    Alexis rolled her eyes. “Okay, I knew you were related, I just didn’t realize you were twins. We’re getting completely off track though. Where did they go?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Finch replied, perfectly at ease. “Wherever they are, Lark will take care of her.” 
 
    “Is there some reason for your concern?” Sirius asked quietly. 
 
    “She’s being sort of, uh, stalked. By this fae. They were sort of involved when she was here the first time, but he isn’t really taking no for an answer now. I was just worried that he did something.” 
 
    “The fae who claimed her?” Sirius asked. 
 
    Alexis rolled her eyes. “You guys really need to get over that archaic habit. Yes, the fae who claimed her.” 
 
    “What Court does he belong to?” 
 
    Alexis fidgeted with the end of her sleeve. “The Unseelie Court.” 
 
    Sirius closed his eyes and rubbed his temple. “Of course he does.” He opened his eyes and sighed. “Well, nothing to do about it now. If he files an official complaint against Lark, we will address that, but Lark will be able to defend them if this fae decides to take matters into his own hands. If it was any other Court, I would prefer the latter.” Alexis looked at him with surprise, wondering how he could want one of his elves to be attacked. He didn’t have to, but he did take the time to explain. “If the attack is unsanctioned, I could ask for compensation—in the form of soldiers, of course—from the Court. However, the Unseelie Court isn’t known for its discipline, and the Queen would probably dismiss any complaints.”  
 
    “Shouldn’t we go find them then?” 
 
    Sirius shook his head. “As I said, Lark can guard against any attack. And if they had wanted our company, they would have had their discussion without leaving.” 
 
    Alexis pursed her lips, understanding that this was probably true. She finally relented and continued walking at Keir’s side with a muttered: “I’m still not happy about it.” 
 
    He acknowledged her comment with a grim half-smile. “I would not expect you to be.” 
 
    * 
 
    Alexis had been to a ball before in the Dark Court. It hadn’t gone very well, but she thought she knew what to expect, and what to look forward to. She knew that fae music could often enchant humans—once they became lost in it, they never really found their way out. She knew that the fashion would be magnificent, if occasionally disturbing. And she knew that she needed to be very, very careful about accepting invitations to dance in a room full of strange, dangerous fae. But all of these things that she knew didn’t prepare her for the first sight of the Unseelie Court’s ballroom. 
 
    “Keir?” she squeaked, her hand clutching his arm. He glanced down at her and she said as quietly as possible, “There’s blood on the dancefloor.” 
 
    “Just be careful where you step,” he murmured, guiding her forward. 
 
    “And let me guess, don’t show any fear?” 
 
    “That would help,” he replied. 
 
    She narrowed her eyes as she looked up at him. “You’re not allowed to be amused in this situation.” 
 
    But his gaze was serious. “I assure you, I do not find this situation any more entertaining than you do.” 
 
    “Good, because I’m sitting at ‘run and hide’ right now, so at least we’re on the same page.” She swallowed and watched the dancers, her stomach roiling as she noticed spots of blood trailing after different dancers here and there. She expected them to be barefoot, or in painfully high heels, but what she saw was even worse. “Are those thorns on their shoes? Like, inside their shoes?” The sandals were placed in a way to expose the thorns piercing the flesh on the bottom and sides of their feet.  
 
    “The Unseelie have no idea how to do fashion,” Jynx complained. “They think it’s all pain and torture, and ooo, I’m so strong because I lit myself on fire and I’m still dancing. There’s no accounting for taste.” 
 
    “Lit themselves on—” Alexis began, then caught sight of whom Jynx was referring to. Alexis wondered if the woman had taken the term ‘hot’ a little too literally. She was wearing loose pants that billowed around her legs as she moved, which only seemed to fan the flames more. For whatever reason, the fae was allowing the flames to burn herself—the disconcerting smell of cooking flesh was enough to know this—and any dancers that came too close, but for whatever reason, the flames didn’t consume her. That had to mean that she was controlling them just enough to burn certain parts of herself, and that was somehow worse than anything else Alexis had seen so far. “I think I’m gonna be sick,” she muttered, turning away from the sight.  
 
    Her eyes landed on the most neutral thing she could find—Jynx’s gray dress. Alexis had no idea why the usually mischievous shapeshifter had decided to dress in something so plain and simple for once, but she was thankful for the choice. And then she spotted little dots of color on the dress and squinted at them. “Jynx.” 
 
    The fox’s brown eyes widened with innocence. “Yes, Lexi-girl?” 
 
    “What’s on your skirt?” 
 
    “Oo, I don’t know, let’s find out!” She reached down and brushed the spots of color onto her hand, then frowned. “Well, that’s boring.” 
 
    Alexis looked closer and frowned too. “Those are some of the dragon scales.” She looked down at her dress. “Sorry, Jynx, I didn’t realize I was shedding.” 
 
    “You aren’t,” Jaxith replied, giving his sister an annoyed look. “Would you like to explain it, or should I?” 
 
    Jynx pouted and crossed her arms over her chest petulantly. “You’re always such a spoilsport.” 
 
    Before either of them could explain, Alexis received a visual of just what the magic charm on Jynx’s dress did. A fae woman walked by, her skirts made of wind chimes that sang clashing notes with every sway of her hips. Alexis resisted the urge to cover her ears—afraid that it would be rude—and watched in amazement as one of the little wind chimes fell. It never made it to the floor—as if attracted by a magnet, the wind chime raced through the air and attached itself to the hip of Jynx’s skirt. Now when Jynx shifted, a single, high note sang out, making the fox giggle. The fae woman never noticed the theft and continued to the dancefloor, accompanied by the silver knight from the Seelie Court. She didn’t seem to mind his bloody hands, Alexis noticed. 
 
    “So your dress steals from people?” Alexis asked, looking down at Jynx’s skirts accusingly. 
 
     “Is it really stealing if they won’t miss it anyway?” 
 
     “I’m gonna go with yes.” 
 
    Jynx shrugged. “Oh, well, in that case, yes, it does. But it only takes a little bit, and it only attracts enchanted items.” She squeaked suddenly and turned to look over her shoulder at the back of her skirts. “Well, you’re getting a little friendly!” she chided a necklace as she pulled it away from her skirts. “Ooo, that’s a good one,” she murmured as she examined it. 
 
    “What is it?” Alexis asked, leaning in. 
 
    “Amulet,” Jynx replied, sticking it on the opposite hip from the wind chime. It had a large blue stone and a gaudy gold chain. Alexis imagined that someone would notice it gone, but she wasn’t sure they would miss it. 
 
    “What’s it do?” 
 
    “How am I supposed to know?” Jynx asked, rolled her eyes. “I haven’t tried it out yet.” 
 
    “You should return it to its owner!” Alexis scolded. 
 
    Jynx pouted again. “I will.” Everyone looked at her skeptically. “If they notice.” And then, before anyone else could continue the lecture, she flounced off, swaying her hips as she walked. When a little trail of bits and pieces of enchanted outfits followed her, Alexis put her head in her hands. 
 
    “You asked for her,” Keir reminded her in a low, amused voice. “I could have gathered a battalion of guards, but no, you wanted the shapeshifter.” 
 
    “As if a battalion wouldn’t have come with its own problems,” she muttered. Sighing, she finally lifted her head, a smile pasted on her face, and announced, “Okay, I’m not going to worry about Jynx tonight. I’m not going to worry about whatever it is the Unseelie feel like wearing. We’re going to dance, and smile, and have a good time. Got it?” 
 
    Keir raised an eyebrow. “If I may say so, your smile is currently more frightening than the other fae.” 
 
    “I don’t care,” she replied through clenched teeth. “We’re dancing.” 
 
    “As you wish, my lady,” he replied, clearly trying to refrain from laughing. He placed a hand on her lower back and led her onto to the dancefloor, standing in line with the other fae. 
 
    For the first time, Alexis realized they had a problem. “Okay, so I said we were going to dance, but I don’t know what I’m doing,” she explained as they touched hands, walked around each other, and ended up on the other side of the line. She curtsied as he bowed, and then they turned to the neighbor on her right. “I have no idea what these steps are,” she paused to walk past her neighbor so that she was facing a new partner, curtsied, and then backed up until she reached her place in line. “And I’m probably going to fall on my face, just so you know.” They raised their left hands again, not quite touching their fingertips, circled each other counter-clockwise, dropped their hands, then did the same motions in reverse with their right hands. 
 
    “Alexis,” Keir said, still looking amused. “You are doing just fine.” 
 
    Alexis then realized that she’d been following all of the steps perfectly. She frowned at him over her shoulder as they stepped back to back and then walked two steps forward in a line. “Okay, this is really weird. Why am I dancing perfectly?” 
 
    “Every Court has different traditions,” Keir explained when they met in the center again. “Not everyone will know the dances, but everyone will always wish to participate. At a gathering like this, it makes things easier if the music requires the dancers to follow the steps.” 
 
    Alexis gave him a panicked look. “Is this anything like the music at your Court?” She remembered seeing those dancers, so lost in the music that they still eerily smiled even as they wasted away.  
 
    “No, it’s not an enchantment,” he explained, his voice low and soothing, trying to calm her down before she truly began to panic. “It’s more like a compulsion. You can step out of sync if you wish to, but even now, you are more interested in following the steps. As soon as you wish to leave the dancefloor, we will.” He paused and then asked, “Do you wish to?” 
 
    “Yeah, I, uh, think so.” And to her surprise, it really was as easy as lowering her arm and stepping out of line. She sighed in relief and took Keir’s arm when he returned to her side. “Okay, maybe once I stop freaking out, I’ll be interested in dancing again, but for now I could use a drink.” 
 
    Keir escorted her off the dancefloor and took her to a long table piled high with refreshments—fruit, breads, pastries, and platters of several different, unidentifiable meats. Even if Alexis wasn’t letting Keir test everything for enchantments first, she would have stayed far away from the meat. She’d never eaten meat in the Faery Realm, but somehow, she was unsurprised that she would find it at an Unseelie table. She glanced at one platter and saw what looked like beef-jerky, only it was in the shape of a very small figure. If she had been anywhere else, she might have assumed they had specifically shaped it that way, but there was a suspicious tint to the meat—pinker on some, more purple on others, and even green in a few cases—that made her very slowly edge away from it. When she looked up, someone was leaning against the table next to her, rolling one of the pink apples around in his hand. 
 
    She looked him up and down—gold hair, sun kissed skin, charming smile aimed at her, and a vaguely familiar face. Making her expression as blank—yet unwelcoming—as possible she said, “Hello, Dax.” 
 
    The apple paused as he finally looked at her. He didn’t ask how she knew who he was—he simply smiled, trying to appear charming, and replied, “Good to see you again, Alexis.” 
 
    Alexis had suspected that Dax was the other fae on her rather eventful Midsummer camping trip, but now he had confirmed it. “Can I help you?” she asked with a falsely sweet smile. He was here for a reason, and she wanted to know exactly what that reason was. 
 
    “Well, since you asked.” He set the apple down and offered his hand, palm up, and asked, “May I have this dance?” 
 
    Alexis held her hand up, instinctively stopping Keir a moment before he confronted Dax. She turned to Keir and murmured, “Everything’s fine.” 
 
    “Everything is not fine,” Keir replied. “I do not know what the human definition of ‘fine’ is, but it certainly does not match mine.” 
 
    Alexis gave Dax a chilly smile and said, “Excuse me for a moment.” She pressed her hand to Keir’s chest and backed him up a pace. “I’m going to ask something of you, and you aren’t going to like it.” 
 
    He glowered. “You are not going off alone with him.” 
 
    “I don’t need to go off alone with him, I just need to talk to him.” 
 
    This seemed to surprise him, which was understandable, because Alexis had only decided the need for a conversation the moment she recognized Dax. She had assumed Molly would solve the problem of Dave, but if Dax was approaching Alexis, maybe she could explain that erasing someone’s memories wasn’t the best way to win back his ex-girlfriend.  
 
    “He has no good intentions toward you,” Keir warned. 
 
    “As if I don’t know that. Look, grab Jynx and meet us on the dancefloor. I’ll dance with him once, listen to whatever he wants, say my own piece, and you can be there the whole time.” When Keir looked like he was going to continue to argue, she played her trump card, “You still owe me for taking the extra protection, right?” The lines of darkness moved on her skin as she thought about them, and she felt them twist and twine until three thick swirls had squirmed out from under the collar of her dress, stretching into view on her neck and collarbone. 
 
    Keir’s gaze sharpened with interest. “Your price is to dance with the incubus?” 
 
    He seemed too willing to give in to that agreement, so Alexis corrected, “My price is that you won’t interfere with any of my dance partners tonight as long as they do not appear to be a clear and immediate danger. Okay?” 
 
    He glared over her head at Dax, and for a moment she thought he was going to argue that the incubus was a clear and immediate danger, but finally nodded his agreement. She grinned and leaned up to kiss him on the cheek. “I’ll be fine. Now find Jynx, or anyone else, and follow us so that you feel better.” 
 
    Alexis turned back to Dax. He’d lowered his hand while they talked, but raised it again in offer. She set her hand in his, and he swept her out onto the dance floor. Too late, she realized it was a waltz, not one of the line dances. Dax had one hand on her hip and the other clutching her right hand as he led her deeper into the crowd. She looked over her shoulder and saw that Keir had found a partner—Finch, not Jynx—and was close behind them. Feeling more confident, she turned back to Dax and said, “Okay, you want to talk, so talk.” 
 
    “Oh, I have nothing to say to you.” His lip curled in disdain. “I’m just proving a point.” 
 
    Alexis raised an eyebrow. “What point?” 
 
    “Molly doesn’t believe I have any leverage,” he replied. His eyes were shining triumphantly, and Alexis felt a shiver run down her spine. Keir was right—she never should have agreed to this dance. “I’m simply proving that I do.” 
 
    “You realize that if you do anything to me, Keir will kill you.” 
 
    “Always hiding behind your protector,” he chided. “Can’t you stand on your own two feet?” 
 
    Alexis relaxed her features and stared up at him, her face blank. Inside, her anger was starting to override her fear, but she refused to let her temper cause her to do something stupid. So she took a deep breath as they followed the steps, considered her reply, and then finally told him, “I can stand just fine on my own.” And then she purposefully stepped off beat, placing one of her feet between his legs and behind one of his. She hadn’t expected it to work as well as it did, so she stared in shock as he not only tripped backwards, but took out two different pairs of dancers with him. The five fae sprawled at her feet on the floor, the others glaring at Dax for his clumsiness. Alexis gazed down at him dispassionately, all the while her heart pounding in fear. “You should watch your step,” she told him before turning and exiting the crowd. Even with the little spectacle, the other dancers never stopped. 
 
    Molly met her at the edge, grabbing her shoulders and examining her frantically. “Are you okay? Did he threaten you?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Alexis reassured, setting her hands on top of Molly’s. “Everything’s fine.” And then quietly, she added, “I know that you want to get Dave’s memories back, but just please, please, please be careful. I don’t know what he has planned, but he asked me to dance just to prove that he had leverage.” 
 
    Molly’s face paled, and then grew red with anger. “Oh, I’ll show him leverage,” she muttered before stomping out to find him on the dancefloor. 
 
    Alexis frowned after her and was just looking around for Keir when an irritated voice next to her announced, “I don’t know if you’re trying to ruin the party, or liven it up.” She turned slowly to find the Unseelie Queen standing behind her—the Queen’s expression was pinched in annoyance, but her eyes were still dead and blank. “At the very least, you’re a lot livelier than the last girl.” 
 
    “Last girl?” Alexis asked, and immediately regretted the slip as the Queen’s black lips stretched in an evil smile. 
 
    “Oh, Keir hasn’t told you about her?”

  

 
   
    Chapter Fourteen: Clock Strikes Midnight 
 
    Molly 
 
      
 
    Molly didn’t quite reach Dax before a strong hand gripped her upper arm and pulled her back. Sand fell from her shoulders and once again joined her skirt, leaving barely any sand left to cling to the thin straps of her slip. While her shoulders were almost bare, her skirts now rested on the floor. She turned to stare into Lark’s angry eyes. 
 
    “Are you an idiot?” they hissed. 
 
    “What?” she asked, stunned. 
 
    “You’re going to chase after the guy who’s been threatening you?”  
 
    “Alexis is the one he threatened,” she replied, but her anger was deflating as she realized that Lark might have a point. Dax was trying to goad her into confronting him. They hadn’t spoken in person in months, and he wanted her to come to him. She rubbed her eyes and sighed, her shoulders slumping. “What do you suggest?” 
 
    Lark looked slightly uncomfortable before blurting out, “Make him jealous?” 
 
    Molly blinked at this statement, then gave a sad smile. “If you’re volunteering, I have to warn you, the last time I tried that, he erased the guy’s memories.” 
 
    Lark gave her an irritated look. “I’m an elf, that doesn’t work on me.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean he won’t try something else.” 
 
    “I think I can take one incubus,” Lark informed her testily. And then, as if to prove that they didn’t care about any of Molly’s other protestations, they grabbed Molly into a waltz position and danced her onto the dancefloor. “The first step,” they informed her haughtily, “Is to look like you’re enjoying yourself.” 
 
    Molly grinned, genuinely pleased with the turn of events. Lark blinked, seeming slightly dazed by the full force of her smile.  
 
    “Well, that won’t be too hard with such a gorgeous partner.” 
 
    Lark didn’t seem to know what to say to that, so chose to lead the Molly into the dance instead of replying. Occasionally, they would peek at her, then look away again blushing. Molly giggled and found that she could put Dax out of her mind, at least for a little while. 
 
    When the waltz finished, the dancers formed a circle. Lark perked up and said, “That’s more like it.” 
 
    “What is?” Molly asked, surprised when the beat of the music picked up, preparing for a faster dance. 
 
    “None of that stuffy waltzing. This is real dancing.” 
 
    Before Molly could reply, Lark grabbed her left hand, the fae on her right grabbed her right hand, and they were moving. Together, they stepped into the circle, raising their hands high, and then quickly stepped back again, stretching their arms wide. Then they released hands and turned to face a partner—Molly facing the fae to her right, a pretty nixie with skin as dark as night—and clapped raised hands. Then Molly turned back to Lark and did the same. The dance involved a lot of circling, hand holding, and laughing. It was simple enough that Molly could have followed it even without the compulsion in the music, but entertaining enough to keep her happy.  
 
    When the dance ended, Lark escorted her off the dance floor, both of them grinning and breathing heavily. Lark opened their mouth to suggest something, but was interrupted when Jynx broke in, grabbed Molly’s hand, and pulled her onto the floor to join an enthusiastic reel. 
 
    “I’m tired!” Molly protested, but the shapeshifter didn’t care. 
 
    “I want to dance!” Jynx countered, and Molly didn’t know how to argue with that. 
 
    After Jynx, Finch broke in, and they joined a more sedate line dance. Finch flirted outrageously, complimenting everything from Molly’s eyes to her new voice—and yes, Finch did notice the difference, and she knew the reason behind the change. Her eyes were filled with approval as she mentioned, “Lark seems to like you.”  
 
    Molly was almost thankful when Jaxith met her with water. “No enchantments, no alcohol, just water,” he told her as he guided her away from the dancing. 
 
    “Exactly what I needed,” she replied, beaming. He smiled at her, and she noticed that for the first time, it seemed genuine—there was no tightness behind it, no guilt. She sipped her water for a moment, watching him, and made a decision. “Would you tell me your side of the story if I promise to put in a good word with Alexis?” 
 
    His eyes widened in surprise and his own glass—filled with some sweet-smelling nectar or juice—stopped halfway to his lips. “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “I know you wanted to tell Alexis your side of the story. She’ll give in eventually, but she’s stubborn, so it’s not going to be soon. And I’m going to be honest—it involves me too, and I just … I don’t see how you could work for Aoibheann. Finding me, I understand, because that’s understandable.” She paused, frowned at her own words, then shrugged. “Whatever. I mean, I get how you could agree to track me down. I’m Aoibheann’s family, one of the last remnants of her son. I’m even kind of glad you did it.” 
 
    “You are?” he asked, his tone careful, as if he didn’t want to believe what she was saying. 
 
    She nodded once. “I am. Don’t get me wrong, it caused a lot of problems, but I know who—and what—I am now.” She took a deep breath and admitted, “I know why my dad—my step-dad, I guess—didn’t want me. So yeah, I understand that part. What I don’t understand is how you could be involved with the rest of it. Alexis was hurt because of you, you know? And I’m not just talking about physically—you lied to her. She doesn’t have a lot of friends. I always try to include her, but it’s hard, because she’s not really flexible—you already know how stubborn she can be. She has her set opinions, and once she’s made up her mind about someone, it takes a lot to convince her otherwise. You purposefully tricked her into trusting you, so you could do my grandmother’s bidding. Yes, she needs to know, but since it was all because of me, I need to know too.” 
 
    Jaxith watched her for a moment, then sighed and took her elbow. “Come this way; this isn’t a conversation I’d really like to have in the open.”  
 
    She nodded and followed him to a corner of the ballroom, which was nearly empty in comparison to the rest of the room. He released her arm and leaned against the wall, blocking her view of the dancefloor and shielding her in return. His ears were lying flat against his head and he didn’t look her in the eye as he said, “I owed a debt to Lady Aoibheann. The terms … weren’t well stated.” He closed his eyes, most likely considering his mistakes. “And the lines had blurred over the years.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Molly asked, her voice quiet. 
 
    “My debt was not originally owed to the lady in question. Do you know how it works, if two fae make a deal, and one of them dies with the debt unpaid?” Molly shook her head and he continued, going into educational mode, as if it might dull the pain of his explanation. “The debt transfers to the next of kin or a person of their choosing, whether they owe it or are owed it. In my case, I had made a deal with one of the Seelie fae—a favor, for services rendered. They died, and the debt passed on to another, and then on to Aoibheann. She’d used this as an excuse for years to have me do errands, all of which too small to pay off the debt.” His voice was bitter enough that Molly understood this was done intentionally. “Even tracking you was simply another task, not worthy enough to clear my balance.” 
 
    There was silence for a moment, and Molly wondered if he was waiting for her response, but when he spoke again, he seemed to change the subject. “Alexis is a bright young woman. Vibrant,” he corrected, “In more ways than one. I had watched her as well, you know, when I had seen you. She was such a strange creature—changeable, depending on her situation. I had mistaken her for my target at first, because she drew the eye.” He paused and murmured, “Well, perhaps there were other reasons as well.” Molly suspected he was referring to Alexis’ recently discovered fae blood. 
 
    After a moment of reflection, he continued. “When Aoibheann requested I seek her out, I wasn’t sure what to expect.” His face crumpled in pain, which contradicted with his next words, “And there she was, bright, eager, and so willing to accept our world. She wanted to know everything she possibly could, and I couldn’t resist telling her. Always full of questions, always full of wonder at the answers. I knew she had captured the Prince’s attention, and I had fooled myself into believing she would be happy.” His face turned disgusted, but Molly suspected that it was disgust with himself. “That she would thank me, in the end, for showing her this world.” 
 
    “Were you in love with her?” Molly blurted. 
 
    Jaxith jerked his head up, giving her a half-appalled look. “She’s a child!” 
 
     “She’s seventeen.” 
 
    “I repeat, a child.” He looked genuinely appalled at the idea, which made Molly giggle.  
 
    She pressed her hand to her lips to suppress it, realizing that laughter was probably inappropriate in this conversation. “Sorry, it’s just, why is it okay for Keir, if it’s not okay for you?” 
 
    Jaxith cocked his head, his brow furrowed again. “The Prince is quite young himself.” 
 
    “Quite young? But then, how old are you?” 
 
    “Old enough,” he replied, his expression bemused. 
 
    Molly laughed again, shaking her head. “Okay, okay, so you weren’t in love with her.” 
 
    “No,” he agreed, “I certainly am not.” He sighed and ran a hand through his hair, leaving a ruffled path behind. “But then, I may have loved her, in a way. I wanted to protect her. I tried, with my limited freedom, to keep her out of harm's way. I kept her from the elves, who were also attracted to that vibrancy of hers—they would have kept her with them by the simple method of showing her the beauty of their world. I tried to teach her what to avoid, and when that was impossible, I tried to keep her contained to her rooms, where Lady Aoibheann and her other lackeys could not reach her.” Again, there was a flash of pain. “But she thwarted me at every turn, and I couldn’t keep her safe. And then Aoibheann ordered me, directly, to bring Alexis to her.” He looked up at Molly again and said, “If I had not become so protective of her, it would not have been enough to clear my debt with Aoibheann. I knew Alexis would never forgive me, not completely, and that I would be trading her trust for my freedom.” His voice grew quiet as he added: “And I did it, with very minimal hesitation.” 
 
    Molly leaned against the wall. “So betraying her was a big enough price to pay off your debt. Which was?” 
 
    He frowned and asked, “What?” 
 
    “What did you do? To owe something that big?” 
 
    He looked out to the crowd of dancing fae. Molly looked too, but she couldn’t see Alexis, so she assumed that he wasn’t looking at anything specific. After a moment, she started to shift in place, preparing to move on, assuming he wouldn’t tell her. He must still be determined to tell the story to Alexis first. 
 
    And then he surprised Molly again by saying, “My lover was dying, and I went to a Seelie healer for help. They agreed to try, under two conditions. They would expend all possible resources, but I had to pay the price, no matter the results. And as they were rendering me a service, I would repay them in kind.” 
 
    Molly watched him and couldn’t help but ask, “What happened to your lover?” 
 
    Jaxith turned back to her and gave one of the saddest smiles she had ever seen. “He died anyway.” 
 
    She reached out and touched his arm. “I’m so sorry for your loss.”  
 
    He placed his hand on hers, still wearing that sad smile. “It was a long time ago.” 
 
    Before she could comment again, a tan, long-fingered hand reached out and grabbed Jaxith by the throat, slamming him against the wall. Molly stared in shock at Dax, his face twisted in a hideous snarl as he held the shapeshifter in place. 
 
    “How dare you touch her,” he snarled. 
 
    “Dax!” Molly screeched, grabbing his arm and trying to pull him away from Jaxith. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    “I came to ask for my dance,” he replied, turning to her, his face seamlessly transforming into his usual charming smile. “You agreed to one, you remember?” 
 
    “Let him go,” she demanded, still tugging on his arm. 
 
    “He was touching you,” he pointed out casually and she watched his hand flex as he squeezed Jaxith’s throat. 
 
    “You gave him permission!” 
 
    “Well, I’m rescinding it,” he said, then went back to choking Jaxith. 
 
    Jaxith snarled at Dax, and Molly had to admit, the wolf did a much better job. His mouth was filling with sharper teeth and fur covered the rest of his skin in one shiver. And then he was tossing Dax away as his form changed swiftly into a wolf with hackles raised and teeth bared. 
 
    Dax recovered quickly enough to push himself to his feet. He held out his hand and with an imperious tone announced, “Molly, step away from the animal. There’s no need to associate with beasts.” 
 
    “No,” she replied, crossing her arms. 
 
    He jerked his head around, and she took a step back—his eyes looked dangerous and mad. “That wasn’t a request,” he told her, his voice mild, but a muscle ticked in his jaw. “Come here.” 
 
    “I said no.” 
 
    He looked between her and the wolf, and then back at her. He was breathing heavily, and she was afraid. “You like this beast?” 
 
    “A hell of a lot better than I like you,” she replied. 
 
    Dax sneered. “Oh? Let’s see about that, shall we?” And he lunged for Jaxith.  
 
    Molly screamed in fright and anger, and stepped toward them, only to find that the fight lasted barely three seconds. Dax had wrapped his hands in Jaxith’s fur and pinned him to the ground. Then as Jaxith snapped his teeth, he was suddenly released. Molly didn’t understand why until Jaxith turned to face her. His eyes were empty of the quiet intelligence she had grown used to—the only emotion there now hunger. 
 
    She stared in horror for a moment, then looked at Dax. He was grinning at the wolf triumphantly, and she knew that he had managed to do something—control the shapeshifter somehow. But why? So Jaxith would attack her, and she’d hate him? Dax turned that triumphant smile on her and she suspected he had a second motive too—if Jaxith attacked her, Dax fully intended to save her. Did he really think he’d look like a hero after that? 
 
    When Jaxith lunged at her, she was expecting it, and she was prepared. She braced her feet, raised her hand, and concentrated her magic as Lark had instructed. The wolf went flying into the gathering crowd, but Molly only skidded back a few inches.  
 
    Dax watched, his head cocked in interest. “Well, that was one way to solve it.” Then he reached out and grabbed her still-extended hand. “Come now, Molly, you owe me a dance.” 
 
    “I said no,” she replied, trying to dig her feet in, but the tile was smooth, and he managed to drag her a few more steps.  
 
    He paused, looked back at her, and asked, “Don’t you want to save your lover?” 
 
    Not having a choice, she relented, reluctantly joining him for a waltz. “Tell me now, plainly, can you restore his memories or not? Because if you can’t, we’re done. There will be no discussion.” 
 
    “I can,” Dax replied, and she wasn’t sure if she was relieved or disappointed. Relieved, because she could save Dave. Disappointed, because now she had no excuse—she would have to pay Dax’s price. 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “You,” he replied, gazing into her eyes. “It’s always been you.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    He grinned and pulled her closer. “Now, isn’t that easier? I’ll make you happy, like we were before,” he explained, with almost boyish enthusiasm. 
 
    She was shaking her head before he even finished. “That’s not how it works, Dax. You want to play by fae rules? Fine, I’ll play. Let’s the set the terms of deal. You don’t get me indefinitely, and I want Dave’s memories restored first.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed and he hedged, “I don’t think that’s acceptable.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s acceptable that you made someone a blank slate,” she replied, glaring at him. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s acceptable that he was kissing you,” he snapped back. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s acceptable that you erased my memories!” 
 
    “I didn’t erase them,” he argued, “I simply altered a few of the more … unpleasant ones. You should be thanking me.” 
 
    “I don’t even know what you altered!” she hissed. “I don’t know how much of what we were was faked because your ego couldn’t take a simple no.” 
 
    “None of it was fake,” he snarled, clutching her hand painfully. They were out of tempo now, dancing too quickly as they weaved in and out of the other couples, who looked at them with interest. “You love me. You know you do.” 
 
    “If I ever did, I don’t now. I left you for a reason! You just can’t let it go.” 
 
    “Of course I can’t!” He stopped altogether and dropped her hand to grab her face. “I’m in love with you! All I care about is you. All I want is you. I was going mad during those days I couldn’t have you. I’ve been out of my mind, watching you laughing with that stupid, interfering bitch!” 
 
    She stared at him in horror, clutching onto his wrists. “You were watching me?” 
 
    “Every damn day since you returned to the Mortal Realm. I can’t do anything without you, Molly,” he said, his eyes suddenly pleading. “You’re my everything. And I won’t let you go again.” He jerked her to him and kissed her, right in front of everyone. 
 
    She fought him at first, trying to jerk away, and then his magic wound around her. Her body stopped fighting first, even as her mind screamed that this wasn’t what she wanted. And then his magic brushed against her emotions, twisting them. She recognized the feeling—he’d done it enough times before, when they’d been fighting or she’d been homesick—and she fought it even as the sensation of his tongue against hers started to feel pleasant instead of invasive. 
 
    And then she was pulled away from Dax by shaking hands, and someone else was shoving him away from her. She looked around frantically and found Finch standing behind her, her amethyst eyes wide and frightened, but her jaw set in a determined line. Lark was standing over Dax, a sword to his throat. 
 
    “Stop touching her!” Dax screamed. “She’s mine!” 
 
    “Not anymore,” Lark told him, pressing the point of their sword into his neck until a drop of blood leaked down and soaked his collar. “Not if she doesn’t want to be.” 
 
    Dax made as if to lunge at Lark, then stilled, and looked up at Molly. His eyes had turned calculating, and then he said carefully, “But we agreed on it, didn’t we, Molly?” 
 
    Molly choked on a sob and glared down at him. She hadn’t realized until then that she’d been crying steadily since Finch had pulled her away from him. “We didn’t agree on anything.” 
 
    Dax pushed himself into a standing position, and Lark let him, but kept the blade pressed against his neck as he moved. He looked at Molly, his expression triumphant. “But we set the terms. If you want your lover’s memories back, you’ll come to me. Of your own free will, without any of your little guardians.” He gave Lark a mocking look, and then turned and walked away. The fae around them looked as if they’d just watched a fantastic episode of some soap opera. 
 
    “He did something to your lover?” Lark asked, the tiniest flicker of hurt flashing in their eyes.  
 
    Molly squeezed her eyes shut, trying to stop the tears. “Can you just take me back to my room?” she asked. 
 
    “You aren’t going to go after him, are you?” Lark demanded. 
 
    Molly opened her eyes again, looked straight into Lark’s, and asked, “What would you do?” 
 
    Lark looked taken aback. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “If you had gotten someone into trouble, and you were the only person who could save them, how far would you go?” 
 
    Lark’s jaw clenched. “You can’t seriously mean to—” 
 
    “Don’t,” she said, pulling away from Finch and wrapping her arms around herself. “Please, just answer the question.” 
 
    Lark closed their eyes, looking pained, but answered, “As far as necessary.” 
 
    Molly nodded, and then asked, “Can you take me back to my room? I … need a moment to pack.” And she needed to say goodbye to Alexis, who wouldn’t understand. It was ironic, really, because wasn’t this what Alexis had done to save her? Sold herself to one of the fae, in exchange for Molly’s freedom. It just seemed so much more romantic in Alexis’ case. And besides, they’d both be in the Faery Realm now. She told herself these and other pointless reassurances even as she cried silently all the way back to the suite.

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifteen: Twists and Turns 
 
    Alexis 
 
      
 
    Alexis kept her face as neutral as possible as she looked at the Unseelie Queen, but inside she was raging. She’d specifically asked Keir if he’d had anything else to tell her, and yet already here was something else he’d forgotten to mention. She busied herself with examining the Unseelie Queen’s dress—it was the color of molten glass, and it flowed and oozed over her body. Alexis watched as some of the material dripped onto the floor, and realized that it had that red-hot color because it was molten glass. But unlike the fae with the flaming dress, the Unseelie Queen didn’t appear to be burning herself. However, Alexis had a feeling that if anyone else touched that glass, they’d find out just how hot it was. 
 
    “Didn’t you hear me?” the Queen demanded, obviously irritated by Alexis’ non-response. 
 
    Alexis looked back up and replied in a bored voice, “Sorry, I wasn’t paying attention.” She got some delight out of seeing the Unseelie Queen’s white skin flush an ugly-blackish grey, probably the result of having differently colored blood. “What were we talking about?” 
 
    “Your little Prince’s last lover,” the Queen replied, trying to sound as if she still had the upper hand, but instead of making her look more formidable, her temper just made her look petulant. 
 
    “Oh, right. That.” Well, the Queen was right that Keir hadn’t told Alexis about any of his ex-girlfriends. She looked at Queen’s face and decided—if she wanted to talk about it so bad, why not let her? “You’re right, Keir hasn’t told me about her.” Alexis imagined how Cassi would handle a situation like this, and forced herself to smile smugly. “I guess he’s just been,” she paused delicately and gave the Queen a meaningfully look, “Preoccupied.” 
 
    The Queen was clearly irritated that her plan to needle Alexis wasn’t getting the results she expected. “He was obsessed with her, you know. Spent months mooning after her in the Mortal Realm.”  
 
    Alexis tensed—so the girl was mortal too. Alexis wondered if the girl also had some distant fae relative, but pushed the thought away—she didn’t actually want to know. “Sounds like quite a commitment.”  
 
    “Oh, it was. It was adorable to watch. And you know what, I saw them together and I thought, I wonder what he sees in her.” She tapped a black-tipped finger against her cheek. “She was just a scrawny, little, ginger human, you know?” 
 
    Alexis couldn’t hold back a flinch at realizing Keir’s ex-girlfriend had red hair, and the Queen smiled triumphantly. But she didn’t seem to know what had hit the mark, because she said casually, “Oh yes, he does have such a strange attraction for humans. As I was saying, I just couldn’t help but be curious.” She paused dramatically, and then announced, “So I decided to take her for myself.” 
 
    Alexis stared. When she could finally form a question, she asked, “You what?” 
 
    “He hadn’t claimed her, you know. His silly morals wouldn’t let him. He wanted her to choose him, the stupid, sentimental fool.” The Queen rolled her eyes. “I think he expected her to decide to leave her entire world behind for him voluntarily. Something to do with love.” She smirked. “Well, it was his loss. Because of his silly idealism, she was free for the taking, and I plucked her like the pretty little flower she was.” She licked her lips. “For years, I would trot her out, in pretty little dresses that showed off all my hard work.” By the twisted smile on her lips, Alexis assumed she meant scars or open wounds. “It was so entertaining, watching the little Prince yearn to save the girl, yet knowing he never could.”   
 
    Alexis’ chest was tight, caught between two emotions that she couldn’t quite name. She imagined a younger Keir, not necessarily in appearance, but in experience—full of bright ideas and hopes. She could imagine him laughing with a girl, wooing her with flowers and poetry, hoping to be chosen for himself. Then to have her snatched away because of some Queen’s petty whims? But Alexis was also angry—he could have told her, he should have told her. She shouldn’t be finding this out from someone else, even if the Queen did have such an essential part in it. 
 
    “You know,” the Queen said, interrupting Alexis’ thoughts. “I still have her. I wonder if he’d be willing to make a trade.” She scanned Alexis as if considering her value.  
 
    And then Alexis surprised them both by bursting into laughter. The Queen stared at her as if she was deranged, and Alexis had to cover her mouth to keep the hysterical laughter in. She clutched her stomach and half-bent over before she could get the laughter under control enough to ask incredulously, “A trade? Are you an idiot?” 
 
    “What did you just call me?” the Queen demanded, straightening to her full height. In heels, she was almost a foot and a half taller than Alexis, making her an imposing figure. 
 
    “You must know nothing about our relationship,” Alexis explained, straightening and looking at her with slightly forced amusement.  
 
    The Unseelie Queen looked down at her haughtily and said, “I know enough.” 
 
    Alexis snorted dismissively. “If that were true, you wouldn’t have made that stupid comment.” She raised her voice an octave and said mockingly, “I wonder if he wants to trade.” Lowering her voice again, she said, “Please, spare me the political drama.” The Unseelie Queen was still trying to look haughty, but confusion had started blending with the expression. “I don’t know what your goal is, but you’re on the wrong track. Trade me? As if I’m some toy he couldn’t care less about?” And then she let his magic curl up from her arms and back, snaking onto her collarbone, neck, and right cheek. “Do I look like someone that disposable to you?” 
 
    To her surprise, the Unseelie Queen’s lips spread in a triumphant smile. “Oh, I see.” She purred, reaching out a long, black-tipped finger to trace the air above the swirling, writhing tattoos. “You are special, aren’t you?” 
 
    Alexis didn’t ask what she meant, she just held her chin up high and continued looking the Unseelie Queen straight in the eyes. 
 
    “I should have known. Who would want a human consort?” The Queen pulled her finger back, running it over her own thin bottom lip. “Well, the answer to that question is obvious: no one.” 
 
    Alexis felt a shiver run down her spine. She hadn’t liked hearing about Keir’s ex-girlfriend, but she had a feeling that would be a mere pinprick in comparison to the bomb the Unseelie Queen was about to drop. Alexis didn’t want to, she knew it was a bad idea, but she still found herself asking, “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, he wants you,” the Queen replied, wrinkling her nose as she looked her over. “Though I don’t know why.” Alexis rolled her eyes—it sounded like the same petty nonsense Cassi had spouted before they’d had a truce. “But he’s still not willing to take you as you are.” The Queen snickered. “So he found a solution, didn’t he?” 
 
    Alexis scowled. “Look, either drop the bomb or get off my back, okay? I told you before, I’m not interested in your petty drama.” 
 
    The Queen clicked her tongue disapprovingly. “I don’t know if you’ve told the little princeling that—well, maybe you did, and he just doesn’t care. Maybe he’ll drag you kicking and screaming into our little world until you can’t get away.” 
 
    Alexis rolled her eyes, “Get to the point.” 
 
    “You want me to get to the point, little girl?” the Queen snapped, obviously irritated that Alexis wasn’t playing along with her games. “The point is, your little Prince decided you weren’t good enough as a human. Do you know what kind of magic you’re carrying?” She rested her hand above Alexis’ chest again, still not touching her. “I misjudged you. Somehow, I missed it, which is really a shame, because I do pride myself on being observant. But he recognized it, and he’s been feeding it, and oh, what an appetite it has.” Before Alexis could dismiss her or demand a clearer explanation, the Unseelie Queen gleefully informed her, “No one wants a human consort—not even that human-mad Prince. So he found one with fae blood, didn’t he? And he’ll just keep feeding you magic until it doesn’t matter what you started out as—in the end, you’ll be one of us.” 
 
    Alexis had heard enough. “I don’t know what your problem is with me,” she started, approaching the Queen. Sensing her agitation, the magic squirmed more actively against her skin, and she clenched her hands to stop herself from clawing at it. “But if you think for one second I’m going to put up with it, you’re stupider than I thought.” 
 
    “If I may interrupt.” 
 
    At first, Alexis thought it was Keir—she wasn’t sure why he hadn’t interrupted sooner—but the voice wasn’t right, and when she turned around, it was the half-amused smile of the golden knight. He wasn’t wearing his armor now, so Alexis was surprised that she still didn’t see any wings behind him—was she wrong in assuming he was a faery?  
 
    The Unseelie Queen didn’t acknowledge him with a response, she simply turned on her heel and left, leaving a trail of cooling glass behind her. Alexis and the knight watched her depart with interest, and then turned back to face each other once she was gone. 
 
    “Might I have this dance?” he asked, offering her his hand. 
 
    It was such a normal question, after such a bizarre conversation, that Alexis blurted, “I don’t really know how that’s gonna work.” She wasn’t completely sure she could even reach his shoulder, since he had to be six-foot-five, at least. 
 
    He smiled genially and asked her, “Is that your way of politely declining?” 
 
    “I just don’t want to strain my neck looking up at you,” she said. Her hands unclenched at her sides, and she almost thanked him for interrupting them, but at the last minute she resisted the urge. 
 
    He bowed his head in acknowledgement and admitted, “You are quite small, even for a human.” 
 
    She pursed her lips. “Blunt, aren’t you?” 
 
    He was still smiling. “I was only returning the favor.” 
 
    She laughed, a more genuine sound than the half-hysterical laughter she’d had in response to the Queen. “Yeah, okay, I guess I started it. Is there something you wanted, or were you just interrupting out of the kindness of your heart?” But before he answered, she already knew that wasn’t the case—the fae always had a price. 
 
    “I have been sent on a mission from my Queen,” he replied, and then bowed formally to her. “If it would please you, my lady, I would beg some answers.” 
 
    Well, he had stopped her from probably making a big mistake with the Unseelie Queen. If the conversation had gone any further, there probably would have been an actual fight, and as mad as Alexis was, she didn’t like her odds. “Sure, what’s up?” 
 
    He gave her a curious look, but seemed to understand the meaning of the slang. “I was sent to discover what the Dark Court’s plans are for sending soldiers into the fight. We know you have asked volunteers to join the elves, but we are also aware that this fight has not affected your Court as much as it has the others.” 
 
    Alexis considered his statement, but waited for his question. 
 
    When she didn’t comment, he finally asked, “Are you planning to continue lending aid, or will you withdraw?” 
 
    She blinked and considered her words carefully, “The Dark Court is here because the elves have been fighting this battle with too little help for too long. They need as much assistance as they can get, and we are prepared to lend it.” And then—telling herself it wasn’t petty—she added, “With the understanding that we are support, and the elves will make the decisions.” 
 
    The soldier seemed surprised to hear that the Dark Court was relinquishing control. After a moment of considering her words, he asked, “And what price have the elves offered for this support?” 
 
    This time, fully acknowledging that she was being petty, she bared her teeth at him and replied, “Our services in this matter are free. Protecting the Court is our duty, not something we need to bargain for.”  
 
    The knight didn’t look like he agreed, or even really understood her proclamation, but bowed again. “I appreciate your shared thoughts, kind lady.” And then he excused himself. 
 
    He wasn’t gone for a full minute before Keir was at her side, looking frantic. “What happened?” he demanded. 
 
    “That took you a while,” she snapped, irritated. 
 
    “Some of the Queen’s escort waylaid me,” he replied, his expression angry and desperate. Grabbing her shoulders and examining her from head to toe, he demanded, “Did the faery hurt you?” 
 
    Alexis batted his hands away and tried not to feel guilty when she saw the shocked hurt on his face. “I’m fine. You’re in hot water, though.” 
 
    He frowned, confused, and asked, “Hot water?” 
 
    “Yeah, like, boiling.” She crossed her arms, narrowing her eyes at him. “You know what I told you just last night? That you needed to tell me things?” 
 
    He was still looking confused as he asked carefully, “What has happened?” 
 
    “The Unseelie Queen decided to have fun telling me about your ex-girlfriend.” 
 
    Keir’s face shut down and he straightened. “What did she tell you?” 
 
    “That you spent a lot of time wooing some chick, only to have her snatched out from under you by the grand lady herself.” She cocked her head—he didn’t seem surprised, hurt, or even slightly guilty. “And then she implied she still has her and would be willing to trade.” 
 
    That got a reaction—anger. “Never,” he told her, grabbing her shoulders again. “You are not leaving me.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m not stupid,” she replied, trying to shrug his hold off again, but his hands clenched on her shoulders and she glared. “Stop touching me now.” He dropped his hands reluctantly. “But you know what, that’s not even the part I’m mad about. Don’t get me wrong, I was irritated, but not really anymore, because I get it. So you’ve had ex-girlfriends, as if I didn’t already know that, you’re, like, three hundred! I didn’t expect you to be living as a monk. And yeah, I can see Her Scariness being totally evil and stealing your girlfriend out from under you, and you being mad. That’s all totally understandable.” He was looking at her warily, which made sense, because her words said she was understanding, but her tone was cold and dangerous. “I’m mad because you still aren’t telling me things.” 
 
    He seemed to relax again, “I did not think it was important.” 
 
    “Oh? Not important?” 
 
    “It was a century ago,” he replied. “And Lorna made her decision.” 
 
    “Well, I’m so glad that Lorna got to make a decision,” her voice cracked. “I sure hope it was an informed decision instead of her sleazy boyfriend tricking her into taking magic that would make her more fae.” 
 
    He closed his eyes, his face pinching in distress. “Alexis,” he murmured. When he opened his eyes again, they were hard and determined. “I will go to whatever lengths I need to if it means protecting you.” 
 
    “And you won’t tell me about any of them!” she shouted, her fists clenching at her sides again. His magic stilled, as if afraid to draw more attention to itself, but she could still feel it on her skin, no matter how harmless it wanted to appear. She wanted to rave at him—she wanted to force him to take his magic back, to let her go back to being human. But his jaw was clenched stubbornly, and there were only two possible answers he would give her—he would either ask for something in return, or he would flatly refuse. And she wasn’t happy with either possibility, so she made the only safe decision. “I’m going to sleep in Molly’s room tonight.” She turned away from him and began walking toward the ballroom exit. 
 
    He followed her, but he respected her earlier request and didn’t touch her. “Alexis, wait.” 
 
    “No, Keir, I just,” she looked up at him, her eyes wet, but the tears not yet falling. “I just can’t look at you right now. We literally just talked about how you need to tell me things. You promised you would tell me. It was the perfect opener for going, ‘by the way, sweetheart, wearing my magic is going to feed the monster in you’.” 
 
    “I am only trying to protect you,” he told her fiercely. 
 
    “Intellectually, I know that,” she admitted, trying to discreetly rub her eyes with her thumb. “But that doesn’t really make me feel better.” She sniffed. “And you know, I think I would have been fine,” she told him, her voice cracking again and her vision almost completely blurred by tears now. She resisted blinking, because that would just make them fall faster. “I would have been fine,” she said more firmly, “If it had come from you. But you decided, once again, that it was something I just didn’t need to know. And I just, I can’t keep doing that, Keir. I can’t keep finding out from other people.” 
 
    And then she picked up her skirts, like some heroine in a historical novel, and ran away from him. She knew she should have waited for Jynx, Jaxith, anybody to escort her to the rooms, especially since she didn’t know where she was going, but she just couldn’t stand the idea of waiting. Keir never would have let her wait alone; he would have insisted on staying with her. Even now, she heard him calling after her as he pursued, but he never seemed to catch up. She ran out of the ballroom and had barely made it into the hallway when a hand reached out from one of the side rooms, grabbed her arm, and pulled her in. 
 
    The door closed, and she took a moment to catch her breath. She wasn’t sure if the person who had grabbed her was friend or enemy, but she wanted to slightly compose herself before she turned around to face them. But she hadn’t been prepared enough, because her jaw dropped in surprise before she recovered enough to squeak, “Ormond?” 
 
    But his face was wrong. His eyes were crazy, his fangs were crooked, and he looked hairier than before. “Surprised to see me?” he asked, his voice sounding even shriller than she remembered. “You shouldn’t be. After all, this is my old Court.” 
 
    “Your old Court?” she asked, gaping. 
 
    “Oh, you’ll hear all about it,” he assured her. “Once we get there.” 
 
    Before she could ask what he meant, he lifted something thick and heavy and swung it at her. She ducked in time to miss the first swing, but he recovered too quickly, reversing course and smacking the side of her head. Pain throbbed through her skull as she crumpled to the floor. She had just enough time to wish she’d stayed and argued with Keir before she fell into unconsciousness.
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    Chapter One: In the Shadows 
 
    Keir 
 
      
 
    Keir was only three steps behind Alexis. He could catch her—he could explain. If she wanted to hear about Lorna, he would tell her every single detail. Alexis had listened to him before when he explained. It was one of the reasons he could never let her go. She listened, she reasoned things out, she understood. And he was seething, furious with himself. If he caught her, he could explain—could tell her that he was concerned about how she felt last night, with the revelation of her heritage; tell her that he was unsure about the magic’s effects on her. But he knew what she would say—they were excuses and she had asked for the full truth. And then a thought occurred to him, as he chased her across the ballroom—how had the Unseelie Queen known what would happen?  
 
    And then a large, furry figure stepped into his path and he had to skid to a halt before he plowed into the Winter King.  
 
    “Knyazek,” the King greeted. 
 
    Keir gave him an irritated look and tried to walk around him. “I apologize, Therius, but I do not have time—” 
 
    “Of course you do,” Therius replied good-naturedly. “Malyshka and knyazek have fought, she will need time to calm. No need to run after her and cause more strife. You have time for me, da?” 
 
    “You do not understand,” Keir began, just to watch in dismay as Alexis exited the ballroom. He could feel her moving through the halls because of his connection to her, but that connection was weaker here, outside of his own Court. He should never have brought her here. 
 
    “I think I understand more than you know,” Therius replied. “I have been married long time, I understand fights.” 
 
    “Therius,” Keir snapped, getting caught in the conversation despite himself. “Earlier you were trying to convince my lady to leave me for your son. Why do you expect me to take your romantic advice?” 
 
    The big bear shrugged. “Eh, take or leave, does not matter to me. But here it is anyway—let her be upset. Let her tell pretty friend how much you have disappointed her.” Keir was becoming angrier with every word. “And while she does this, you are contrite. Consider what you did wrong, why she is upset, and in the morning, tell her thoughts. She will be pleased you are taking woes seriously, and her temper will have cooled. Is best way to avoid large, messy argument.” 
 
    Keir stared at him for a moment and slowly replied, “That was surprisingly insightful.” 
 
    Therius looked proud. “Is how I have raised my boys. They will make good husbands someday.” He looked Keir up and down appraisingly and made a non-committal noise. “You need work.” 
 
    Keir huffed and ducked past. No matter what Therius said, Alexis did not know the Unseelie Court, and she was in danger as long as she was without him. His magic would protect her from most physical threats, but it would not lead the way to safety. She had stopped, he knew, and he could catch her. 
 
    And then the connection snapped. He reeled back, grabbing his chest and wheezing as he skidded to a halt for the second time that evening. He felt around his chest, panicked—no, she could not die, not like this. He would not lose her, he refused to even—and then he felt it, the thin thread of her, still tied to him. Of course she was—his panic had been unfounded. But he could not relax yet, because he knew what that sensation was, now that he had calmed down enough to remember it—he had felt it once before. It was during Alexis’ first days in his Court, when Aoibheann was still a threat. He remembered that he had panicked then as well. Jaxith had been telling him what had happened, and because he could feel that Alexis was safe—his brave girl had barely even panicked—he allowed the wolf to talk. And then the connection snapped, and the only reason he had not burned the place down in search of her was because she had come back to consciousness before he had reached them. And now someone had hurt Alexis again. 
 
    He almost murdered the next person that stepped in his path, but he stopped in time, which was good for Sirius. Once he got Alexis back—and he would, he vowed, his temper rising as he tried to determine who would dare touch her—he would not want to explain why he had killed her friend. 
 
    Keir did not even acknowledge the elf, simply dodged him and kept running. Her trail was fading, but he thought she had not gone far before she had been hurt. He could find her—he could find the person who had hurt her. For a moment, he fantasized about her thanking him, telling him she had been wrong to question his choices; that she forgave him for keeping his secrets. But no, that was not his Alexis. Saving her would not reduce her anger. But he would take her anger gladly. Once he reached the hallway, he ripped open the first door that he came to: no one inside. He snarled in frustration and moved on to the next, and the next.  
 
    “Looking for something?” 
 
    He whipped around and grabbed Sirius by his tunic. “On my life, elf, if you have hurt her…." 
 
    But Sirius held up his hands and said, “Peace, it was a genuine question.” 
 
    Keir released him and began his search anew. “Alexis is missing.” 
 
    “What happened?” Sirius asked, going a few steps ahead of Keir to open other doors. 
 
    Keir darted a look at him, but the elf was not paying attention, and his tone was not judgmental. “We had an argument and she ran off.” Because she was impulsive and headstrong—he would never spend a day without worrying about her, she was gone now, and his chest hurt as his heart raced in fear.  
 
    He glanced at Sirius again, somehow not surprised in how sincere his efforts seemed to be. Keir had never met the Elf Leader before his visit to the Dark Court to ask Keir’s mother for help fighting the Solitary fae. Keir had not thought much of him on that first day, but the moment Alexis admitted to meeting him, Keir had remembered the elf’s pretty face, and he had felt a burning desire to say damn the consequences and let the elves deal with this problem on their own. He paused in his search, a horrible thought occurring to him—the Unseelie Court had lost two hundred fae, at least half of them Halflings or less. No one had ever asked if the fae had all disappeared while traveling, as the victims of his own Court had. What if the Solitary had found a way inside the Court to steal their victims? 
 
    Keir caught Sirius by his shoulders and turned him around, glaring. “Have the Solitary ever broken into a Court before?” 
 
    The elf looked confused at first, and then his already pale skin lost what little color it had. “You don’t think they’ve taken her?” 
 
    “I do not know,” Keir replied, his grip tightening on Sirius’s shoulders before he forced himself to let go. His tattoos glided along his skin, his magic singing to him the same old song—to use it, to call up the darkness, to distinguish every light. Sirius shined brightly, like a star that had gotten too close to Earth. Something told Keir that Sirius’ light would not be extinguished so easily. “But I will find who did this.” 
 
    “I will get the others.” 
 
    Keir almost called out to tell Sirius that he could do this alone, that he did not need the elves’ help. But they owed him, did they not? The elves owed a debt to the Dark Court. He knew—or hoped—that his mother would understand. He watched as the elf disappeared down the hallway, returning to pull his warriors away from their merrymaking. Keir let him go—they would find each other, when necessary—and instead headed toward the suite he shared with Alexis and the others. 
 
    He had not realized how much he was hoping he was wrong—that Alexis had found some way, in her anger, to cut their connection; that she had found some way to this little apartment, even without his guidance—until he threw open the suite door and knew she was not there. But one of the elves was, leaning against the open doorway to the Halfling’s room as they spoke in hushed voices. 
 
    “Lark,” he called, and Lark looked lazily over their shoulder. “We will need your assistance.” 
 
    “What for?” Lark asked, frowning. 
 
    Keir looked into the room beyond and caught Molly’s eyes. She had been crying recently, and he almost wondered if she already knew. But even if that was the case, he did not want her to think him callous, so he announced softly, “Alexis is missing.” 
 
    “What?” she squeaked, throwing down the ball gown she had been holding. He frowned at her—why had she been packing? They still had days of meetings left to go. No one could accompany her until the meetings were completed, and she could not make that journey on her own. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    He hesitated—should he admit his part? He had been impressed with the way she had volleyed words with Nyrs, but she may throw her temper at him now, and he could not afford the distraction. But he thought of Alexis—if she wanted information, her friend would most likely wish the same. “Alexis and I had an argument—” he began. 
 
    “What did you do to her?” Molly demanded shrilly. 
 
    “What I had to,” he snapped. Then he sighed and rubbed a hand over his face, “No, that is not the point. My point is, she ran off, I followed, and she disappeared.” 
 
    “She should show up here eventually,” Lark replied, unconcerned. “Once she’s calmed down, she’ll at least want something to change into. Don’t get me wrong, it was a great dress, but not exactly something comfortable.” 
 
    Keir glared at the elf. “Besides the fact that we are in unfriendly territory, I know for a fact that she is in danger.” 
 
    “How?” Molly demanded. 
 
    “I felt it,” he snarled, tired of explaining himself. “What I need to know,” he began, trying to take a calming breath, but it was hard. Alexis had not yet regained consciousness, and she should have—Tír na nÓg’s magic worked so well on her, he could not imagine that it would fail to awaken her quickly if there was not some other problem. “Molly, have you seen anything unusual in the Court? Has anyone particularly strange approached you?” He was hopeful—Molly was a Halfling. If the Solitary had found a way inside, if they were targeting the crossbreeds, she may have seen something. Someone may have tried to attack her—she had been crying, perhaps she had a bad encounter with one of the fae. A young Solitary would look like any of the other fae roaming through the Court. 
 
    “What? No! Just Dax, and of course I expected that.” 
 
    Keir stilled. “What about Dax?” Dax, who had been the last to dance with Alexis. Who had wanted to talk to her for some reason that Keir had never discovered. He had watched them, as well as he could while dancing with Finch, but the other dancers had been in his way. By the time he had realized they had left the dancefloor, he had not known on which side of the wide room they were. Nyrs’ courtiers had delighted in intercepting him, misleading him, and he had to push past all of them as diplomatically as possible. And when he had finally seen her, she had been talking to Galahad, the Seelie Queen’s knight. She had also been in unfortunate conversation with Nyrs. That gave him three suspects besides the Solitary, but he only had suspicions about one of them. 
 
    He approached Molly in three strides and gripped her shoulders. “Would Dax want to hurt her?” he demanded.  
 
    “I-I,” she stuttered, looking around panicked, tears filling her eyes again. “I don’t know. Maybe.” And then she began to cry in earnest, but Keir did not feel sorry for her. If the incubus was behind his Alexis’ disappearance, it would be this Halfling’s fault. “We got into a fight, because he,” she hiccupped, “He was being kind of a dick, and Lark ended up pulling me away.” Her face crumpled further as she added, “I saw Alexis, after they danced together, and she said he was—” she hiccupped and wailed, “He was proving he had leverage.” 
 
    Keir switched his hold to the front of her shirt. “You are going to listen to me very carefully, do you understand?” 
 
    She nodded, her honey-colored eyes wide with fright. 
 
    “You are going to go to the incubus and you are going to discover what he knows about Alexis.” She opened her mouth, probably to argue—Alexis would never take that treatment either, he knew—but he cut her off. “Alexis may be in danger because of you—again. Will you not do everything you need to if it might save her?”  
 
    She relaxed in his grip and nodded, sniffling wetly. “I know, I know; I will.” 
 
    He released her and watched as she rubbed at her face, and his heart clenched. He did not want his last sight of Alexis to be of her crying, or of her running away from him. His magic writhed around him, growing, swelling until he was surrounded by a deep shadow. The elf stared at him in shock and Molly backed a step away from him. “Lark,” he called, turning to the elf, who was half-frozen in fright. “Go and find the Seelie Queen’s Commander. I have some questions for him.” The Seelie knight was the least likely suspect, so he did not mind waiting to question him. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Molly whispered. 
 
    “To talk to our host.” He turned on his heel and reached the door before pausing and turning back to Molly. “Come here,” he directed, motioning her to his side. 
 
    She tilted her head in confusion, but stepped forward. 
 
    “Say my name.” 
 
    Still looking confused, she complied, “Keir.” 
 
    As he was concentrating on the word, he almost smiled—if he had said that to Alexis, she would have demanded answers before obeying. “Again.” 
 
    Again, she obeyed, sounding even less sure this time, “Keir?” 
 
    He could almost see the sound, the shape of his name, and he wrapped his magic around it, pulling the sound of his name in her voice to him as if it were something tangible. He submerged it in the darkness, and then sent it back to her. She didn’t seem to feel or see the shadows around her neck darken, but Keir was satisfied. “If you cannot return here, just call for me, and I will find you.”

  

 
   
    Chapter Two: Sacrifices  
 
    Molly 
 
      
 
    Molly walked the halls of the Unseelie Court, her arms circling herself as she looked for some comfort. The halls were surprisingly empty of other fae, probably because the ball would continue for hours yet. She looked around apprehensively, not entirely sure where to go. She supposed it didn’t really matter though, because any minute now— 
 
    She rounded a corner, and there Dax was, waiting for her, leaning one shoulder lazily against the wall. Now that he’d calmed down, he was able to give her his same old charming smile. “There you are,” he greeted, sounding pleased as he stepped forward and clasped her shoulders. He kissed her, and because she didn’t wish to antagonize him—Alexis was in danger, she had to do what she could—she kissed him gently back. 
 
    When he pulled away, he was grinning excitedly. “I love you,” he told her, the syllables easily falling from his lips, as if they weren’t knives in her heart. He grabbed her hand and tugged her down the hallway. It all looked the same to her; she would never be able to find her way back. She had to have faith that, even if Dax dragged her to the very Heart of the Court, Keir would find her. But what if he found answers about Alexis before then, and went running after her? Would he leave her in this frightening place? And if he did, could she blame him?  
 
    Dax finally found a room and opened the door, tugging her in. Somehow, she wasn’t surprised to find the same room—the same bed—awaiting them as always. An exact duplicate of the room they’d sometimes shared in the Dark Court. She stared dully at the bed and only looked away when Dax pulled her up against his chest. 
 
    “I knew you’d come back to me,” he whispered as he kissed her again. This time, she didn’t respond. He became more insistent and frustrated until he finally pulled away, giving her an irritated look, “What is it?” 
 
    “I’m here for one reason,” she told him, pulling away. He allowed it, but his expression was losing the joy and morphing into anger. 
 
    “Oh, right, the human’s memories,” he replied. She noticed that he had stopped calling Dave her lover, but didn’t comment. 
 
    Molly took a deep breath and reminded him, “I will only agree to a set amount of time.” 
 
    Dax pursed his lips, but then shrugged. “What does it matter? By the end of it, you won’t want to leave anyway. Very well, I want,” he paused and glanced up at the ceiling, before finally looking her in the eyes, his smile triumphant as he continued, “What was it your little friend had agreed to? Seventeen years? I’ll be kind, you can have the same amount of time as her. You can even spend some of it together, but I come first.” He approached her again, reaching for her, but she stepped back, shaking her head slowly. 
 
    “Did you do something to Alexis, Dax?” she asked quietly. 
 
    His hand paused and he slowly dropped it, his eyes narrowing. “Why?” 
 
    “Someone took her.” 
 
    He huffed and reached for her again. “Oh, is that all?” 
 
    She jerked out of his grasp. “You haven’t answered my question.” 
 
    Crossing his arms over his chest, he said clearly, “No, I haven’t done anything to Alexis. Not that I wasn’t tempted after that little stunt she pulled,” he muttered. “But I’m not suicidal either. Her little prince wanted to execute Ormond just for a little rough handling.” 
 
    Molly blinked at him and then looked around. “Ormond?” 
 
    Dax gave her an exasperated look. “What, have you forgotten your brother already? Not that I blame you,” he replied with a shrug. “He’s been rather absent lately.” 
 
    “I … haven’t seen him either.” She frowned. “I know he was an ass, but I guess I thought I would see him, since I’m in his home Court.” 
 
    Dax shrugged. “Who cares?” This time, when he reached for her, she was distracted enough to allow it. He pressed his face into her neck, and she could feel him inhale, and then he sneezed. Molly almost giggled, but as soon as the urge struck her, she stilled. Yes, Dax had his good sides, but they could never overshadow the things he’d done. If nothing else had bothered her, what he had done to Dave destroyed any possibility of reconciliation.  
 
    “You smell like that elf,” Dax complained as he pulled away, rubbing his nose. “We’ll just have to fix that.” He backed her up until her knees hit the bed and they fell onto it together. He began kissing her neck again, but she couldn’t let him go that far—she may need to make a deal to stay with him, but she had decided that he wouldn’t like the results. Alexis was perfectly happy with her arrangement with Keir, so they enjoyed their time together. But Molly had decided that Dax would regret every minute of forcing her into the Faery Realm. But first she needed his guarantee that Dave would remember his life, and that Dax didn’t know anything about Alexis. 
 
    She pushed him away and rolled onto her side until she could stand up. He lay on the bed, looking up at her. “What now?” he demanded. 
 
    “I care,” she told him angrily. “There are only two people I know for sure might have done something to Alexis—you and Ormond.” 
 
    “I already told you I didn’t,” he replied, crossing his arms under his head. “And is that really what you want to talk about? I stated my terms, it’s your turn. And then we can seal it with a kiss and get down to the business of reacquainting ourselves.”  
 
    She crossed her arms over her chest and glared. He really thought it was going to be that easy? “Seventeen years is too long; I won’t agree to that.” 
 
    Dax shrugged. “Then I guess he doesn’t get his memories back. It doesn’t matter to me that much.” He pushed himself to his feet and reached for her, running one of his long fingers down her jaw. “I’m being very kind right now, Molly,” he murmured. “I’m giving you an opportunity for a choice. You either stay here voluntarily, and get something you want out of it, or I’ll chain you to the bed.” 
 
    She was so distracted by the finger on her cheek that she hadn’t realized what his other hand was doing until she felt a heavy metal band settle around her wrist. She looked down to find a gold manacle there, connected to a long gold chain that snaked under the bedpost. “What is the matter with you?” she yelled in frustration as she clawed at the manacle, but as she watched, it melted against her skin, like a golden tattoo circling her wrist. The chain was still there, and looking at it protruding from her skin just made her scratch harder until she was bleeding. 
 
    “Stop it!” Dax shouted, grabbing her wrists and holding them up and apart. “You’re hurting yourself!” 
 
    “I would rather hurt myself than be chained to you!” she snarled, jerking away. 
 
    “Am I really so bad?” he whispered, letting his hands drop to his side. 
 
    She stared at him incredulously for a moment before shouting, “Yes, you are!” He jumped, as if surprised by her vehemence, and she advanced on him, the rattling of the chain emphasizing her movements. “You don’t even get it! You act like you love me.” 
 
    “I do love you!” he interrupted. 
 
    “But you don’t even know what love is! If you loved me, you wouldn’t be constantly trying to change me!”  
 
    “I don’t!” 
 
    “You do!” she screamed. “Constantly! You didn’t like me talking about home, so you spent your time distracting me.” She looked around for something to throw and found a chess set, waiting on a table. She grabbed one of the black pieces and chucked it at him. Her aim was too wide, he didn’t even need to duck. “You didn’t like it when I told you that I wanted to leave, so you spent your time convincing me to stay.” She grabbed another piece at random, and this time she hit him on the shoulder. The piece bounced off harmlessly and fell to the ground, where it gave a little whimper of pain that she ignored. “You didn’t like it when I argued with you, so you erased my memories about whatever upset me!” She grabbed a handful of pieces now and threw them all at him at once, and each one gave a little cry of distress as they hit him or the floor. “You didn’t like me leaving you, so you stalked me!” Another handful, more distressed cries. “You didn’t like that I had found someone new, so you got rid of him!” She picked up the entire board, scattering the remaining pieces, and smacked him in the face with it.  
 
    He grabbed it from her and threw it to the ground and began shouting back. “You wouldn’t shut up! Everyone was so much more important!” he screamed. “Cassi this; Alexis that; Alexis and I did this; I couldn’t take it!” He grabbed her by the shoulders and shook her. “Of course I spent my time trying to convince you to stay, you belong here! You’re half-faery, and you’ve spent enough time with those humans! They were making you miserable. That bastard your mother claimed was your father left you. I would never leave you!” His hands clenched on her shoulders, digging his fingers into her skin. “You weren’t ready to understand why I needed to do any of those things, so I was buying myself time! I wouldn’t have had to erase anything if you would just admit that you belong here!” And then he shoved her up against the nearest wall, looming over her. “And how could I leave you? You need me; you love me, I know you do. You were trying to punish me by flaunting that human in front of me—and I just couldn’t stand it. Perhaps that was a mistake, but he touched you and I couldn’t allow it!” 
 
    She thrust her knee up into his groin and he let go of her to double over in pain. “You want me to be a faery so bad?” she asked, shoving him away from her. “Fine, you win, I’m a faery. Are you happy now?” 
 
    He looked up at her, his eyes hopeful as he rasped, “I just want you to stay with me.” 
 
    She crouched down next to him and whispered, “Listen to me very carefully, because this is going to be our last conversation, okay?” One day, she hoped she could forgive herself. She could never ask Dave’s forgiveness, because he wouldn’t even know who she was or what she had done. “You don’t own me. You lost the right to even talk to me the moment you decided to make all of my decisions for me. Do you understand?” 
 
    “But you’re mine,” he cried.  
 
    “I’m a faery, Dax, I don’t belong to anyone.”  
 
    “It doesn’t work like that,” he replied, finally straightening up. “You have to pledge to a Court before you’re considered fae instead of mortal.” He reached out to her and touched her hand and she started to pull away, but with his other hand he grabbed her chain and yanked her closer. “We can agree on something else, a different deal,” he whispered, pulling on her chain again until she fell on top of him. He held one wrist in one hand and the chain in the other as she squirmed against him. She aimed her knee at his groin again, but he blocked her with his leg before she could cause any damage. “I’ll return your human’s memories if you pledge to the Unseelie Court.” 
 
    She stilled in horror, thinking of the terrible things the Unseelie Queen could ask her to do. 
 
    He frowned. “Come on, don’t look like that. It’s not so bad.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she snarled. “You’re part of it; that makes it seem pretty bad to me.” She resumed her struggles, pulling them both into a sitting position. “Let me go!” 
 
    “Just promise you’ll stay with me and I’ll give you whatever you want!” he cried desperately. 
 
    She stopped struggling and looked him in the eye. Her chest rose and fell with each aggravated breath. “You can’t give me what I want, Dax! All I want is to get away from you!” 
 
    “No you don’t!” he grabbed her face, releasing her hands, and pleaded, “Just remember, you loved me once.”  
 
    She felt the magic wrapping around her, seeping into her skin, and she asked, “Does it really count if you force me to say it?” 
 
    The magic stopped immediately. He rubbed his thumbs on her cheeks and murmured, “Just tell me. Tell me you loved me.” 
 
    “I loved the guy I thought you were,” she admitted. Then she threw her head back and started screaming, “Keir!” Dax tried to cover her mouth with his, and she used one hand to push against his face and the other to push against his shoulder. In their struggles they fell to the ground and Dax pinned her hands above her head. 
 
    “You love me,” he murmured, again and again as he pressed his face into her neck, his warm breath brushing against her. He said the words like if he spoke them enough, it would be true again. 
 
    Every time he spoke it, she firmly replied, “I don’t.”  
 
    After a few times, he became insistent, and then angry, and they resumed their shouting, just the same words over and over again. “You love me!” with the same reply “I don’t!” 
 
    And then Molly finally broke the cycle by screaming: “Fine, I’ll stay with you!” 
 
    Dax smiled and lifted a hand to touch her face again. “I love you,” he murmured. 
 
    “I’ll stay with,” she replied. “But there’s something you should know.” 
 
    “What?” he asked warily, and he didn’t move from his position on top of her. 
 
    “The first chance I get, I will kill you in your sleep.” 
 
    He stared at her, bewildered, and then he smiled playfully. “No, you won’t.” 
 
    She stared back at him, trying to channel Alexis. Alexis would be able to say this with scorn, determination, and pride. “Do you really want to take that chance?”  
 
    He pushed himself up and sat down beside her, watching her warily. “Would you really?” 
 
    “First chance I get,” she replied. 
 
    “But why?” he asked, his voice quiet and his expression pained. 
 
    “Because I don’t want to be here. No one else cares if I stay,” she replied, rubbing the wrist with the manacle. “So, if you’re the only person keeping me here, you’re in my way. If I want to go home, I’ll have to fix that, won’t I?” 
 
    He watched her, and then finally whispered, “Why is it so important to you?” 
 
    “You know what, if you had just paid attention months ago, you would have known. Just because my life wasn’t perfect doesn’t mean I wasn’t happy. If you had just asked, you would have known that I would have come back to you.” His head jerked up and he looked at her hopefully. “Or I would have brought you with me. But you didn’t really give me that choice, did you?” 
 
    “I still won’t,” he admitted. “Because that isn’t good enough.” He reached for her chain and played with it, before looking up with determination in his eyes, “I’ll take my chances.” Then he jerked her forward on her chain, cupped the back of her head, and kissed her. He didn’t hold anything back—technique, passion, or magic. He pressed her back down into the floor, and Molly wasn’t sure what would have happened if the door hadn’t opened.

  

 
   
    Chapter Three: In the Halls of the Unseelie  
 
    Keir 
 
      
 
    Nyrs was nowhere to be found, and Keir moved her to the top of his suspect list. Another monarch had never dared harm any of the consorts, sons, or daughters of the Courts, but if anyone was going to break the truce, it would be Nyrs. He did, however, find Therius—again. 
 
    “Is there some reason you keep coming across my path?” he asked as the Winter King fell into step beside him. 
 
    “I have large ears,” he replied, flicking the furry appendages for emphasis. 
 
    Keir glanced at the bear’s ears and thought they were rather small in comparison to his own. “I do not see what that has to do with anything,” Keir replied in irritation. Then he paused and asked, “Have you seen Nyrs?” 
 
    “Net. Why do you look for zlaya koroleva?” 
 
    “I have questions for her,” he replied evasively as he continued opening doors. 
 
    “How much of Halls have you searched?” Therius asked, opening a door at random. ‘The Halls’ was the term for the outer part of the Unseelie Court, where guests and other comers-and-goers spent their time when visiting the Unseelie Court. 
 
    Keir considered, running through a mental map in his head. It was fuzzier than it would be in his own Court—no matter how the Maze shrank or grew, twisted or turned, he knew every corner of it. The Unseelie Court was more of a mystery. He knew exactly where every room was placed that he had visited, no matter how it changed as the corridors moved about. He even knew the ones that he had visited in the past, but the Halls were as massive as the Maze, and he did not know what was hiding in its passages. “Not enough,” he finally replied and opened another door to another empty room. “Why is every room empty?” 
 
    “Is same room,” Therius replied. 
 
    Keir stopped. “What?” 
 
    Therius nodded and pointed at the door. “Close it.” Keir did not like taking orders, especially from one of the rare fae that outranked him, but he did as he was instructed. Therius pointed to the room next door. “Open.” Keir did and looked inside to the empty room. To the same empty room that he had been looking at for the past hour. The same desk, the same chairs, the same wilting flowers on one side table. He swore again and slammed the door shut. “Nyrs is playing with me.” 
 
    “Is her style, da? What are you looking for so,” he paused, the English word failing him, so he finished in the fae language, “Desperately?” 
 
    Keir glanced at Therius, wondering what he should say. At least Keir knew that Therius could not be behind Alexis’ disappearance, since they were conversing at the time. “Alexis is missing.” 
 
    Therius straightened to his full seven-foot height. “Did someone hurt malyshka?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    The shapeshifter growled low in his throat. “Did zlaya koroleva hurt malyshka?” 
 
    “That is what I am trying to discover.” To test their theory, Keir pulled his coat off, baring his torso, and set it across the back of the chair in the room. He exited, closed the door behind him, and walked several doors down. When he opened the door, his coat waited for him on the chair. He picked it up and pulled it back on, not bothering to lace the edges together this time.  
 
    “I will help you,” Therius announced. 
 
    Keir glanced at him and decided that, voluntary or not, he was not quite ready to pay the King’s price for his help. “No need, friend, I will find her on my own. And I will make the person responsible regret their actions.” His magic writhed around him, ready to extinguish, to devour, to destroy the person who had dared to touch his Alexis. 
 
    “Was not asking,” Therius replied imperiously. 
 
    Keir crossed his arms and asked, “Why have you taken such an interest in my consort?” 
 
    Therius sent him a coy look—surprisingly well done from the face of a beast—and replied, “I like pretty girls. Good for sons.” 
 
    Keir raised an eyebrow.  
 
    Therius snorted and replied, “And is good to have mixed blood in Courts. I like not being only one.” 
 
    “So, you have shown the same interest in Vevina’s consort?” 
 
    “Daphne?” he asked, bewildered. “She is pretty girl too, but dryads cannot survive in Winter Court.”  
 
    Keir had not known the name of the dryad, so he supposed that answered his question. “If your intent is only to steal Alexis from me, why would I let you help me?” 
 
    They stared each other down for a minute, then Therius bared his teeth in a grin and replied, “I have reasons. Trust or don’t, will not stop me from looking for malyshka.” 
 
    Keir sighed, seeing that Therius was going to be stubborn. “Very well. Sirius and his elves are also assisting.” He looked around the Halls, disgruntled. “I suppose we should return to meet them, as it appears Nyrs does not wish to be found.” 
 
    “I would say suspicious,” Therius commented, “But seems like something zlaya koroleva would do.” 
 
    Keir gritted his teeth—yes, it would be just like Nyrs to hide from him simply because the whim took her. Especially if she realized in time that he was looking for her. And he knew that she had spoken with Alexis—Nyrs had specifically planted seeds of doubt in their relationship. She would expect him to look for her. She would not hide because she did not want to face him, but simply so that he would become even more frustrated as the evening bore on and he wasted his time following dead ends. He swore and punched a wall. The shadows hiding nearby slid up the wall and curled around his hand, tasting his anger. He pulled away and they danced on his skin, joining the growing darkness around him. “She is playing with me,” he snarled.  
 
    “Is possible,” Therius agreed. 
 
    Keir turned and walked down the hall. 
 
    “Where are we going now?” Therius asked, easily keeping pace with him. 
 
    Well, Keir was not going to get rid of him, so he decided to include him. “We are returning to my rooms,” he explained. “The elves will meet us there with Galahad, and if I am lucky, Molly will have returned with answers as well.” 
 
    “Good,” Therius grunted. “We will gather party and hunt them.” He bared his teeth. “I like a good hunt.” 
 
    * 
 
    Keir had barely walked in the door of the suite—where Galahad lounged on a couch in the sitting room and the elves stood scowling at the faery—when Kier heard Molly calling for him. “Wait here,” he directed to the room at large, and turned to run down the hall. When footsteps followed him, he called in exasperation, “I told you to wait!” 
 
    “No way!” Lark replied, catching up, their face set in determined lines. “It’s Molly, isn’t it?” 
 
    “When exactly did you have time to become so well acquainted?” Keir asked in frustration, only to see the elf blush furiously. He sighed, never slowing down his pace, and replied, “Very well, just keep up.” 
 
    Molly never said his name again, but once was all he needed as his magic guided him to her. When he reached the door, he was almost afraid that he would open it and find the same damned room as always—that he would never find Molly. And when he found Alexis—because he would, he would not doubt himself on that—she would never forgive him for losing her best friend. This was not something she would understand—she would leave him, and his heart broke.  
 
    But his fears were set aside when the door opened onto a bedroom, and Molly was there, pinned under the incubus.  
 
    “Keir,” she cried, trying to push Dax off. Keir saw the chain then, connected to an enchanted manacle embedded in her wrist. He took a step forward, his hand outstretched, already shaping the shadows around Dax, when the elf got in his way. He had to stop the darkness before it latched onto Lark instead, and the strain made his arm feel as if it had been wrenched out of his socket. He gritted his teeth as he watched the elf kick the incubus in the head. 
 
    “You filthy, dirty, rotten,” the elf was shouting with each kick. 
 
    “Lark!” Molly exclaimed, wide-eyed and surprised. 
 
    Lark turned to her, saw the chains, and went to kick Dax again. Keir grasped Lark with the shadows, straining to control just one loop around their wrist, and yanked them back. They cried out in outrage as they fell at Molly’s feet, looking up at Keir as if he had betrayed them. 
 
    Keir wrapped another shadow around the chain and snapped it. The manacle stayed attached to Molly’s wrist, but he could deal with that later. “Take her out of here,” he snarled. 
 
    He was relieved when Lark did not argue. He watched as the elf picked Molly up, princess-style, and carried her out into the hall. Keir closed the door behind them and looked down at the incubus. He crossed his arms and leaned against the door as he watched Dax get to his feet. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have interfered,” Dax snarled, but he did not move to attack. He knew his place and his disadvantages. Incubi could control emotions, to an extent, even those of the fae. But Keir was angry, frustrated, and terrified for Alexis, and whatever Dax would try to do would most likely amplify that instead of subduing it. 
 
    “Tell me,” Keir began, forcing his voice into an unconcerned drawl as he watched the incubus, tracking him with the shadows as well as his eyes. “What exactly did you expect to gain by forcing her?” 
 
    “She’s mine!” Dax snarled. 
 
    “Did I ask you that?” Keir asked, wrapping the shadows around Dax’s feet. 
 
    Dax began pacing, unaware that the shadows looped around him, closing in for a tight, tangled trap. “She left me. I was just getting her back.” He glanced agitatedly at Keir. “You would have done the same.” 
 
    “Do you think so?” 
 
    Dax sneered. “I know so. If Alexis left you tonight, you would go to the ends of the Earth to drag her back to you.” 
 
    Keir considered him. “As it happens, Alexis is missing.” 
 
    Dax looked at him warily. “I already told Molly I had nothing to do with that. I want nothing to do with the little brat.” Then he paused and amended, “Except to gain Molly’s favor, which I now know wouldn’t work.” 
 
    “You know that because you tried once before,” Keir pointed out coldly. “Did you hire someone else to hurt her?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea where she is?” 
 
    “No!” Dax snarled, his agitation growing. “I wouldn’t even know she was gone if Molly hadn’t been asking about it! I told you, wherever the annoying bitch is, I’ve had nothing to do with it!” If he had stopped there, Keir would have let him be. Dax had stated clearly enough that he was not involved, so it was useless to keep questioning him. But he did not stop, he continued ranting at Keir. “And if I had had anything to do with it, why should it matter? I’m the one who brought you to her! I’m the only reason you know her! And yet the only thanks I ever got was scorn and shame! You should be thanking me, not getting in my way!” 
 
    Keir pulled the trap tight and the shadows snapped around the incubus, wrapping around his legs and torso, constraining his hands at his sides, keeping only his head free. Keir allowed the darkness to eat into Dax, to pull some of Dax into itself, and listened to his screams of pain for a moment before clamping down. The darkness fought Keir’s hold, writhing and squirming, but his grip was sure. “You want my thanks?” he demanded, approaching the incubus. He grabbed Dax by the throat, focusing on the shadow bindings enough to allow them to resist the movement, wrenching a cry of protest from the incubus. “Which part exactly should I be thanking you for?” 
 
    Dax glowered defiantly. “You only have her because of me!” 
 
    “I do not have her at all, currently.”  
 
    Dax sneered and in a rasping voice replied, “Now you know how I feel. I almost wish I had something to do with it—it would be just desserts, don’t you think? I can’t have Molly; you can’t have Alexis. We’re even.” 
 
    Keir loosened his grip on the darkness, and it bit into Dax, feeding on his light, his essence. If Keir relaxed too much, the fae would be devoured. His anger might be abated, but he had no right to kill the incubus. By Dax’s own words, he had nothing to do with Alexis’ disappearance, and unless Molly pledged herself to a Court, Dax had rights to his claim. In the eyes of the fae, Keir would be in the wrong, and he did not feel like making recompense to Nyrs. “You think we are the same?” he asked, tightening the grip on Dax’s throat while at the same time reeling in the shadows. He watched in interest as the incubus’ golden blood dripped from the wounds the darkness had created and plopped down into the shadows on the floor, which immediately turned on it and ate it hungrily. 
 
    “I know it! If our roles were reversed, you’d be chasing after that stupid bitch the same way!” Dax grinned triumphantly now. “Does she know that you won’t ever let her go? That one wrong move, and you’ll be right where I am, desperately doing everything you can to keep her?” 
 
    Keir smiled—baring his teeth. “You are right. Alexis is mine, and I will do whatever I can to keep her with me. But there is one very big difference between us.” 
 
    “Oh? And what’s that?” Dax asked, with the kind of cocky smile that implied he did not believe Keir had an actual answer. 
 
    Keir pulled him closer and whispered, “I have her consent.”  
 
    “You have it now!” Dax snarled. “But what happens when you lose it?” 
 
    “What makes you think I will lose it?” 
 
    “I lost Molly’s.”  
 
    Keir shook his head. “That is not the story I have been told. She did not simply wake up one day and decide to leave you. You manipulated her, trying to take her choices away. How could she ever consent under those circumstances? But let me tell you, incubus, if Alexis truly changed her mind, why should I stop her?” 
 
    “You want her, don’t you?” Dax asked, his tone half-way between an angry growl and confusion.  
 
    “Forcing her to stay would only make her hate me. Letting her leave, however….” he trailed off and dropped the incubus, pulling the shadows back until the darkness coiled on his skin again—it was too restless, too hungry, to settle back into the familiar patterns of his tattoos. He looked down at Dax and added, “I almost pity you. How much time have you spent chasing after a woman who does not want you? How much effort have you wasted, because you could not simply ask her what she wanted?” Dax pushed himself to his knees and Keir crouched down to his level, to look him in the eye. “I asked Alexis to stay with me. I may not have played fair, I may not have told her all of her choices, but she did not ask, she simply agreed. If she had told me no, I would have let her go.” 
 
    Dax stared in surprise, then snarled, “I don’t believe you. You think that now, but wait until you’re in my position!” 
 
    Keir clucked his tongue in disapproval, “I did not say I planned to lose her. I would have let her go. She would have returned to her mortal life, and she would have thought of me. Of the man who had given her so much, and asked for nothing in return. Of the fantastic world she had left behind. I would have left her with pleasant memories, and come to her when she asked for me. It was a fair plan, yes? It was what I was expecting, because my Alexis,” he grinned wistfully, “She questions everything. It was not everything I wanted, but I would have been content to wait. I was simply a very lucky man when she agreed to come back to me, answering my first request with little hesitation. And yes,” he paused before admitting this next part, “If she left me today, of her own free will, I would let her go.” His heart hurt just thinking about it, an echo of the pain he felt knowing she was in danger. But it would hurt less for Alexis to leave him than it would to look at her every day and know that she was only there because he had forced her. They may have a deal, but if his omission today had really upset her so much that she would leave him, he would let her go. Still, he had to find her first, to give her the choice. He leaned forward and whispered, “But you are right. We are alike, because I will tell you this—I will not let anyone get in my way. I am going to go rescue my lady—I will find her, have no doubt of that—and then I will keep her safe. Part of keeping her safe is stopping threats that she feels like she needs to confront. As long as you pursue Molly, you are a threat, and I will stop you.” 
 
    “You can’t! She’s mine!” Dax snarled, lunging for Keir, only to get caught by the shadows again. They submerged him in the darkness for a moment, but Keir stopped them just short of extinguishing Dax’s light. Keir waited a moment, hearing the screams of pain as the darkness invaded Dax, and then lifted it again. 
 
    The incubus lay panting on the floor and Keir watched him for a moment before announcing, “Molly will not be yours after tonight.” Keir left the incubus there and closed the door behind him. Molly and Lark were waiting for him in the hall, Molly crying as Lark wrapped her in a tight hug. 
 
    “I need something from you,” Keir told Molly, looking at her impassively. He almost regretted telling her this. If he were honest, he did not care for the girl—he did not think she was well suited for his brave, loyal Alexis. She was too selfish, too unaware of her surroundings, too easily lured into danger. He could not help but remember the day Alexis told him so honestly that if their roles had been reversed—if Alexis had been in Molly’s place, taken by the fae—Molly would not have looked for her, would not have chased her into this strange world. He also knew that Alexis might never forgive him for forcing her friend into this decision, but it must be done. 
 
    “W-what?” Molly sniffed, pulling away from Lark. 
 
    “I cannot allow you to remain Dax’s claim,” he told her solemnly. 
 
    She looked up at him, and her eyes were sad, but he saw that they were also understanding. “I don’t want to,” she assured him. 
 
    “There is only one way to release yourself,” he told her. He knew he would be forcing her to choose her fae heritage. He also knew, from her actions in the past few months, that given the choice, she would have shunned Tír na nÓg and chosen to live as a mortal. But he could not allow her that luxury. 
 
    “I know,” she muttered miserably. Then she asked, “Will it keep him away from me?” 
 
    “You will have more rights, as a faery,” Keir explained carefully. “It may not completely deter him, but it will help.” 
 
    She nodded, rubbing her eyes, and asked, “What do I do?” 
 
    He could have told her that she could choose any Court she wanted. Perhaps she would find a better connection in the Seelie Court, or with the Summer fae. But having her pledged to the Dark Court would be one more tie between Alexis and Tír na nÓg. So instead of giving her a choice, he told her the shortened version of the pledge. “Give your name, your race, your line, and your intentions.” 
 
    “There isn’t some big ceremony?” she asked, straightening up. 
 
    “No,” he replied, watching her carefully. He cut a quick glance at the elf, but they were not showing any signs of interference. “All that needs to be done is that it is witnessed.” 
 
    “Oh, okay. Umm, I, Molly Angela Connolly, faery, daughter of Galen, granddaughter of Aoibheann.” She paused, possibly thinking about what he meant by her line, but it was good enough, so he urged her on with a wave of his hand. “Do pledge myself to, uh, you, Keir, and to the Dark Court.” 
 
    It was not the typical words, but it was formal enough, and the elf had witnessed her willing allegiance to his Court. This should have been a day of celebration. Once he got Alexis back, perhaps he would ask her if she wished to organize a ball to welcome her friend into the Court. 
 
    “Come, we will return to the suite, and I will ask Galahad if he knows what happened to Alexis.” 
 
    He led the way back and entered their suite and found a small party waiting for them when he opened the door. Therius was trying to entertain everyone with the story of a hunt. Jynx sat cross-legged in front of him on the floor, looking up at him with adoration, while her brother paced back and forth in agitation. Dekel, Euan, and Finch listened with interest. Sirius stood straight and stiff, his gaze pinned on Galahad, who was still lounging on the couch.  
 
    Galahad caught sight of Keir and slowly came to his feet, standing as a sign of respect. 
 
    Keir did not bother with pleasantries. “Have you seen Alexis?” 
 
    “We spoke at the ball, only an hour or so ago,” the knight replied without preamble. “I have not seen her since.” 
 
    “Do you know anyone who would want to harm her?” 
 
    “I do not. My Queen sees potential in her, and was glad to hear her answers.” 
 
    Keir raised an eyebrow. “Answers to what?” 
 
    “My Queen wished to hear your opinions on providing support for the elves.” 
 
    Keir was interested in hearing what his consort had replied, and asked, “And her answer was?” 
 
    “You planned to provide soldiers to the elves for support.” Galahad gave him an interested look and replied, “Without expectation of compensation.” 
 
    Sirius gave Keir an interested look, but did not ask aloud if this was true. Keir kept his face blank, but in his mind, he was planning out his lecture for Alexis. She probably thought she was helping—or, more likely, thinking of how upset she was with him. Perhaps she thought forcing Keir to give up a bargaining chip would be some form of petty revenge or justice. She had no idea that he could have used those soldiers as a way to bargain for help in finding her. 
 
    He took a breath and finally replied, “Alexis speaks for me.” 
 
    Everyone was looking at him with interest now. “You do not wish anything for your help?” Galahad asked, but he looked delighted instead of surprised. 
 
    “No,” Keir gritted through his teeth. 
 
    “How noble,” Galahad mused. 
 
    “You know nothing of her disappearance?” Keir asked him, trying to get back to the point. 
 
    “Nothing.” And then to his surprise, the faery bowed before him. “But I will do what I can to help you.” 
 
    Keir opened his mouth to reply, and then he felt Alexis stirring. He’d almost become dulled by the tightness in his chest, but now that his connection had returned, the relief was almost overwhelming. He tracked her—though the connection was still fuzzy—and swore aloud. “I know where she is.”

  

 
   
    Chapter Four: Left Behind 
 
    Molly 
 
      
 
    There was a moment of silence as everyone in the room absorbed the impact of Keir’s announcement. Molly broke it first. “Where is she? How do you know?” she demanded, grabbing his sleeve and tugging on it to be absolutely sure she had his attention. 
 
    “She is in the Dead City,” he explained, gently pulling away. He was quiet for a moment, his expression far away, and then smiled and murmured, “Good girl.” 
 
    “What is it? You know what’s going on?” 
 
    “All I know is that she is awake, and she is angry.” He set Molly aside and announced, “I am going after her.” 
 
    “I will join you,” the Winter King announced, pushing himself into a standing position. Molly looked at him with apprehension and respect. She wasn’t sure whether Alexis would be relieved or terrified to learn that a seven-foot-tall bear wanted to protect her. 
 
    “As will I,” the golden knight offered, coming to stand beside Keir. He glanced at Molly and looked away, then did a double-take and smiled at her. “And who is this?” 
 
    Keir raised an eyebrow. “Is that really any concern of yours?” 
 
    “Forgive me, it is not the time,” the knight agreed, reluctantly turning away. 
 
    Sirius didn’t say anything, he simply stood next to Keir, his elves at his side. Jaxith also said nothing, but he stood with the group. Jynx, however, raised her hand and exclaimed, “Me, me, I wanna come! I can’t believe Lexi got herself in trouble again! And I wasn’t even there to see it.”  
 
    Keir turned hard eyes on her and said quietly, “No, you were not, were you? As I recall, you were supposed to be guarding her.” 
 
    Jynx pouted and mimicked him, “As I recall, she was with you at the time. And I’m not gonna guard her just to watch her kissing. If you lost her, is it really my fault?” 
 
    Whether Keir agreed with her or not, Molly couldn’t tell, but he must have been upset with the shapeshifter, because he told her firmly, “You will remain here.” 
 
    Jynx’s mouth dropped open for a moment and then she stomped her foot. “That’s not fair! Not fair, not fair, not fair! I wanna save Lexi.” Molly stared in shock for a moment, wondering how she could put on such a childish display when Alexis was in danger. 
 
    Jaxith broke away from the group and murmured something to her and she looked up at her brother with liquid eyes, and Molly suddenly felt guilty for judging her. “I wanna help,” Jynx whispered. 
 
    “You will be helping,” Keir replied, his expression that of an exasperated parent. Molly smiled slightly at it, and then the smile dropped as she felt another pang of guilt. She shouldn’t be smiling while Alexis was missing. “Alexis would never forgive me if I did not see Molly properly guarded.” 
 
    Molly whipped her head around to look at him and demanded, “What does that mean? I’m going with you!” 
 
    Keir looked at her imperiously, and she had to resist the urge to flinch away from his black eyes. “And why would I take you with me?” 
 
    She gaped—why would he? How could he ask? Furious, she took another step toward him. “Alexis is my friend!” 
 
    “She is,” he agreed flatly. “And?” 
 
    Molly opened her mouth, closed it, and blinked at him. “What do you mean ‘and’? And nothing, I’m coming with you!” 
 
    “What use would you be?” 
 
    She couldn’t believe—how dare he—Alexis needed her! Even her thoughts were scattered as she began trying to think of a reason she needed to accompany him. But nothing came to mind, so to buy herself time, she sputtered, “It doesn’t matter if I’m useful or not!” 
 
    Keir was not moved by this argument. In fact, he seemed completely prepared to dispute her as he began to list the exact reasons why he didn’t want her to join them. “It does, in fact. You cannot fight, you barely have control of the simpler forms of magic, and you have an angry incubus who will most likely continue to pursue you. You would need to be defended on a field, you still move like a human, and you cannot keep up with our pace unless we fetch one of the horses. With a horse, we would lose all chances of surprise. My goal is to retrieve Alexis and bring her back to safety, not to engage in battle, but that does not mean this will be a safe journey.” 
 
    “Well, haven’t you just thought this out,” she muttered. 
 
    “I have learned to be prepared when dealing with Alexis. I assumed you would have a similar need to question everything I do before you would agree.” 
 
    “Well, isn’t that just great for you. But that still doesn’t change the fact that I should be there. You’d let her go if it was me,” she whined. Then she realized she was whining and scowled—she didn’t want to sound petulant, she wanted to sound capable. She wanted to sound like she could help. 
 
    “I would not let her do anything,” he replied, obviously irritated with Molly’s refusal to obey. “She would simply not follow directions and run head first into danger.” 
 
    “Because she wouldn’t stand for it! Well, I won’t either.” 
 
    “Has it occurred to you that it never worked for her in the past?” 
 
    She hugged herself, feeling very small for the moment. “I can’t just sit around and wait for her. I have to do something.” 
 
    Keir loomed over her and she took a step back. They were the same height, but it was difficult for her to remember that when he crowded her back into the room. “You will remain here, and you will follow Jynx’s instructions. I will bring Alexis back here to you, and I expect her to find you in this room, in one piece, prepared to gossip about what an overbearing bore I am. And yes, that is an order.” Until then, he had kept his voice level, but near the end of his proclamations he was almost shouting. He took a deep breath and smoothed the hair out of his face. 
 
    “Well, I can tell you one part I won’t have a problem following,” she muttered. 
 
    “As a member of my Court, you will not have problems following any of it,” Keir told her ominously. Then he turned and led the others out of the room. 
 
    Lark paused by the door, their shoulders tight, and called out, “Wait.” 
 
    Molly looked up in interest as Lark said something to Sirius, who nodded, and then Lark closed the door, leaving them alone with Molly and Jynx. Lark turned and faced Jynx and Molly and said, “I offered to assist.” 
 
    “I don’t need two babysitters,” Molly said bitterly, her voice wobbling slightly. 
 
    “Yeah, but I had a feeling either you or the shapeshifter would manage to find a way to wiggle out of his orders and go after them.” 
 
    Jynx and Molly exchanged a look and she could tell by Jynx’s expression that Lark was correct—Jynx had already been forming a plan of some sort. She pouted and muttered, “Spoilsport.” 
 
    Molly looked Lark up and down, examining the lithe muscles with a critical eye. Next, she examined Jynx with equal appraisal and told her conspiratorially, “I think we could take him.” 
 
    “Take who?” Jynx asked, blinking. 
 
    “Lark.” 
 
    Jynx giggled and shook her head, ruffling her fur. “Lark’s not a him, silly. Lark is just Lark.” 
 
    Molly gasped and turned to Lark, upset for a different reason. “Oh, I’m so sorry! I didn’t mean to slip, I—” she stuttered, but instead of looking offended, Lark looked almost amused. 
 
    “It happens,” they assured her calmly. “You’ve known me all of what, three days? I’m not going to fly off the handle for one slip of the tongue.”  
 
    “I’m still sorry,” Molly murmured as she sat down on the couch, rested her arm on the edge and her chin in her hand. 
 
    Jynx flopped on her back on the floor and sighed. “Please tell me we don’t have to do small talk for the entire time I’m babysitting you,” she whined. “If I knew this was going to happen, I would have stuck to Lexi like glue. She never, ever, ever would have left my sight.” 
 
    “I notice that you don’t claim she never would have been kidnapped,” Lark said drily. 
 
    “What would be the fun in that?” Jynx pouted. Then she added, “Well, if there weren’t many of them, they wouldn’t have succeeded. Because I have a reputation to keep up, right? I can’t let a few measly Solitary get the better of me.” She licked her short muzzle as if to emphasize her point. 
 
    Molly threw up her hands and stood up. “I can’t just sit here; I need to do something!” 
 
    “You’ve been sitting there for all of a minute,” Lark scolded. 
 
    “Yeah, well, it’s a minute too long.” She looked down at Jynx, hands on her hips, and repeated, “I think we could take Lark. We could tie them to the bed or something.” 
 
    “Kinky,” Jynx replied. When she saw Molly blush, she cackled and rolled around in laughter. “Ooo, your face, your face!” 
 
    Molly couldn’t look at Lark after that statement, so she focused on the annoying fox at her feet. “Can’t you get up? And you’re crushing your dress.” 
 
    “Hmm, you have a point.” Jynx stood up and fidgeted with her layers of skirts. “What did I get, anyway?” 
 
    Molly watched in amazement as Jynx began pulling away the items attached to her skirt, naming them as she went. “Sand, scales—man, you two are boring—necklace, butterfly—oh, hello little snake—ugh, and thorns, lots and lots of thorns. Look at all of these thorns!” Jynx thrust a handful of bloody thorns under Molly’s nose, making her shrink back. “The Unseelie are so unimaginative. For some stupid reason they think that if it doesn’t hurt you, it’s boring. Weirdos.” And so it went, until Jynx’s skirts were back to the plain, drab gray they had started as, and a pile of miscellaneous objects lay in front of them. 
 
    Jynx examined them critically and then announced, “I was hoping for a better haul.” 
 
    “Jynx, we have more important things,” Molly began when Lark interrupted her. 
 
    “Is that a dagger?” Lark asked incredulously as they reached into the pile and pulled out a full scabbard. 
 
    “Mine!” Molly called, snatching the dagger from Lark’s hands. 
 
    “That’s yours?” Lark asked, turning that incredulous stare onto her. 
 
    “No, but I call it,” Molly replied, pulling the knife out to examine it. She didn’t know knives very well, but the blade looked clean, shiny, and sharp. And when she escaped—because she would, just as soon as Lark’s guard was down—it would come in handy. 
 
    “No fair, everything’s mine,” Jynx pouted, leaning over to get a better look at the knife. “Lemme see it.” She snatched it from Molly’s hand and touched the blade, then gave a high-pitched yelp of pain. She whined as she thrust the blade back at Molly, who reared back to avoid being cut by it. “Take it back, it’s yours!”  
 
    Molly snatched the dagger away before the reckless shapeshifter could accidentally cut her. When it was safely in her hands, she examined it with interest. “What’d it do to you?” 
 
    “What do you fink it did?” Jynx asked around her thumb in her mouth. “It burnt me.” 
 
    “Iron,” Lark commented with interest. 
 
    “Really? How’d it get on your dress?” Molly asked, running her finger over the flat side of the knife. Because she was only a Halfling, iron had never bothered her. She knew it did bother some Halflings—those born or raised in the Faery Realm—but never her. It was a trait she planned to take full advantage of in the future. She didn’t know why she hadn’t covered herself in iron jewelry before—Dax certainly wouldn’t have been so touchy-feely then! 
 
    “Magnetic charm. It attracts objects touched by magic,” Jynx replied absentmindedly as she searched through the pile, separating the useless trinkets and adornments from the useful or beautiful items. 
 
    “But I thought iron wasn’t affected by magic. Isn’t that why it burns the fae?” 
 
    “It probably attracted the scabbard,” Lark explained, extending a hand. Molly knew what they wanted and eyed the hand suspiciously. Lark huffed and said, “I’ll give it back.” 
 
    Molly sighed and set the dagger carefully in their hand, making sure that it was firmly placed in the scabbard first. She wasn’t happy with them right now, but that didn’t mean she wanted them to be burned. 
 
    Lark pulled the short blade out and set it on the floor, examining the scabbard instead. “See this?” they asked, showing Molly the lining. “It’s lined with leather so that the iron doesn’t actually touch the scabbard. Then the scabbard most likely has some enchantment on it. Normally I would assume it was one so that the owner never lost it, but that doesn’t seem to be the case.” 
 
    Jynx set her elbow on her knee and rested her chin in her hand. “We could test it.” 
 
    Molly squinted at Jynx—how could she be distracted so easily? Just a few minutes ago she was as upset by Alexis’ disappearance as Molly had been, but now she was perfectly pleased to just sit here and discuss one silly knife. “Does it matter what the enchantment is?” Molly asked, taking the scabbard back form Lark and picking the knife up from the floor. “And why would a fae carry around an iron knife?” She examined her clothes, looking for the best place to stash the knife. 
 
    “There are certain elves that use iron, but none of my party does, and I’ve heard that most Court fae aren’t partial to it.” 
 
    “Oh, it was definitely one of the Unseelie,” Jynx replied. “They’re the only ones that want anything to do with iron. And besides, they have the forges.”  
 
    Molly blinked. She knew she shouldn’t let them distract her, but she couldn’t help asking, “The what?” 
 
    “You know—the forges, to make the metal. The Unseelie Court houses most of the metal crafters. They do all of that fancy armor for the Seelie Court.” 
 
    “But … why?” 
 
    Jynx shrugged. “What else would they have to trade? No one else wants to deal with it, and no one wants to deal with the Unseelie for anything except for the metal works.” 
 
    “But what do they trade for?” 
 
    Jynx gave her a disgusted look. “Oh no, you’re going to be another Lexi, aren’t you? Always asking questions on top of questions and no answer ever ends it.” She threw herself back on the ground and groaned dramatically. 
 
    Lark took up the task of educating Molly. “The Unseelie fae trade metal products—like weapons, armor, and jewelry—with the other Courts in exchange for goods like textiles, animals, and food that they can’t produce on their own. All of the Courts have similar trade systems.” 
 
    “Oh,” Molly looked at her knife, then looked around at Lark and changed the subject by asking, “Where’s your sword?” 
 
    “Why? Are you still intending to attack me?” they asked mockingly. 
 
    Molly widened her eyes, trying to appear innocent. “No, absolutely not.” Yes, absolutely, but she had wanted to make sure that the confrontation didn’t become violent. Then again, she couldn’t imagine Lark attacking her—not while they were supposed to be protecting her—but if she could perhaps persuade Lark to join her instead of finding a way to leave them behind, the sword would be useful. Still acting innocent, she explained, “I was just wondering how exactly you expect to defend me if you aren’t carrying it. Jynx I can see, since she’s got her weapons close at hand.” 
 
    Jynx presented her claws and snickered, “Get it, close at hand?” 
 
    Lark didn’t dignify that with an answer. Instead, with their right arm, they crossed to their left hip, clasped the air, and pulled—the same motion as if they were drawing a sword from a scabbard. Which was exactly what happened. In Lark’s hand was the same longsword they had used against the Solitary, gleaming in the lights of the room. 
 
    “Never fret, fair lady,” they announced in an exaggeratedly grand tone, “I will defend you with my life.” 
 
    Molly giggled and grinned before replying, “Ah, brave knight, I never doubted you.” 
 
    Lark winked, grabbed the scabbard that had appeared at their side, and put the sword away. It disappeared as soon as their hand left the pommel. 
 
    “Here,” Jynx said, thrusting her closed fist up at Lark. 
 
    Lark looked at it with apprehension, but presented an open palm. Jynx dropped a few crushed flowers into their hand and said, “I think those belong to your sister.” 
 
    “Well, I’m sure she hasn’t noticed,” Lark replied in a bemused tone. 
 
    “Do you think that’s what the scabbard does?” Molly interrupted, twisting the scabbard of her own small dagger to examine it more closely. “Goes invisible when it’s not in use?” 
 
    “My sword isn’t invisible, it just isn’t in the way,” Lark replied. “But no, I don’t think that’s what the scabbard does. As Jynx said, the best way to figure it out is to test it.” 
 
    Jynx’s ears twitched as she perked up and asked, “Wait, does that mean we get to stab someone?” 
 
    Molly quickly stashed the knife in her pocket. “Uh, maybe it’s better if I don’t know.” She looked at Lark, who was still in front of the door. For now, she would have to bide her time and wait for a solution to present itself—maybe there would be a moment where she could slip away, with or without Jynx. Or maybe Lark would let something slip, some tidbit that Molly could use to convince them to accompany her. The latter was her preferred choice, because having two escorts would be safer than one. She looked sideways at Lark, examining them in the same shrewd way she had examined the blade. For now, it was best if Lark believed she was cooperating. Forcing a casual tone, she asked lightly, “So does anyone have any ideas on what to do while we wait?”

  

 
   
    Chapter Five: Waking Up 
 
    Alexis 
 
      
 
    Alexis woke up swinging. In retrospect, she realized that this probably would have worked better if there had been a target. Or if her hands hadn’t been tied together. The only result of her wild, angry movements was alerting the strange creatures in the room with her that she was awake, and that she was not going to be complacent. 
 
    Her momentum from waking up had placed her in a sitting position, but her hands and legs were tightly bound with green ropes twisted from some form of plant. Her skirts bunched around her—the panniers had been removed at some point while she was unconscious, and the edges of her skirt had been shoved above her knees, probably so that her captors could have better access to bind her ankles. There was no way to subtly work at the knots, as she had the full attention of her captors. There were four of them, three standing in the light so she could see their grotesque forms, and another figure standing in the background, hidden in the shadows of one corner. 
 
    “Squirmy, squirmy, like a fish on the line,” one of them taunted from a crouched position in the corner. It rested with two pairs of hands—connected to the same arm—on its upright knees, its head cocked to the side as it observed her with bulbous green eyes. “What’s she taste like, I wonder,” it mused before a green tongue, split like a snake’s, licked its face from chin to forehead in one long swipe. “Tasty? Tasty?”  
 
    “You know we won’t get to eat her,” another drawled. Alexis cataloged his features—no visible eyes, two hands, lizard-like lower half of the body, though there seemed to be too many legs for that. 
 
    At least she knew who had kidnapped her—the Solitary were the only fae that had such a weird array of features. And she thought she might know where she was—the building around them was made of crumbling brick, with wooden floors that looked rotten to the point of giving out at any moment. She hadn’t seen inside any of the buildings of the Dead City, but this was exactly how she imagined they would all look. 
 
    “Whatchu lookin’ at?” one of the Solitary demanded, its voice gruff and confrontational. Alexis had heard the expression ‘as wide as they were tall’ before, but she’d always thought it was an exaggeration. The fae that glowered at her now was almost spherical—at least three feet wide, and the same height. She wasn’t sure whether its smaller stature made it more or less intimidating. There was less to the Solitary, but it looked like the most cantankerous of the group, and thus the most likely to hurt her for showing any signs of disrespect. 
 
    With that in mind, Alexis purposefully loaded her voice with derision as she sneered, “I don’t know, but my guess is, a couple of corpses.” 
 
    The round little fae growled and approached her, mouth opening to expose a throat lined with spiny teeth. 
 
    Alexis stood her ground, staring the little fae down, but almost jumped in shock when she felt something winding its way around the back of her shoulders. For a moment, her breath caught in her throat as she wondered what this new threat would look like, when her mind finally recognized the sensation and she relaxed. Keir’s magic was still with her, curling around her protectively like a mantel of power. If she got out of this alive, she would … well, she wasn’t sure. Maybe thank him for thinking ahead, maybe kick him in the shin, because she wouldn’t have been in this mess if he had just been honest with her in the beginning, so they didn’t have that fight and she didn’t storm off like an idiot.  
 
    She straightened and watched the fae, wary but still angry, and tried to affect a bored monotone as she said, “Oh no. I am so frightened. Whatever will I do? Oh woe, oh woe, oh woe is me.” She suspected that Jynx would have been entertained by her performance. For a moment Alexis felt guilty for blaming Keir for this situation—yes, they were arguing because of something he had done, but she should have waited for someone to escort her back to the suite. If Jynx was with her, Ormond wouldn’t have been able to take her—unless Jynx thought it would be more fun that way. Thinking of that, Alexis tried to catch a good look at the fae in the corner—she suspected it was Ormond, but the outline didn’t seem right. The figure seemed taller, and the hair seemed to be well past their shoulders. 
 
    “I’ll show you scary,” the butterball, as Alexis had decided to think of the fae, snarled before rushing toward her. She had a sudden image of this round little creature tripping and turning into one of those boulders that rushed down narrow corridors at the hero in old action movies. She burst into laughter at the thought, startling everyone around her, and the fae’s face creased in fury. It looked like it planned to make her pay for her insolence, and Alexis stared back defiantly, bracing herself. Once it reached her, she could … well, she didn’t know what, but she planned to use its stupidity to her advantage. Or at the very least make it regret ever meeting her.  
 
    And then someone stepped in the butterball’s path and the little fae skidded and toppled to a halt. “What do you think you’re doin’?” the butterball snarled, scowling up at the fae who had interfered. 
 
    It was the figure from the shadows—a woman, Alexis realized—and she was at least twice as tall as the little fae. “I should ask you the same thing,” she replied, her tone mocking. She stood legs apart, arms crossed, her back to Alexis. 
 
    “Teaching the little girl a lesson!” 
 
    “She’s twice your size, hardly little,” the woman sneered. “Besides that, she’s protected by a king’s magic.” 
 
    “He isn’t a king yet!” the fae snarled. 
 
    “Just because he doesn’t have the title yet doesn’t mean he can’t pack a hefty punch. You really want to find out what he’s protected her with? Or did you not see what happened to Ormond? How damaged he was by the time he finally got here?” 
 
    Alexis blinked in surprise and blurted, “Why, what happened to him?” 
 
    The woman turned and looked at Alexis, who stared up in surprise at the woman’s face. Alexis hadn’t expected that her defender would look so normal, or so young. Her ears were pointing through greasy clumps of dark hair, but other than that, she could have easily passed for a human teenager. And then Alexis noticed her clothes, and was even more confused. The woman was wearing a black, cropped tank top that exposed her thin, dirty stomach, cutoffs that were fraying on the ends, and scuffed combat boots—the flaps bent over to expose the dirty plaid interior. 
 
    She glared at Alexis and mouthed something, but Alexis couldn’t understand. She squinted up at the woman, but all she could discern was ‘you’ about halfway through. 
 
    “The King will take care of him,” one of the others explained with a shrug. “He’ll be fine.” 
 
    “And do you want the King,” the woman said the word mockingly as she whipped around to face the others, “Taking care of you?” 
 
    “What King?” Alexis demanded—she was confused, angry, and didn’t like being talked over. It made it all the worse that she was still half-lying, half-sitting on the floor and they were all standing above her, looking down. Even the stupid butterball could look down at her from this position, and its expression made her want to take its face and grind it into the floor. 
 
    The woman glared over her shoulder at Alexis and mouthed something again. This time she clearly caught the words: “Shut up.” 
 
    Alexis glared up at the woman, but she had already turned away again. Alexis took in a deep breath and tried to calm herself. She had no idea why this woman was defending her, but she was interested in seeing where this argument would go.  
 
    “Do you see those tattoos?” the woman asked, sneering again, pointing one skinny finger at Alexis. Alexis stared at that finger—dirty, like the rest of her—and wondered idly when the last time was this woman had taken a bath. None of the other Solitary seemed to be quite as dirty They were grotesque, but they didn’t appear to be caked in grime. “What exactly do you think they do?” 
 
    Everyone stared at Alexis warily now. She narrowed her eyes and was tempted to make a rude gesture, but since her wrists were still bound and her hands were currently resting in her lap, she didn’t think they would see it anyway.  
 
    “You know who she belongs to?” the woman continued, crossing her arms over her chest again. Alexis opened her mouth, prepared to tell the woman just what she thought of her word choice—she didn’t belong to anyone!—but she was interrupted, because the woman wasn’t planning on waiting for an answer. “The Dark Prince. This isn’t some Halfling Ormond brought us. That idiot brought us a consort.” 
 
    “How do you even know that?” the lizard fae demanded. “Ormond just said she was another one from the Unseelie Court.” 
 
    “Because I’m not an idiot,” the woman replied, her tone clearly implying that she was the only one of them who didn’t deserve the title. “And I pay attention.” 
 
    “Couldn’t you be mistaken?” the fae with bulging eyes asked, looking at Alexis hungrily. “Just because he owns her, doesn’t mean she’s that important.” 
 
    Alexis glared at it and opened her mouth to tell it exactly what it could do with its opinion, but the woman talked over her. “What, you think he uses that kind of magic on just any old claim?” 
 
    “I don’t see anything special about it,” the lizard fae retorted. “So Ormond came away with a little less flesh? He’s not that strong anyway.” And then it sneered. “I can see why you wouldn’t want to touch her, but I think the rest of us will be fine.” 
 
    The woman cocked her head to the side, and then stepped away from Alexis. “Fine? You want to try it out? Be my guest. I’ll be sure to get my I-told-you-so speech all polished up.” She retreated to a side of the building so that she could lean against a wall, her shoulders against a floor-to-ceiling window, her right foot propped up against the glass for stability.  
 
    Wariness returned to the expressions of the other fae. Apparently, when the woman stopped arguing with them, they started to take her claims seriously. Finally, the one that had spoken first crawled forward—its twenty fingers skittering across the floor like bugs.  Alexis stared at its hands uncertainly, but didn’t back up as it approached. She didn’t want it touching her, but she did want to know what Keir’s defenses would do to it. It reached out a hand tentatively, and she reached up with her bound hands to grab its forearm. It flinched and tried to jerk away from her. She let it go, only because her position was too awkward to hold on, and it stumbled back. When it realized that nothing had happened—whatever the magic was supposed to do hadn’t worked—it snarled at her and pounced. It pushed her shoulder into the floor and she screamed in a mix of fright and anger. She tried to position her knees so that she could force it off her, but it was lying across her at an angle and she was mostly doing a frustrated wiggle. 
 
    The fae laughed triumphantly, and licked her face. She jerked her head up, trying to head-butt it—it wouldn’t find a broken nose so funny—when she felt the ink stir on her shoulders. She paused, startled, and before she could move again, the ink snapped out in a physical form, grabbing onto the fae’s tongue. 
 
    There was a startled moment of silence before the fae began screaming and scrabbling, trying to get away from her. But she wanted the magic to do some damage, so she refused to release the fae, pouring her anger and frustration into the ink as it snaked its way up the long tongue. The fae was begging now, the words jumbled and unintelligible, and clawing at Alexis with all four hands. The shadows were crawling slowly, as if drawing out the torture, reaching toward the fae’s horrified face. Then, with a wet, horrifying snap, the tongue broke. Half of it—the half that had not been touched by the shadow—bled profusely as the fae drew it back into its mouth, whimpering and sobbing. The other half disappeared into the darkness. She watched the fae passively as he scrambled away from her, clutching its mouth with all four hands as blood dribbled through its fingers.  
 
    The darkness stayed with Alexis, shifting and reforming, no physical sign of the damage it had done to the fae—the tongue and every drop of blood had disappeared into the shadows. Alexis expected the magic to take on the shape of Keir’s tattoos again, but instead it became the shadow of a sleek, deadly snake. The snake settled back around her shoulders, in a nest of tribal tattoos, and nuzzled her collarbone affectionately. She didn’t know whether to be comforted or terrified. 
 
    “How’d she taste?” the woman sneered as she watched the fae try to contain the blood. Its bulging eyes appeared even bigger as its gaze flicked around the room in fear. 
 
    “The King will fix you up,” the lizard fae assured it, somehow seeing the damage even without eyes. 
 
    “The fact that you believe that just tells me how stupid you are,” the woman retorted. “After all, you know he doesn’t like you touching them without permission. So maybe he won’t fix you up.” She examined her nails idly. “Maybe he’ll think it’s a just punishment for your mistakes.” 
 
    “You’re just jealous,” the butterball muttered. 
 
    The woman raised an eyebrow. Alexis could never see that expression without thinking of Keir. She fervently hoped he would come soon, because she was afraid that the woman only had bravado. Yes, it seemed that Keir’s magic could protect her to an extent, but what happened if they all decided to attack her at once? And who was this King that wanted her? The only kings she knew were the Seelie and the Winter Kings, and she didn’t imagine that either of them would stoop so low as to work with this bunch. “Go on, tell me why I’m jealous,” the woman drawled, sounding incredibly uninterested.  
 
    Louder, the butterball announced, “You’re just jealous because you’re so weak, the magic doesn’t even want a taste of you.” 
 
    If this was meant to be an insult, the woman didn’t seem to care. She went back to examining her nails—Alexis could only imagine what kind of dirt she had caked under there; the woman might genuinely be fascinated by them. And then, to Alexis’ surprise, she said in a monotone voice, “Oh no. Whatever will I do. What a shame.” 
 
    Alexis snorted and when the butterball glared at her, she bared her teeth. “You want to be next, punk?” 
 
    It took a menacing step toward her, but was stopped when the woman spoke again. 
 
    “Look, Timmy,” the woman began in a bored tone.  
 
    “My name isn’t Timmy!” it snarled. 
 
    “Duh, like I don’t know that?” The woman rolled her eyes. “But do you want the captive knowing your name?” 
 
    It looked sulkily at Alexis, then muttered something she couldn’t pick up. 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” the woman replied snidely. “As I was saying, Timmy, we’re here to guard her, not eat her. When the King’s ready, he’ll make a decision on her. If it was up to me, we’d be delivering her to the Prince with a pretty little bow and a fruit basket. Maybe even some chocolates that spelled out a cute saying, like ‘We’re sorry!’ or ‘Please, please, don’t kill us, it wasn’t our fault.’” 
 
    “Good thing it’s not up to a coward like you,” the butterball sneered. 
 
    She looked up at the ceiling and started mouthing something. The butterball looked at her suspiciously and demanded, “What are you doing?” 
 
    She glanced back at him with wide, innocent eyes, and said, “Oh, I’m just rehearsing my I-told-you-so speech. I’m saving it for the nice, big moment when this bites you all in the ass.” She looked pointedly at the fae that had already been bitten. 
 
    The butterball launched itself at her, apparently tired of her comments. Alexis flinched as she watched, expecting the spherical fae to either squash the poor woman or bite off half of her arm with its nasty, hooked teeth. Alexis hoped that the woman had strong magic, because unlike the others, she had no visible form of defense or offense. But she didn’t bother with magic—she simply stepped out of the way. The butterball smacked into the window with a wet, floppy thud that was followed by an ominous crack. It stilled, looking at the window nervously—there was a long crack snaking up the glass, but it held.  Just as the fae began relaxing and shifting its weight to stand up again, the woman shifted behind it and stomp-kicked the window. Whether it was that fragile from the first blow or her kick had more power than her skinny limbs implied, the force was enough to break the window. The butterball fae scrabbled at the edge, cutting its hands on broken glass, but its weight and shape worked against it, and it slowly rolled over the edge. 
 
    Alexis tensed, listening until she heard the heavy, wet thud of its body hitting the ground. After a moment, she heard the fae cursing up at the woman, who seemed unconcerned with the threats. She looked at the other fae, head and hip cocked to one side in a display of sullen attitude. “Anyone else got a problem?”  
 
    Alexis stared at the woman and wondered if her defender was as crazy as the rest of them.

  

 
   
    Chapter Six: Knock, Knock 
 
    Molly 
 
      
 
    “I think it’s been long enough,” Molly announced, pushing herself off the couch where she’d spent the last hour going back and forth between awkward silence and scattered conversation. She’d tried to ask questions about how to follow Keir and the others, but Lark refused to answer, and would always change the subject if Jynx looked as if she was about to reply. And Lark had a nasty habit of finding subjects that distracted even Molly. So far, she had learned about the history of the Elf Camps, how the elves got by without a trade system with the Courts—which involved quite a bit of mortal commerce—and was even taught how to revive the flowers that Finch had lost from her dress. But Molly was done with being distracted—she was going after Alexis, even if she had to go through Lark to do it.  
 
    Lark gave Molly a look that clearly stated that she was trying their patience. “It’s been an hour. They probably haven’t even found her yet.” 
 
    “Exactly! Which is why we should leave now, so that we can catch up with them and help,” Molly reasoned, trying to give Lark one of her sweetest, most persuasive smiles. Either she was losing her touch, or Lark was extremely stubborn, because it didn’t work. 
 
    “I’m bored,” Jynx piped up. She was lying on the floor, staring at the ceiling as she tossed a ball up with one hand and caught it with the other. 
 
    “Yes, exactly, so we should just,” Molly carefully edged toward the door, but Lark stepped in front of her, crossing their arms over their chest. 
 
    “Sit down.” 
 
    She scowled and mimicked their pose. “No.” 
 
    Lark rolled their eyes. “Well, you can stand. But you’ll get tired eventually. I’m going to sit.” They picked up one of the fancy chairs and placed it directly in front of the door. They sat down, arms still crossed. 
 
    She pouted. “You don’t have to guard the door.” 
 
    “Obviously, I do.” 
 
    “I said I’m bored,” Jynx chimed in. 
 
    “Yes, we heard you,” Molly snapped.  
 
    “Well, you could have fooled me, since absolutely nobody came up with any suggestions,” Jynx pointed out before squealing in protest when the ball fell on her face. She sat up and began meticulously shredding it with her claws, grinning gleefully as she stripped off layers of first leather and then twine. 
 
    Molly blinked. “Wait, that’s what’s inside of a baseball?” 
 
    “It’s a softball, technically,” Jynx replied, cocking her head as she examined the mess she’d made. She nodded in satisfaction and swept it to the side. “Now I’m bored again.” She squinted up at Molly and announced, “You’re not as fun as Alexis. We’ve been here a whole hour and no one has attacked us.” 
 
    “Alexis wasn’t attacked every hour,” Molly retorted. Then she blinked and asked, “Wait, she wasn’t, was she?” 
 
    “No,” Jynx admitted, pushing the debris around with her index claw. “But still, I want something fun to happen.” 
 
    There was a knock on the door. 
 
    Jynx brightened, looking to the door with anticipation. Lark closed their eyes and rubbed the bridge of their nose. “Jynx?” they said, their voice deceptively polite. 
 
    “Yes?” Jynx asked, widening her eyes in feigned innocence, but the mischievous grin ruined any chance of Lark falling for the act. 
 
    “Keep your mouth shut.” 
 
    The knock came again, this time sounding more impatient. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to answer that?” Jynx asked slyly. 
 
    “No, I’m not.” 
 
    Jynx pouted. “Aww, c’mon, why not?” 
 
    “You know why not. We’re here to protect Molly. Do you know what we’re protecting her from?” 
 
    “A lovesick swain,” Jynx replied, completely unconcerned. 
 
    “If by ‘lovesick’ you mean ‘insane’, then sure, a lovesick swain,” Lark replied drily. 
 
    “Ha, that rhymes!” 
 
    This time, the knocking was hard and insistent, and the doorknob rattled. Lark leaned back in the chair, managing to press their weight more firmly against the door while still looking casual. 
 
    Molly looked at the door reluctantly and whispered, “Do you think it’s really Dax?” 
 
    Lark gazed at her steadily. “I don’t care who it is, they aren’t coming in here.” 
 
    Molly bit her lip and started pacing. “What if it’s Keir? Or Alexis? What if Keir was wrong about where she is?” 
 
    “Molly,” Lark said, their voice clear and commanding. “Look at me.” 
 
    She glanced up at them for a moment before resuming her pacing. “I’m just saying, it’s possible.” 
 
    “No, it isn’t,” Lark replied. “Whoever is on the other side of the door is not going to be a friend.” 
 
    “But how do you know?” 
 
    “Keir wouldn’t have knocked.” 
 
    “Alexis might have!” 
 
    Lark sighed and pinched the bridge of their nose again. The knocking had turned into a constant, angry banging. “Does that really sound like Alexis to you?” 
 
    Molly paused and listened, then grudgingly admitted, “No, I guess not.” 
 
    “No, it sounds like someone I wouldn’t want to meet. Do you really want to meet them?” 
 
    She shook her head and continued pacing. 
 
    “I do!” Jynx piped up, raising her hand in the air. 
 
    Lark gave her an irritated look and opened their mouth to reply, but then paused, their violet eyes sparking with an idea. “Sure, okay.” 
 
    “What?” Molly squeaked. “We can’t let them in!” 
 
    Lark gestured Jynx to come to their side. Jynx skipped over, baring her fangs in a gleeful smile. “Sit in this chair. Right here, got it? Until we’re clear.” 
 
    “Okie dokie, artichokie,” Jynx agreed. They switched places quickly and Jynx lounged on the chair sideways, stretching luxuriously and hanging her head off one arm and her legs off the other. She grinned at Molly and wiggled her fingers in a little wave. 
 
    Lark placed their hand on Molly’s shoulder, drawing her attention back to them. “Come on.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” Molly whispered. 
 
    “Keir’s room.” 
 
    Molly blinked up at them. “Uh, why?” 
 
    “You’re going to hide.” 
 
    “Where, under the bed?” 
 
    Lark didn’t reply, just hustled Molly into the bedroom. They guided Molly to the wardrobe and she looked at them incredulously. “What do you want me to do, hide in Narnia?” 
 
    “It’ll just be for a moment,” they assured her as they helped her step inside. “I’m going to close the door, just don’t panic.” 
 
    “Oh my god, are you seriously sending me to Narnia?”  
 
    Lark gave her an exasperated look. “No, I just didn’t know if you were claustrophobic.” And then they closed the door, and Molly found herself in a cramped, dark space with no idea what was going on outside. She leaned against the door, pressing her ear against the wood, attempting to hear what was happening. It creaked slightly as it opened and Lark quickly pushed it closed again. Molly frowned at the door, but eased up the pressure as she still strained to listen. But it was no good, the wood was too solid. 
 
    She shifted uncomfortably and crossed her arms. After a moment, she slid down into a sitting position. In-between the luggage, there was just enough room to sit cross-legged as she waited to find out what was happening. 
 
    How long had she been waiting? Probably only a few minutes, but it felt like hours in the silent darkness. She was even beginning to nod off when the door carefully opened again. She blinked up at Lark and asked, “Are they gone?” 
 
    “Yes,” Lark replied, holding out a hand. She clasped their hand and they pulled her up. 
 
    “Was it Dax?” 
 
    “No.” They looked down at her, their expression grim. 
 
    “I’m not going to like what you say next, am I?” 
 
    They shook their head sadly. “Actually, I’m afraid that you are.” 
 
    She took a deep breath and nodded. “Okay, lay it on me.” 
 
    “It was one of the Unseelie Queen’s men. They were looking for Keir.” 
 
    Molly blinked, surprised. “Oh. Umm, that wasn’t what I expected.” She didn’t understand why Lark would think she would like this news. 
 
    “It’s still not good.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    Lark sat on the bed, their expression wary and slightly defeated. “Because the Unseelie Queen’s message to him was to vacate the premises.” 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    Lark hesitated, then admitted, “He didn’t bother explaining, even when Jynx had him pinned.” 
 
    “Jynx pinned him?” Molly asked, unsure whether to be horrified or delighted. 
 
    Jynx skipped into the room. “It was easy-peezy.”  
 
    Lark cut her a look. “It was a bad decision.” 
 
    “You gave me permission.” 
 
    “I wasn’t expecting it to be one of the Queen’s men. Now once he reports back what you did, we’ll have even less time to move.” 
 
    “Wait, they’re kicking us out? All of us?” At first, she was horrified by the idea. And then she understood why Lark thought she would be happy—now she had to leave the room! They could go find Alexis! She grinned at Lark triumphantly, but the grin faded when it was returned with a dark, uneasy grimace. 
 
    Lark explained, “You are part of Keir’s party. But don’t worry. I heard what was going on, but as far as I know, he didn’t see me.” 
 
    “Worthless,” Jynx chirped happily and continued in a sing-song voice, “He was completely worthless!” 
 
    “He was just a messenger,” Lark replied with a shrug. “Anyway, we’ll move to the elves’ suite.” 
 
    Molly shook her head frantically—no, no, that wasn’t going to work! This was supposed to be her chance. She placed her hand on Lark’s arm and looked up at them beseechingly. “But this is the perfect time to go after Keir. After all, we have to tell him that he’s going to be evicted once he gets back, don’t we?” 
 
    “I’m not taking you into the Wilds,” Lark snapped. “We’re going to the elf rooms and we’ll be fine.” 
 
    Molly frowned, but they looked back at her, jaw set in a stubborn line. Sighing, she pretended to give in. In the confusion of moving rooms, she could always slip away. “Fine, whatever. Should we move everyone’s stuff?” 
 
    Lark eyed her suspiciously, obviously not trusting her sudden acquiescence. But when she continued to gaze placidly up at them, they finally nodded and agreed, “Probably. Jynx, why don’t you pack up your room and your brother’s? Molly and I will get her room and this one.” 
 
    “Aww, but I wanted to go through Lexi’s stuff!” Jynx whined. Lark pointed out the door, and she made a big show of grumbling and stomping out of the room. 
 
    “Well, at least they packed lightly,” Molly joked, forcing a smile as she grabbed Alexis’ luggage. She looked around, wondering if Alexis had set anything aside while they were changing, but either she—or more likely Keir—had cleaned up whatever mess they had made, so all Molly had to take care of was the enchanted luggage. There was nothing here that really belonged to Alexis. Molly’s shoulders slumped for a moment as she thought about Alexis, lost out there, with nothing to remind her of home—and no one to keep her safe. 
 
    Movement caught her eye as Lark picked up Keir’s luggage. Alexis might be alone for now, but she wouldn’t stay that way for long. Perhaps Keir had already found her and was bringing her back, and Molly was worrying for nothing. But even if that was the case, she wasn’t going to sit around waiting for them. Just as soon as she had the chance, she was going to slip away. But for now she joined Lark as they moved on to clean her room. She did have to pack up her robe, which she’d hung in the wardrobe, but other than that, her room also had barely any traces of her being there. Lark did not offer to carry her bag, leaving her to carry both her own and Alexis’. She muttered something about “Weren’t you supposed to be my faithful knight?” but Lark pretended not to hear.  
 
    On their way out, she paused by the bathroom and asked, “How pissed do you think the Queen would be if I stole some of those awesome soaps?” 
 
    Lark pressed their lips together, but their eyes let Molly know they were trying not to laugh. “Angry enough that you would probably come out of every bath smelling like manure.” 
 
    “Oh, ew.” She wrinkled her nose. “Not worth it.” 
 
    “I dunno, it could be interesting,” Jynx chirped, setting hers and Jaxith’s bags down and ducking into the bathroom. She came out with an armful of bottles, grinning. “Besides, no one said I had to be the one to use them.” 
 
    Molly snorted and tried to stifle a grin as she turned a serious face on Lark and said, “Remind me never to trust Jynx to set up my bath.” 
 
    “That won’t be hard, I never trust her with anything,” Lark replied, deadpan. Jynx whined that neither of them was being fair as they left the room. Lark closed the door, and Molly noticed that the black mark on the door had been viciously scratched out.  
 
    She bit her lip and glanced at Lark. “That doesn’t look good.” 
 
    Lark grabbed her arm with their free hand and she looked down at it, her heart sinking. No wonder they hadn’t offered to take one of the other bags, they were going to frog-march her all the way to the elves’ suite. There would be no slipping away. Sighing in defeat, she asked, “Do you think the others will know where to find us?” 
 
    “Sirius and the others are with them. Even if it takes them a while to figure it out, they’ll return to our rooms eventually and find us. Come along, we should get you settled in. We don’t want to spend more time than necessary in the Halls.” 
 
    With one final glance at the room they were leaving, Molly allowed Lark to escort her, Jynx taking up the rear so that they formed a little, luggage-laden parade.

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven: Friends Among Enemies 
 
    Alexis 
 
      
 
    Alexis didn’t know whether to be relieved or disappointed when no one else approached her. It gave her more time to plan, but also meant that she didn’t have any opportunities to attack. Since her feet were tied together, she couldn’t even stand—her only mobility came from an awkward scooting across the dusty floor, which just made her skirts ride uncomfortably high on her thighs. The first thing she was going to do when her hands were free was tear the material apart.  
 
    The spherical fae had never returned, but Alexis had a feeling that it was alive. Still, the other fae watched both Alexis and her defender warily. Or, she assumed the eyeless fae was watching them—his head would move between Alexis and her defender as if he were looking from one to the other. She was tempted to ask him if he could actually see, or if he had some other idea of knowing what was going on. She sat with her legs to the side, with her bound hands resting on her knees. Her hair had fallen out of the elaborate style and was hanging around her shoulders, and occasionally the tattoo snake would shift away from it, as if it tickled its nose. At least, she liked to think of it that way, because it made it seem almost cute, instead of a terrifying manifestation of magic that she didn’t completely know how to control. 
 
    Tentatively, Alexis lifted her bound hands to touch where she thought the head of the snake rested. She felt the coils tighten and release as the snake shifted on her skin, and the other tribal symbols shift around her to accommodate the snake’s movements. It raised its head and bumped its nose gently against her hand. This startled her and she jerked her hands away, but when her heart calmed, she smiled and carefully stroked the snake. It nuzzled her hand, and her smile grew bigger.  
 
    “What are you grinning about?” the lizard fae asked, breaking the silence that had resulted from their stalemate. 
 
    She could keep quiet, but what was the harm in being honest? “It’s just … it’s kind of cute,” she said, using two fingers to continue stroking her shadow snake while her other hand rested against her wrist, closed but relaxed. She craned her head back to look at it and a black little tongue reached out to sniff the air. She smiled again and murmured, “I think I’ll name you Snoot.” 
 
    “Cute? It ate Alfredis’ tongue!” the fae bellowed. 
 
    “Well, he shouldn’t have touched me!” Alexis snapped.  
 
    “I told you not to use names, idiot,” the woman added. 
 
    “What does it matter? She’ll be—” he paused, because the woman had straightened and while she didn’t tower over him—his lower body propped him up at least two feet higher than her while he was posturing—even Alexis felt intimidated by her, and the woman was on her side. 
 
    “If you say one more word, you’ll be the next one I toss out the window.” 
 
    He shrank down until his lizard belly touched the floor, putting himself a foot lower than her now. “Feya,” he whined. 
 
    “Oh my god!” she yelled, throwing her hands in the air. “What did I just say? You’re a complete idiot! Get out!” She pointed to the nearest door. 
 
    He started to straighten up again, looking indignant. “Now, listen here. We’re all supposed to guard her, and you aren’t the boss of us.” 
 
    Feya—Alexis was glad to have a name now, even if it upset her defender—didn’t listen to whatever complaint the other fae was going to make. She grabbed one of his arms and hauled him to the door. 
 
    “Tell the King,” she still sneered when she said that title, “To send someone who can actually act as a guard. Someone who isn’t all look at me, look at me, I have no idea what I’m doing!” She tossed him out of the room and turned an angry glare on Alfredis, who was still upset about it injured tongue. “Well?” 
 
    “Well what?” it asked, its words slightly slurred. 
 
    “You were included among the ‘idiots’,” she replied tartly. 
 
    Alfredis looked between her and Alexis, then announced, “You can’t watch her alone.” 
 
    “So far, I’m the only one doing even a half-assed job of it,” she sneered, crossing her stick-thin arms over her chest.  
 
    For a long minute it looked at her uncertainly, still prodding at its mouth. “But what if she escapes?” 
 
    Feya snorted. “Right, escapes. Like she’s gonna escape,” she sneered, looking at Alexis. “Look at her—she’s a pampered little princess. The only reason you guys have had problems with her is because you’re stupid and you aren’t following the rules. I don’t have to touch her to guard her. Besides, didn’t you want the King to fix your tongue for you?” 
 
    The fae eyed her warily, then looked at Alexis. She widened her eyes slightly and tried to look innocent and harmless. It snorted in disgust, but slunk out the door. It was out of sight when it called back, “If she escapes, it’s on your head.” 
 
    “Whatever, dude,” Feya replied, her tone bored. She held her finger to her lips to signal that Alexis needed to remain quiet as she leaned against the doorframe. Minutes passed in silence with them watching each other, then Feya nodded and kicked off the wall. “Man, that took longer than I thought it would.”  
 
    “But, why did they leave at all?” Alexis asked, confused. “That was too easy, wasn’t it? What if they come back?” 
 
    Feya snorted. “They aren’t that bright. Maybe once upon a time, but now they’re at the stage where they’re smart enough to follow orders, but not smart enough to think about if they make sense.” 
 
    “And you can order them around?” Alexis asked, eyeing her warily. 
 
    Feya didn’t answer as she crouched down next to Alexis, eyeing the snake, which was still perched on her shoulder instead of lying flat to mimic ink. “Look, dude, I’m not gonna hurt her so don’t, like, eat me, okay?” 
 
    The snake shifted and hissed. Alexis blinked—she hadn’t realized it could make noise. “It’s okay,” she murmured, petting its head. It relaxed, flattening itself back onto her skin, and the rest of the tattoos stilled. 
 
    “All right, let’s get you untied first.” Feya reached into her back pocket and pulled out a black switchblade. Alexis stared at it in shock—she’d never seen the fae carry such a … human weapon. Feya hissed in pain as she flicked the knife open with her thumb, quickly sticking the burned digit in her mouth to relieve the pain. “Iron,” she explained as she removed her thumb. Then she very carefully cut Alexis’ bonds, starting with her ankles and then moving onto her wrists.  
 
    Alexis swallowed nervously and held her breath. There was a soft, rough sound as Feya sawed through the ropes, and the pressure slowly released on Alexis’ hands until she could pull them apart. She knew she should have stood up and run right then, but she was never able to leave questions unanswered—at least, not if she could help it. “Why are you helping me?” 
 
    “Does it matter?” Feya asked, exasperated, as she dragged Alexis to her feet.  
 
    Alexis grimaced as her hands and feet began to tingle—she didn’t think that Feya would agree with her if she answered yes. “Can I see that?” she asked, pointing at the knife. She expected some wariness on Feya’s end, but either the woman was the trusting type, or she didn’t think Alexis could hurt her, even with an iron blade. She handed the knife over without question. Bunching the thick skirts together, Alexis began sawing through the material of the dragon scales and her chemise. The chemise reacted as normal cloth might—resistant at first, and then the blade slid though easily in a jagged arc. The dragon scales shied away from the knife, falling from the cloth of the skirt. At first, they dropped to the floor, but as Alexis cut away more of the skirt, the scales began crawling up and clinging to her legs instead. By the time she was done, she had a ragged skirt—left longest in the back and shortest at the sides where she had an easier time grabbing handfuls—and a pair of leggings adapted from the remaining dragon scales. 
 
    Alexis smiled triumphantly as she perused her handiwork. Feya rolled her eyes and asked, “Are you done yet? You should leave now. Before they actually manage to find—” the sound of high pitched laughter cut her off. 
 
    “Where is this little girl? Take a bite out of one of us, will you? Why don’t we return the favor?” one of the Solitary shrieked gleefully from somewhere outside the building. The sounds echoed from the side where the window had been broken. 
 
    “They’re coming up the sides,” Feya snarled. “I told them not to send idiots.” Then she motioned at the switchblade in Alexis’ hand. “Stab me and run.” 
 
    “What?” Alexis stared at the knife in her hand in confusion. 
 
    “Can’t you just follow one simple order? Why do you think I gave it to you? I didn’t know you were going to play dressmaker with it. Do it! I have to stay here, and it can’t look like I helped you.” 
 
    She hesitated, wondering why it was so important to Feya to stay with the Solitary. She didn’t seem to like them very much, and they obviously didn’t have the same goals—they wanted Alexis for some reason, and Feya was determined to see her escape. Still, the sounds of the laughing fae were getting closer, and it sounded like they’d come in greater numbers this time. She raised the knife, analyzing Feya’s waifish body for a place to stab, afraid she might accidentally do some permanent injury to the woman.  
 
    Seeming to sense Alexis’ problem, Feya directed Alexis where to stab by smacking the flesh between her collarbone and shoulder. “Right here.” She was such a skinny thing that there wasn’t much flesh there, the bones standing out in stark relief. 
 
    “I … are you sure?” 
 
    Feya groaned and grabbed Alexis’ wrist. “Yes, so stab me already!” The tattoos never stirred, no longer seeing her as a threat. 
 
    “Thank you, Feya,” Alexis said in all seriousness, and then she drove the knife into Feya’s flesh. She was horrified to see that the flesh began to smoke and blacken immediately. Feya hissed and pushed Alexis away from her, gesturing for Alexis to leave faintly with her right hand. Alexis turned and ran, but before she was even out of the room she heard a shrill, drawn-out scream of pain that she knew wasn’t faked. 
 
    Feya’s plan might have worked if it weren’t for the fact that Alexis was on the third floor and, unlike the fae, she had to use the stairs. She’d hoped that her jailers would have all been on the side of the building, and that Feya’s wounds would have provided a distraction, but Alexis hadn’t quite reached the second floor when one of the Solitary reached it from the bottom stairs. He shouted in triumph when he saw her. She knew that turning back would do her no good—she didn’t think there were any other escape routes, and even if there had been, she didn’t trust them to be unguarded—so she faced her opponent head-on. Like all of the Solitary fae, his appearance startled and terrified her. He had one bulging eye with the same faceted appearance as a fly’s, and his other eye was small and red, with a snakelike slit pupil. He was covered alternately in patches of green scales and short, black wiry fur and he seemed to be in the process of growing a second set of arms out of his hips. These had not fully formed yet, to her relief, so when he grabbed her, it was only with two hands.  
 
    She used one of the techniques that Keir had taught her, bringing her arms up between the gaps of the fae’s arms and jerking them apart with enough force to push his arms to the side and away from her. Because she was still on the stairs, she had the advantage of height, and used it to land a frontal kick to his chest that sent him sprawling backward. She continued down the stairs without looking back. This time she made it out of the building before one of the Solitary caught her. 
 
    This fae was large, with three wings awkwardly placed on a broad, stooped back and a savage face with a heavy jaw needed to support two protruding six-inch long tusks that almost touched the snout-like nose. The fae approached her in two long, lumbering strides and simply picked her up before she had a chance to dash away. The ink snake struck out at the fae, wrapping around its arms. She watched as chunks of flesh disappeared, absorbed into the dark form of the snake, but the fae didn’t drop her, didn’t even seem to feel the destruction.  
 
    “I have her,” it announced in a deep voice muffled by the tusks. It looked down at her and rumbled, “Pretty thing, you are.” Then it snaked out a long tongue that had a straw-like sucker on the end that it used to probe her face and neck. The snake reared up and lunged, but the tongue was sucked back into the fae’s mouth before the snake could strike. She was starting to think that imagining a snake hadn’t been the best idea. Either that, or the magic was being expended too quickly. She might be on her own, and for a moment she felt sheer panic. And then anger took over—these creatures weren’t going to scare her into submission. 
 
    “Let me go!” she shrieked, hating that she always seemed to find herself in this position, saying those words. Keir hadn’t taught her what to do against an opponent that outsized her this badly—the width of the arm covered her entire stomach, smearing blood across her front. 
 
    “Good job, Hil!” one of the other Solitary crowed from the uppermost window. Then, to her surprise, he jumped straight down. He had skin stretching from his hips to his wrists, so he rode the air like a sugar glider. The other fae came down more slowly, clinging to the bricks with claws or the skill of insects.  
 
    The gliding fae landed on the ground lightly and looked up at her— Hil held her a good three feet above the ground. “This piece of work stabbed our Feya,” he informed the giant in a disgruntled tone. “Seems she had an iron knife hidden on her. That idiot Ormond missed it and didn’t manage to take it from her.” 
 
    Hil squeezed her hard at this news and Alexis gasped in pain. She knew she’d bruise—if she survived—and wondered distractedly if there would be internal bleeding. Could the magic of the Faery Realm fix that too, or would it be too much?  
 
    “Why was Feya watching her anyway?” one of them demanded. 
 
    When Alexis caught her breath, she jerked her elbow up, hoping to connect with the giant’s nose or maybe even an eye. Instead, she sliced her skin open on one of the tusks and gasped in pain. It wasn’t her smartest move.  
 
    “She insisted,” the lizard fae replied from somewhere behind Alexis. 
 
    “Probably wanted to prove herself,” said someone else. 
 
    “Feya’s weak,” one of the Solitary standing in front of her snarled. The words were a little discordant, as they came out of two mouths stacked on top of another, and the upper mouth was just slightly out of sync with the lower one. “Been Solitary longer than I have, and look at her, not a bit of improvement. She’s weak now, and she’ll always be weak.” 
 
    There was angry swearing from the upper floor. One of the Solitary must have stayed behind to help Feya, and this was how she thanked them. 
 
    “Carry the girl to the clearing, Hil,” the glider fae ordered. “We want everyone to see this.” 
 
    Alexis stopped struggling for a moment. Even the ink stilled, but that was probably because the magic was exhausted. She thought that Keir probably hadn’t imagined she would be put in a situation where she’d be fighting a small army of Solitary on her own, with only the one magical defense and her half-competent combat skills. “See what?” she demanded. 
 
    He grinned at her, showing black, square teeth. “Your presentation of course. Don’t your high and mighty Courts still do that?” 
 
    “Presentation?” she asked, frowning. “To who?” 
 
    “Why, the King!” he announced, cackling wildly as he walked backward through the debris. 
 
    “What King?” she demanded, exasperated, angry, and scared. They just kept talking about this king and it was driving her crazy, not knowing who they were referring to. Not knowing who her real enemy was. 
 
    All together they gleefully announced, “The Wild King!”

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight: Two-Dimensional 
 
    Molly 
 
      
 
    Lark opened the door to the elves’ room, marked with a white symbol Molly had never seen before—two curling leaves that were paired together like the outline of a yin-yang symbol, the curved S in the middle slightly thicker than the other lines. Lark caught her looking and explained, “It’s Sirius’ mark.” 
 
    “Does everyone have a mark?” she asked as they guided her inside. They hadn’t let go of her arm during the entire walk over. 
 
    “Depends,” Lark replied. 
 
    Jynx snickered. “That’s a non-answer if I’ve ever heard one!” 
 
    Lark rolled their eyes and closed the door firmly behind Jynx, closing off their conversation from the hallway. “Any fae can choose to use a mark for identification. All leaders, like Sirius and Keir, will use one as a display of status. Finch and I don’t bother with them.” 
 
    “Jaxith and I don’t either,” Jynx chirped as she dashed around the room to investigate, drawing Molly’s attention to their surroundings. 
 
    She blinked, surprised by what she saw. She expected the room to be a mirror image of the suite she and the rest of her party had occupied, but instead it resembled a forest. Or, more accurately, an artist’s badly rendered vision of a forest. There were trees everywhere, scattered here and there with no pattern, which seemed to make it difficult for the elves to set up their tents—a necessity, since there was no furniture in the single room. Some of the trees had been knocked over to make room. Molly had to admit, it was probably much easier to knock down a tree made of cardboard. Just to test her theory, she reached out and touched the tree closest to her, pushing slightly. It wobbled badly, but eventually settled back into place. It was flat, two dimensional, and looked as if a kindergartener had colored it. 
 
    “Okay, I seriously need to ask: what’s with the décor?” 
 
    Lark glowered at the closest tree. “This is the Unseelie Queen’s way of telling us we aren’t worth her time.” 
 
    Molly blinked and asked, “But didn’t it take some effort just to put this together instead of putting you in a regular room?” 
 
    Lark’s lips twitched, and they nodded thoughtfully. “Good point. Maybe it’s actually a compliment.” 
 
    “It’s not,” Jynx replied blithely as she crawled into one of the tents. 
 
    “Hey, get out of there!” Lark scolded, lifting the tent flap, but they didn’t follow her in. 
 
    “What? Afraid I’ll find all your dirty little secrets?” she asked as she gleefully sorted through the luggage. She pulled out a frilly dress and squinted up at Lark. 
 
    “That’s Finch’s stuff,” Lark snarled, grabbing onto the dress to try to pull it away from her. 
 
    “Well obviously it’s not yours,” Jynx replied with exasperation, letting the dress be pulled from her hands without a fight. 
 
    “C’mon, Jynx, stop searching through Finch’s things without her permission,” Molly scolded. 
 
    “But I’m bored again,” Jynx whined. “And now that we moved, no one is going to be able to find us, and that means I’ll just keep being bored.” 
 
    “Well, I’m sorry, but you’ll just have to find something else to entertain yourself.” 
 
    She flopped back on the bedroll and groaned. “You’re no fun at all!” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I’m a terrible tyrant,” Molly agreed with a small smile as she settled on the ground outside of the tent. Instead of the black and white tile that covered most of the floor in the Unseelie Court, the floor in this room was covered with scratchy bits of green, papery string. “Is this that stuff they put in Easter Egg baskets?” She asked as she picked up a handful. Underneath was the black and white tile, but there were several inches of paper to push aside to find it. 
 
    “Probably,” Lark replied with a shrug. 
 
    “You know what an Easter basket is?”  
 
    Lark hesitated before asking nonchalantly, “Why wouldn’t I?” 
 
    Molly turned to Jynx and asked, “Do you know what one is too?”  
 
    “Well, you said eggs,” Jynx reasoned. “So, I’m going to go with delicious?” 
 
    That answer was to be expected. Molly remembered conversations with Dax, who didn’t spend much time in the Mortal Realm—she always had to explain her random slang or human customs to him. She squinted up at Lark, some things starting to make sense—the American accent, their casual language, using a sword in combat instead of magic. “You’re a Halfling, aren’t you?” 
 
    Jynx burst into laughter, rolling around on the mat. Molly jerked back in surprise, staring at the shapeshifter. “Are you stupid?” Jynx cackled. 
 
    “What?” Molly asked, looking from Jynx to Lark. Lark’s jaw was tense, as if Molly had struck a nerve. “I don’t get it, what did I say?” 
 
    “There are no elf Halflings,” Lark explained, their voice tight. 
 
    “Oh … why not?” 
 
    Lark shrugged, looking uncomfortable with the subject. “Some people say it’s because our magic is old and strong, other people think it’s because some elf, somewhere, made a deal to attempt to rival the daoine sídhe, who always breed true.” 
 
    “Oh, so elves breed true, too?” 
 
    “No, but nine times out of a ten, the child of an elf-human match will be elf.” 
 
    “And the other time?” 
 
    “Human.” 
 
    Molly sighed discontentedly. “That’s not fair.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I’m stuck being both, or neither, or I don’t know, some stupid in-between mix, but elves just … get to be one or the other?” She felt her lip wobble and bit it to stop the involuntary movement. “I’m just saying, it’s not fair.” 
 
    Lark hesitated a moment before sitting down next to Molly. They didn’t touch her, but the proximity soothed her slightly. “You don’t like being a Halfling?” 
 
    She shook her head, which was a mistake, because it dislodged the tears she was trying to hold back. “No, I don’t.” She didn’t elaborate, but only because she didn’t know how to put her feelings into words. For months she’d been struggling with herself—and with everyone around her. They wanted her to choose, because for some reason she couldn’t be both, but when she did make her choice—to be mortal—they didn’t think that was good enough. They forced her to choose her fae side, and now she was left with an identity she didn’t completely fulfill, on the outskirts of a society that thought she was lesser, but would never let her go. 
 
    When Lark finally put their arm around her, Molly realized she’d started crying in earnest. “I hate it,” was the only explanation she gave before she broke down in sobs that interrupted any other attempts at speech. 
 
    “My mother is human,” Lark blurted. 
 
    Molly blinked, her sobs tapering off to hiccups that lightened as she tried to puzzle out that announcement. After a few minutes, she said carefully, “Okay, but you’re still an elf.” 
 
    Lark nodded, their expression unnaturally blank. “Which is why it was so difficult when she tried to raise me like a human.” 
 
    Molly blinked at them. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “For the first twelve years of my life, my mother pretended I was human. She raised me in the human world, with a human name, and she denied anything that made me different. She had my ears surgically fixed when I was three.” Lark tentatively reached up to touch the smooth point of their ears. “They grew back within a week.” 
 
    “That sounds awful.” 
 
    “It was.” 
 
    Molly glanced at the tent where Jynx lay, quiet for once. At first, she thought the fox was listening to the story, and showing another rare moment of sympathy by letting Lark speak, but then her snout snuffled as she snored quietly. Molly almost smiled at the sound, and she was glad that she and Lark had been given this small amount of privacy. “What about Finch?” 
 
    Lark’s jaw clenched. “She escaped that fate, lucky for her.” 
 
    “Is she older or younger?” Molly asked. 
 
    “She’s my twin.” 
 
    Molly blinked at them. “But … why were you the only one raised human then?” 
 
    Lark sighed and covered their eyes with one hand. “It’s a long story. For now, let’s just say, my mother was only able to take one of us, and unfortunately, she took me.” 
 
    Molly’s heart ached as she looked at Lark. Lark may not have been a Halfling, but they’d also had some choices taken from them. In a small voice, she asked, “Was it that bad, playing human?” 
 
    Lark lifted the hand from their eyes long enough to glance at her. “Yes.” 
 
    “Oh.” Molly was quiet for a moment before saying. “Then I’m sorry that happened to you.” After another long moment, she added quietly, “But I want to go back. I want to be human; I don’t want to be fae. I don’t want to be here.” 
 
    “Then why are you here? Is it because of Dax?” 
 
    She nodded. “He hurt someone I care about. My boyfriend,” she added, thinking it was best to be completely honest.  
 
    Lark tensed, then shifted slightly away from her. Molly reached out and grabbed their sleeve, and they stopped. They didn’t move closer, but they didn’t move farther away either. “What did he do?” they asked, their voice quiet and slightly strained. 
 
    “He took his memories. All of them.”  
 
    Lark flinched. “That’s a nasty spell.”  
 
    Molly nodded morosely. “And he refuses to give them back because I refuse to stay with him.” She put her head in her hands. “And I don’t know what to do. It’s my fault that Dave is in this mess—that he can’t remember anything—but I just … I can’t pay Dax’s price. I thought I could, but when it really came down to it, I chickened out. It’s not fair to Dave, but I just— I can’t.” And to add to her frustration, she couldn’t do anything for Alexis either. Molly contemplated—just for a moment—shoving Lark aside and running for the door. But even if that worked, she had no way to track the search party, no way to know what she would find if she managed to catch up with them, and no way to help. She’d never been so frustrated in her life—she couldn’t do anything for anyone and it made her want to tear her hair out, to scream, to rage at the unfairness of it all.  
 
    “You don’t have to,” Lark announced decisively. 
 
    Molly blinked up at them. “W-what do you mean? Of course I do, this is my fault.” 
 
    “That’s not what I mean. I mean, I know a way to fix this.” 
 
    Molly frowned now. “But Keir said—” 
 
    “Keir doesn’t know everything,” Lark interrupted. 
 
    “I … you mean, you can actually help?” 
 
    “Well, I can’t, but I know someone who can.” 
 
    Molly almost couldn’t believe what Lark was saying. But then she remembered—with the fae, there was always a price for everything. Even if Lark was helpful now—even if Molly was starting to think of them as a friend—that didn’t mean they would do this for free. “What do I have to do?” she asked carefully. 
 
    “Well, you aren’t going to like it.” 
 
    She smiled grimly and replied, “I had a feeling.” 
 
    But Lark’s next words surprised her. “First thing is, we have to go find Dax.” 

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine: The Wild King 
 
    Alexis 
 
      
 
    The Solitary dragged Alexis deeper into the Dead City. She hadn’t realized until she was surrounded by the crumbling buildings—a set for a proper apocalypse movie if she ever saw one—that Keir and Sirius must have guided them through the outskirts of the city, because the further into the city they went, the more it resembled a battlefield. On the outskirts, buildings reigned tall, even if they looked abandoned and ready to fall with one good push. Here, the Solitary fae had to carry her over the rubble, sometimes climbing twenty feet over a small mountain of shattered concrete, wood, copper, and stone. 
 
    Alexis was almost glad that the giant had decided to keep hold of her, though it had positioned her to lie across its shoulder like a sack of potatoes. Several Solitary had worked together to tie her hands, ducking and dodging the tired snake to avoid losing pieces of flesh. But at least they weren’t making her walk—she would have tripped countless times, and possibly would have seriously hurt herself in the process. They didn’t walk for long, but they moved fast, covering a lot of ground. 
 
    And then they arrived at what Alexis privately dubbed the Dead Meadow. Instead of grass, there was sand and dust made of powdered stones. Instead of trees, there were walls—none taller than ten feet—struggling to remain standing. Instead of woodland creatures, there were Solitary fae—hundreds of them. They perched on walls and on each other. They crawled around on the ground or flew in the skies. She stared in a combination of wonder and revulsion, horrified to discover how many there were. How would she escape? She couldn’t fight her way out, and she doubted Keir could fight his way in. There were simply too many—he’d need an army. As she looked around, she realized that that was what she was staring at—an Army of Solitary fae. And out of the crowd stepped their leader. 
 
    He stood tall, probably eight feet, but as Alexis was resting on a giant’s shoulder, she was eye-to-eye with him. He reminded her of the satyrs that guarded the Royal Quarters in the Dark Court—except the fur on his haunches was a light brown, and he had antlers instead of ram’s horns. The span of his antlers was at least three feet, and she lost count of how many prongs there were. His chest was bare, except for a glossy layer of black fur, with little silver rosettes, like a reverse leopard. He had a mane—or perhaps it was a beard?—that was the same glossy black as his fur. His arms were too long, like an ape's, and stretched past his knees, but his hands were human. No paws, claws, or razor-sharp nails. His face was also human, and his exposed skin was a warm brown. His eyes were big, brown, and framed by long lashes. He smiled at her, exposing canines that seemed too large to fit behind his smooth smile. 
 
    “You have given us some trouble, child,” he said, his voice a soft soothing rumble with an accent that would do any Southern gentleman proud. 
 
    “I try,” she replied, trying to sound dry and unconcerned, but it came out as a slight squeak. He was not what she would have pegged for the King of the Solitary. He was a strange mix of creatures—with attributes from both predator and prey—but he was also beautiful. He was well-portioned and symmetrical, unlike the fae who gazed up at him with respect and adoration, who were mutated, twisted, and almost broken. Is this what these fae were hoping for when they’d turned Solitary?  
 
    “Put her down, Hil, she will not run from us,” he pronounced. The giant did as instructed, dropping her off its shoulder. She landed on her feet, but the sudden force of her landing jarred her shins and made her suck in a breath of pain. 
 
    The Wild King tut-tutted as he examined the giant’s arms. “My dear, you did not have to bare such damage. The others could have helped you.” 
 
    The giant smiled shyly and murmured, “I was following your orders.” 
 
    The Wild King covered the giant’s wounds with one human hand and murmured soothing words. Alexis watched, but she didn’t see what was happening until he pulled his hand away, and then she almost retched. Where gouges in the skin had been, there were bone plates—at least the size of her palms—layered jaggedly so that some of them stuck up dangerously. 
 
    Alexis took a step away from them and bumped into another Solitary. It hissed at her and she quickly side-stepped, this time making sure she wouldn’t be touching any of them when she did.  
 
    “What do you think?” the Wild King asked. At first, Alexis thought he was asking for Hil’s opinion, but he glanced at her, obviously waiting for her answer. 
 
    Should she be honest, or should she be polite? Her honest opinion was that it was disgusting, and she was frustrated that the plates didn’t at least match the other scales the giant had. But she was outnumbered, with no idea how to escape, so she chose to be polite, even if it made her skin crawl. “It’s not anything I would ever want, but to each their own, right?” 
 
    The Wild King chuckled, the sound melting into a pleased purr. “Very diplomatic. That should be expected. Ormond tells me you are a consort?” 
 
    She glanced around, wondering where her kidnapper had ended up. At first, she thought he was deeper in the crowd, or possibly not there at all. Her eyes passed right over the skinny, pale creature sulking behind the King, until she heard his voice, answering the question for her, “She’s the Dark Prince’s consort.” 
 
    She jerked her head back to look at him and gaped. Half of his flesh had been eaten away, in the same tribal pattern of Keir’s and her own tattoos. Perhaps the Wild King hadn’t seen to Ormond’s wounds yet, because they still looked open and painful. She squinted, trying to see what ‘improvements’ had been made to him, and then the flesh moved, parted, exposing rows and rows of teeth. She gagged and scrambled a few steps back. 
 
    Ormond sneered, but his eyes were furious. “Don’t like what you see?” He stepped toward her, and the wounds snapped shut, before opening wide again. She backed up, not wanting him—and especially his extra thousand teeth or so—to come anywhere near her.  
 
    “Well, you’re the one that made me!” he shouted, lunging. 
 
    Alexis couldn’t help but scream in surprise and disgust—she wasn’t sure what else was going to happen, but she knew she did not want Ormond touching her. She turned and shoved the fae closest to her with her shoulder, knocking them out of the way, and ran in the opposite direction of Ormond. The Solitary closed in—reaching for her, trying to trip or grab her, grinning viciously the whole time. One blocked her path, baring its teeth in a vicious, laughing grin. She snarled at it, baring her own blunt teeth, which just made it laugh outright. It grabbed her—with only one pair of hands—and jokingly called out to Ormond, “Here she is, the little mouse is caught!” It stopped laughing when Alexis smashed her head against its face and she heard the sick, wet crunch of bone breaking. It snarled, but dropped her as she’d hoped, and she kicked it in the groin until it completely pulled away from her. But it had distracted her for too long, and Ormond’s arms came around her from behind. 
 
    Ormond placed one arm around her neck in a chokehold, the teeth immediately piercing her skin, while the other went around her chest, pinning her arms to her sides. There the teeth were thwarted by the dragon scales, though she could feel them digging, trying to move past the tough fabric to reach her. She tried to scream, but Ormond was cutting off her air at the same time that he was bleeding her, and she was blacking out. Tears streamed down her cheeks from exhaustion, fear, and anger as she collapsed to her knees, Ormond following her down to the ground. Keir wasn’t going to save her this time, and she couldn’t save herself. She was going to die here, surrounded by these monsters, and no one would ever know what had happened.  
 
    And then a calm voice instructed Ormond to let her go. She didn’t hear the words of his snarled response, but did feel the rumble in the chest pressed up against her back. And then his arms were removed from her and she fell to the ground. She could breathe again, but she was still lightheaded as blood streamed down her neck. 
 
    “We want her alive,” the Wild King scolded and when she turned to face him, she found him petting Ormond’s head, like he was trying to soothe a disgruntled dog. 
 
    “I don’t!” Ormond snarled. 
 
    “You brought her to me,” the King reminded him, straightening up to his full height, which seemed as tall as any skyscraper or ancient tree as Alexis lay on the ground, gasping for air.  
 
    Dimly, she realized that she was lying half on her front, half on her side. Rubble dug into her body uncomfortably, but she couldn’t even find the energy to turn over. And then she decided no, that was absolutely not acceptable. She got her hands under her and started to push herself up when a hand shoved her back down. Several rough hands reached out and flipped her over and she struggled to sit up. She managed to pull one hand loose from her captors and swung it wildly to the side, connecting with the face of one, but there wasn’t enough power behind the move, and her hand was quickly recaptured and pressed down to the ground.  
 
    The Wild King crouched, one hand hovering above her, and he seemed to be waiting for something. “Are you ready?” he asked. 
 
    No one answered, and it took Alexis’ hazy mind a moment to realize he was addressing her. Since she had no idea what he was about to do—she knew she wouldn’t like it, and she knew he was going to do it whether she was ready or not—she told him irrelevantly, “With that accent, shouldn’t that sentence end with calling me Sugar?” 
 
    He smiled at her and replied, “You do look good enough eat, but I have better plans for you.” And then he set his hand—big enough to cover most of her face— on her head and murmured, “Let’s begin.” 
 
    Almost immediately Alexis felt the tingle of magic where he touched, and she tried to pull away, but she was held firmly against the ground by too many fae. Then the tingle began stinging, and she bit her lip. 
 
    “You can scream,” he told her mildly. “They all scream the first time.” 
 
    She swallowed and stubbornly decided that she wouldn’t give him—or any of them—the satisfaction. She couldn’t move, she couldn’t escape, she had no idea what he was doing, but the one thing she could do was remain silent. Even though the stinging felt like he was very slowly and firmly pressing needles into her skin—first into her face, and then the sensation traveled down her already abused neck and slowly continued.  
 
    The further the phantom needles progressed, the worse the sensation became until it felt as if bees were moving around under her skin. It almost broke her when it reached the tips of her fingers, and the center of her waist, and changed again. Now the bees were thrashing as they grew in size, and she felt like her skin was bubbling, pushing out in swollen boils, and then relaxing as the phantom bees shifted and deflated, only to rise again. 
 
    And then it reached her hips and she was sure that he had somehow found a way to set her on fire from the inside out. She started screaming, only then realizing that she had been whimpering and moaning in pain for the past few minutes. As her screams echoed, the Solitary around her began to laugh maliciously. They were overjoyed that they had broken her, possibly even more excited because it took so long. 
 
    “Stop! You need to stop!” someone was shouting nearby. “You’re going to kill her! She doesn’t have enough fae blood, it’s not taking!” And then the voice cried out in pain before falling silent.  
 
    She was burning, dying, being slowly, meticulously torn apart, and she was terrified. But she was also furious, because how dare they do this to her—to anyone. How dare this man call himself a King when he was just a petty torturer? She fell silent for a moment, not because it stopped hurting, but because she was so angry that it clogged her throat. For that moment, her anger even blocked out the pain. In a burst of clarity, she looked the Wild King in the eyes and told him flatly, “I’m going to kill you.” She tried to hold out, to hold onto her anger to block out the rest of the pain, because she knew it would only get worse. And then the magic tore through her, devouring her, and she screamed again—the sound angry, terrified, defeated, and deafening. The laughter from earlier had shifted into screams to accompany hers. The Solitary holding her down released her and she saw them covering their ears as blood dribbled from their eyes, nose and mouth, and from in between their fingers. Even the Wild King, looking a little dazed, removed his hand from her to touch his face, as if that simple gesture could block out the sound. 
 
    It took Alexis a moment to realize that she wasn’t screaming anymore, but the sound still echoed around them, as if it was trapped in the Dead Meadow. She blinked, but didn’t have the energy to open her eyes again after closing them. Her limbs were heavy, not simply from exhaustion, but as if she had been filled with some nasty, foreign substance that weighed her down. She should get up, while everyone was distracted. Maybe they would be incapacitated enough for her to run. She plotted her escape even as she fell into unconsciousness.

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten: Into the Fray 
 
    Molly 
 
      
 
    “This is insane!” Molly announced, even as she followed Lark down the hallway. 
 
    “This is fun,” Jynx countered happily, holding up the edges of her skirt as she skipped along.  
 
    Lark sent Jynx an irritated look. She had changed out of the heavy, layered skirts of her ball gown, but instead of putting on some of her own clothes, she had put on Finch’s pretty green dress. Lark had tried to argue her out of the choice, but she had pouted and whined until they reluctantly relented. Very reluctantly.  
 
    Molly pursed her lips and tried to get Lark to focus on her again by repeating, “No, I’m serious, this is actually insane. You know I literally just escaped from Dax, right? Like, we’re talking a few hours ago, and now you’re just going to bring me back to him? And why are you all gung-ho about this, but you won’t let me go after Alexis? We could still do that,” she insisted. “We could … we could find them, I’m sure of it.”  
 
    Lark sighed and stopped, placing their right hand on Molly’s left arm, stroking her from shoulder to elbow in a soft gesture of comfort. “Molly, we don’t have to do this if you don’t want to. I’m here to help, but I don’t want to force you to do anything if you’re scared.” 
 
    Molly wrapped her arms around her chest and lied, “I’m not scared.” 
 
    Lark placed their other hand on her other arm and pulled her slightly closer. “It’s okay to be scared,” they assured her, their expression serious. “Dax has done more than enough to justify fear. We can turn around now and wait for everyone to return, and no one will think any less of you.” 
 
    “I will,” Jynx chirped up, examining her black claws on one hand. 
 
    Lark sighed and cast their gaze heavenward, but amended the sentence, “And I wouldn’t think any less of you. Apparently, I can’t speak for the shapeshifter.” 
 
    “And you’d do well to remember that!” 
 
    Molly didn’t look at them as she muttered, “Alexis would probably think less of me.” As much as she wanted to go rescue her friend, she couldn’t shake the feeling that, if Alexis was here to lecture her, she’d tell her to save Dave. 
 
    Lark seemed taken aback by this statement. “Why would you say that?” 
 
    She looked up at Lark through her eyelashes. “Do you know how Alexis became the consort?” 
 
    Lark shook their head, looking intrigued but cautious. “I know that she came through the camps several months ago, and I know that Jaxith betrayed her, and that is why he was … volunteered to help us.” 
 
    “Were you there? When Alexis came through, I mean?” 
 
    They stilled, then admitted, “No.” 
 
    She wondered how long they had actually lived in the Faery Realm, but that was a question for another time. “Well, she only came here because of me. Jaxith and Jynx led her here.” Her gaze shot to Jynx, who didn’t look a bit guilty about her involvement. “She knew it was dangerous, and she came after me anyway.” Her voice grew smaller as she talked, “It cost her more than she’ll admit.” 
 
    “I’m keeping it,” Jynx told her, touching the bright red fur around her ears protectively. 
 
    Lark didn’t seem to understand the reference, but asked carefully, “And you’re afraid she’ll look down on you if you don’t face Dax?” 
 
    She shrugged, again making a point of not looking up. “If it were just about closure, she would probably support whatever I wanted to do. But since Dave is involved….”  
 
    “Knowing Lexi, she’d decide it was her burden now and would go after Dax herself,” Jynx replied, sounding intrigued by the idea. “I bet she’d be all ‘I’m Alexis, I can totally convince him to do something he doesn’t want to do.’ And then she’d end up in trouble, and Keir would save her—again,” she snickered, “And then she’d be even more in his debt. And ooo, wouldn’t you just feel guilty?” 
 
    Molly and Lark stared at her before Molly announced, “Okay, we’re moving forward.” She started walking down the hallway again and then paused. “Umm, I don’t know where I’m going.”  
 
    Jynx snickered and moved to the front. “Amateur,” she taunted. Then she shifted into a small, lithe fox and sniffed the air. She grinned at them before moving down the hallway with quick, purposeful strides. Lark and Molly hurried to follow her. 
 
    * 
 
    Molly and Lark were still several feet behind Jynx, having followed her through several winding hallways, when the fox stopped and shifted back into a girl. She leaned her back against the door and waited for them. “Here he is!” she announced, waving her hands with a flourish.  
 
    Molly stepped forward and Jynx slid to the side to allow her closer to the door. Molly examined the plain, solid wood and noticed that this door didn’t have a mark like Keir’s or Sirius’. “Are you sure?” 
 
    Jynx gasped, splaying her hand on her chest in a show of extreme offense. “You doubt me?” 
 
    Molly’s lips twitched in an attempted smile, but she was too nervous—and yes, afraid—to make it fully form. “I trust you about as far as I can throw you, Jynx.” 
 
    “That’s pretty far when I’m a fox actually,” Jynx replied. “So you obviously trust me a lot. Good to know. Bad decision on your part,” she quipped, “But good to know.” 
 
    Molly laughed and smiled at her, then turned back to the door. 
 
    It was a few minutes before Jynx groaned and asked, “Are we doing this or not?” 
 
    Molly nodded jerkily and finally reached forward to knock on the door. There was no answer. She blinked, thinking that was fairly anti-climactic. She knocked again. No answer. And now she was getting angry, because he was supposed to be here, so she could confront him, and now she’d have to wait for him, or worse, come back! Her knocking became angry and insistent, not that she thought it would help if he wasn’t there anyway, and then the door was jerked open. 
 
    “What?” Dax snarled. And then he caught sight of her, and his face relaxed, and then brightened into the happiest smile she had ever seen. It was almost too much to handle, and she was stunned as he reached forward and pulled her into his arms. “Molly, you came back,” he murmured, clutching her so hard against his chest, she had trouble breathing. 
 
    “Dax,” she gasped, trying to push away, but he just held her closer, murmuring words of love and thanks and happiness that broke her heart all over again. “Dax!” she cried, shoving against his chest. “Let me go! You’re hurting me!” 
 
    Startled, he pulled away from her, though he didn’t let her go. And then he seemed to catch sight of her companions and his face took on a hard, determined look.  
 
    “I appreciate your assistance in escorting her, but she doesn’t need you anymore, elf,” Dax spat before grabbing the edge of the door and trying to close it in Lark’s and Jynx’s faces. 
 
    “No!” Molly cried, reaching forward at the same time that Lark shoved their shoulder against the door to force it back open. 
 
    Dax pulled Molly away from her friends, but in doing so, he released his hold on the door and Lark was able to shove their way in. Jynx followed, looking around with interest. “Well, this is boring,” she announced before settling on the bed, bouncing a few times. “Ooo, springy.” She winked suggestively at Dax, who looked irritated by the intrusion. 
 
    He shifted his arm to hold Molly around the waist as he examined his uninvited guests. “What do you want? Payment for bringing her back here?” 
 
    “Oh, that sounds great!” Jynx chirped, sitting up again. “Yes, absolutely, that’s what I want.” 
 
    “Jynx!” Molly exclaimed, subtly trying to pull away from Dax again. She didn’t want him touching her, especially not when he was completely misunderstanding her purpose for being here. 
 
    “What?” Jynx whined. “I didn’t say I’d leave you here. You can’t blame a girl for trying.” 
 
    Molly finally pulled away from Dax and faced him. “I’m not here to stay—we just have unfinished business.” 
 
    “Of course, we do,” Dax agreed easily, reaching for her again. 
 
    “No, no touching,” she scolded, quickly stepping away from him. His expression was quickly changing from irritated to angry again. She flinched and backed up another step. 
 
    He seemed to understand that he was scaring her, because his face relaxed, and he smiled charmingly. “I’m not going to hurt you,” he said coaxingly. “I’ve never hurt you.” 
 
    “I don’t know if you actually believe that, or if you’re just using your own definition of hurt, but I can tell you, you’ve already hurt me plenty, Dax,” Molly replied. 
 
    “How?” he demanded. 
 
    She stared at him incredulously, then anger filled her again. “Where do I start? Physically? Or emotionally?” 
 
    “I didn’t,” he began, reaching for her again, only to have a sword flash between them, nicking his outstretched hand. He seemed to have forgotten his third guest, because he looked at Lark with surprise as he pulled his injured hand back. Then he snarled, “This isn’t your concern, elf. I suggest you leave before you get more than you bargained for.” 
 
    “If Molly remains here, so do I,” Lark replied, keeping the blade steadily raised as a barrier between Molly and Dax. “She’s come to talk, not to reconcile.” 
 
    Dax glared at the elf, then shifted his position, changing his stance from predatory to relaxed. Molly sighed in relief—maybe he would actually listen.  
 
    “Dax,” she said softly. “You asked how you hurt me. I could stand here all day giving you a list, but that isn’t why I’m here. I’m here to ask you, again, to just give Dave back his memories.” 
 
    Dax shrugged and replied, “I don’t see why I should. I told you what I wanted for them.” His expression darkened as he said, “You didn’t agree. If we can’t make a deal, the mortal doesn’t get his memories back.” 
 
    Molly looked at him sadly and replied, “I was really hoping you’d say something different. I thought maybe I wasn’t a complete idiot. Maybe there was something in you that I could use to justify my own mistakes—some goodness, anything that made you look a little less scheming and manipulative. I guess I really was just an idiot for thinking that there was ever anything in you I had loved.” 
 
    Dax shoved Lark aside, using his hand to block the sword as he lunged at Molly. She hadn’t expected that, so instead of dodging out of the way, she froze. Dax grabbed her around the waist and hauled her against his chest, using one hand to touch her cheek. She felt warm blood from the cut on his hand as he pressed it into her skin. Slowly, the blood dribbled down her chin and onto her neck. “I won’t let you tell me that you never loved me,” he murmured. The scent of him was making her dizzy—sunshine and warm, male skin—and she stumbled. He backed her against the wall, pressing against her as he had done so many times before. “You love me. You came back to me. I’m never letting you go,” he whispered as he lowered his mouth to hers. 
 
    Desperate now, she reached into her pocket, knowing what she would find there. He was licking the edges of her mouth, trying to coax her to open up for him, and neither Lark or Jynx were doing anything to stop him. Molly pulled the knife out of its sheath and stabbed wildly until she felt the blade sink into skin.  
 
    Dax grunted in pain as he dropped his hands from her and backed up. The iron knife was sticking out from his lower stomach, almost next to his hip. The clothing curled away, and the flesh around the wound was quickly burning black. 
 
    In a shaky voice, Molly announced, “I told you next time it would be iron.” 
 
    Dazed, Dax looked up at her for a moment before seeming to recall that he should be pulling the knife out of his skin. He snarled when he grabbed the handle and pulled, then immediately dropped it to the floor where it fell with a harsh clatter. Dax covered the wound with two hands and stumbled back a step until his knees knocked into the empty bed and he fell backward.  
 
    It was then that Molly realized what Jynx and Lark had been doing. They both pounced on the incubus, holding silver shackles similar to the gold one still attached to Molly’s wrist. Lark grabbed one of Dax’s hands, attached one end of a shackle, and while Jynx did the same with the other. Together, they attached the shackles to the bed, forcing Dax’s arms to spread wide. 
 
    “Get off me!” Dax shouted as he tried to pull away, but it had taken him too long to realize what they were doing, and by the time he had started struggling, he was thoroughly bound. He looked at each shackle, then at Molly and demanded, “What is this? What are you doing?” 
 
    “I tried it my way, Dax,” Molly said shakily. “You wouldn’t cooperate. Now we’re trying it their way,” she said, nodding at Lark.  
 
    He scowled and told her darkly, “You’ll regret this.” 
 
    “I already do,” she replied sadly.

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven: The Heart of the City 
 
    Keir 
 
      
 
    Keir knew that Alexis was in the Dead City, but it was difficult to track someone through the Wilds, so he was forced to rely on Jaxith’s tracking skills. Though he would not admit his thoughts, he was worried that even the wolf would be unable to find her—there had been no trail in the Unseelie Court. But as soon as they left the Halls, Jaxith announced he could smell her, though the trail was fading fast. 
 
    He growled low in his chest and announced, “Vampire.” 
 
    Keir stilled. “What?” 
 
    “The fae who took her was a vampire. They’re the only ones that smell quite that much like blood.” 
 
    Keir motioned for him to track, walk, and talk at the same time. Jaxith led the way and Keir demanded, “Can you determine who it is?” 
 
    Jaxith took several deep breaths, his chest expanding as he scented the air. After a moment and some consideration, he shook his head. “No, the scent has gone sour. Probably a new Solitary. Old enough to be tainted, young enough for their original species to be recognizable.” 
 
    Keir glanced at Therius. Keir doubted the bear’s nose was better than the wolf’s, but he still had to ask. The large man shrugged and replied, “I concur. Sour, but not rancid. Would be hope for poor fool, if you were not going to kill him mercilessly.” 
 
    One of the elves—the blond male—snorted at that. “There’s no hope for any of them.”  
 
    Keir agreed. He looked at those who had accompanied him—the faery, the elves, the shapeshifters, what a strange assortment—and motioned for them to pick up the pace. Jaxith shifted into a wolf; Therius shifted into a bear, somehow even larger in this form; and they began to run.  
 
    * 
 
    Jaxith stopped at a four-story building, sniffing the ground in a circle. He had to shift back to his human form to speak with them, to tell them what he had found. “She was here for a while. There are a lot of scents here, rancid, mixing together in ways that are hard to pull apart, but there are two clear, clean scents. One is Alexis, the other,” he paused and looked at Keir warily. 
 
    “Tell me,” he demanded, his fists clenching at his sides. His tattoos writhed, agitated, and he did not try to calm them, even as the darkness leaked away and the others tried to subtly move out of range. Sirius—the daft elf—stayed stubbornly put, as if to prove that he did not fear Keir’s power. Perhaps it was a sign of bravery, but since it forced Keir to pull the darkness back before it could taste the elf, Keir firmly believed it was stupidity.  
 
    “The other smells almost daoine sídhe, but not quite,” Jaxith finished. 
 
    Keir stilled, unable to believe what he was hearing. He glanced at Galahad, who was already shaking his head. “I swear to you, if one of the Courts is involved, it is not the Seelie Court.” 
 
    “Nor Winter,” Therius piped up. Keir raised an eyebrow—both surprised that he was able to speak without shifting and that he had spoken so suddenly. The Winter King shrugged and explained, “My son? He is at the Unseelie Court. I thought you might accuse him, was simply assuring before you turn scary eyes on me.” 
 
    Keir nodded firmly and turned back to Jaxith, demanding: “What do you mean not quite?”  
 
    Jaxith sighed, his ears twitching. “The Court fae smell pure—foul, occasionally, but in an understandable, categorical way. The Solitary fae smell tainted, rotting, like something has gone horribly wrong. The daoine sídhe I’m smelling isn’t Court or Solitary, just … wild.” 
 
    “Wild?” Keir asked, stunned. “What does that even mean?” 
 
    Jaxith fidgeted helplessly. “It’s difficult to describe.” 
 
    “I understand,” Therius offered. Keir glared—he did not care about Therius’ opinions unless the bear could describe what he meant. The bear inhaled, scenting the air before he explained, “You smell like night, but controlled, the smell—your magic—is yours, you own it completely. This daoine sídhe … I do not know whether young or old, but uncontrolled, and possibly making no attempt to change that.” 
 
    Keir swore. The last thing he needed was a daoine sídhe working with the Solitary, especially one who either did not know or did not care what power they held. “Can you track Alexis from here?” he asked. 
 
    Jaxith nodded and replied, “That’s the good news.” 
 
    Keir closed his eyes, positive he would regret the answer, but he still needed to ask, “What is the bad news?” 
 
    “Unless I’m mistaken, a large group of them took her to the Heart of the City. And she wasn’t walking.” 
 
    “She is conscious,” he assured them.  
 
    “They probably carried her,” Sirius added. 
 
    “Kicking and screaming,” Keir murmured with the barest smile. He knew Alexis well enough to know that even afraid, she would make a fuss. He glanced at his companions and told them, “I would not blame you if you left.” As far as he knew, no one had been to the Heart of the City in decades, if not centuries. Most of the Wilds were skirted as best as possible, because like the Courts, the further in one went, the harder it was to leave. 
 
    Galahad shrugged gracefully and announced, “Knowing my Queen, if she heard that I had a chance to delve into the Dead City’s depths and ran from it, I would be demoted to a mere page.” He bared his teeth in a playful grin. “I’m too old to start over again.” 
 
    Sirius did not speak for the elves—instead it was the dark-haired elf—Euan—who stepped forward and announced, “We’re with you.” 
 
    Therius shrugged and replied, “You think I would leave? Net. Malyshka needs us.” 
 
    Keir nodded and turned to finally look at Jaxith. Of those here, only Jaxith was his to command, but he was still going to give the wolf a choice. 
 
    Jaxith’s eyes were sad as he gazed back steadily at Keir. “I failed her once,” he replied, and that was all he needed to say. He shifted back into a wolf, and they followed the parade of Solitary deep into the city. 
 
    They’d barely passed the first building, where Alexis’ scent had been strongest, before they had company. 
 
    “Lookie here!” a Solitary crowed as they jumped from the top of the building and to the next one, clinging onto the stone with long, thick claws. “Now we can really start the party!” 
 
    There was a flash of motion and four more Solitary peeked out of the surrounding buildings, all grinning maliciously. One dashed off, probably to deliver a message to the others. Keir watched that fae with keen eyes, then glanced at Sirius. Sirius nodded, but it was Finch who very quietly peeled away from the group and pursued. 
 
    “What do you think?” Sirius asked, watching the Solitary approach them with a bored expression. “Draw it out to give Finch time to follow, or subdue them quickly?” 
 
    Keir glanced at him and replied drily, “I am surprised you have to ask.” 
 
    But they were not the ones who made the decision, because suddenly a roar disturbed the quiet city, and they turned to find Therius crushing the skull of two of the Solitary with massive paws and roaring at the others that approached. They slowed, skidding to a halt a few feet away from the bear, and Galahad quickly engaged the clawed one in a fight, using a golden sword that flashed even in the dim light. It used its claws as one might use knives, but Galahad was skilled, and the Solitary only had experience fighting creatures that were smaller and weaker than itself. The faery quickly dispatched it with a few well-placed strikes and then turned to the last Solitary, who had stared stunned at its once victims, now attackers. 
 
    “You’re quite young,” Galahad commented, his voice musical and calming. “You could run.” 
 
    He was correct—this fae could not have been Solitary long, most of her features were still recognizable as brownie, which were usually non-confrontational creatures. She bared her fangs—one obvious change—as she backed away, she large eyes wild. “I can’t,” she whined, though she looked like she very much wished to turn and leave. 
 
    “Pity,” Galahad replied, and he looked as if he meant it even as he struck the fae down. He looked down at the dying fae on the ground and asked the others, “Why do you think she renounced if she was so afraid?” 
 
    “Why do you think she could not flee?” Keir countered. 
 
    “Someone commanded her not to,” Galahad replied, as if it were obvious.  
 
    Perhaps it should have been, but obedience was not something Keir would expect among the Solitary. Once again, he exchanged a look with Sirius and asked, “Does that fit with the patterns you have witnessed?” 
 
    Sirius nodded thoughtfully. “If someone—the daoine sídhe, most likely—can truly command them, then it would explain why they often die instead of leave. They may be unable to do anything else.” 
 
    Keir looked down at the former brownie and asked another question, “Do you think she truly renounced?” 
 
    “You think she was kidnapped and forced to turn?” Galahad asked, sounding offended. Keir glanced at him and wondered if it was because he did not like to be questioned or if it was because brownies were often part of the Seelie Court. The anger on his face implied the latter. 
 
    “She was a Halfling,” Jaxith added, crouching next to the brownie’s corpse.  
 
    Everyone stilled. “What?” Keir asked quietly, but the sound still seemed loud in the sudden silence of the group. 
 
    Jaxith nodded grimly. “There’s still a slightly human scent to her, though it’s buried in wild and tainted magic.” 
 
    “You must be mistaken,” Galahad insisted. “We all know that Halflings cannot become Solitary.” 
 
    “And yet the Halflings and quarter-bloods are disappearing,” Sirius murmured. “Alexis asked the question, didn’t she? Why them, if they were no use?” 
 
    “You think they found a way to taint them?” Keir asked, horrified by the thought. He was afraid they were going to hurt Alexis—to kill her—he had not realized he should be fearing that they would change her. Nyrs had accused him of trying to do the same—he should have realized. “It is because of the daoine sídhe,” he muttered. The daoine sídhe could channel Tír na nÓg’s magic, redirect it. This was a new, horrifying way to use the magic, but it wasn’t implausible. Halflings and quarter-bloods exposed to Tír na nÓg always showed more fae traits. And Nyrs had not been entirely wrong when she implied that wearing Keir’s magic would alter Alexis, but she had so little fae blood in her, the differences would be barely noticeable. She would sense magic, throw off compulsions more easily—she was already very skilled at it—and she might, if he were lucky, be able to gain control of the magic he lent her. But she had no magic of her own, unlike Molly, who had potential. What would happen to Alexis, if this strange daoine sídhe flooded her with magic? 
 
    Keir snarled and began running in the direction Finch had gone. He found the elf, sitting cross-legged with the Solitary she had chased, his head resting in her lap as he gazed up at her with lovesick eyes. “You’re so beautiful,” he murmured, stroking her face. 
 
    Finch was playing with his hair and smiling fondly. “You’re close,” she teased. “I think that was thirty-nine.” 
 
    “I’ll make it to a hundred before the night is out,” he vowed. 
 
    She glanced up and spotted Keir and smiled brightly. “Oh, there you are,” she murmured before turning to her willing hostage. “Come on, my lovely, we have to go.” 
 
    “Must we?” the Solitary demanded, wrapping one arm around her waist and clinging onto her. 
 
    “We must,” she agreed cheerfully. “You remember, don’t you? I told you, you have a task to perform. You have to prove you love me.” 
 
    “With all of myself,” he vowed. 
 
    “We’ll see,” she teased as she helped him to his feet. He had armor over his back in the same style as an armadillo shell and droopy ears that flopped as he swiveled his head to examine the party with five mismatched eyes. “He’ll guide us to where Alexis is,” Finch explained, stroking her hand down his armored back and watching him shiver in delight. 
 
    “Do I want to ask?” Keir commented as the fae started tugging Finch along. 
 
    “She has a special talent,” Sirius explained anyway. “She can make anyone become infatuated with her, when she intends it, but it’s a limited power.” 
 
    “How limited?” 
 
    “She can only control one person at a time, and as far as we can tell, it’s irreversible. They usually die in some task, kill themselves for want of her, or she has to kill them when they become too obsessed.” 
 
    “It must be hard on her,” Jaxith commented sadly, back in his human form now that he did not have to track. 
 
    “But useful,” Keir countered and followed her lead. The buildings were becoming scarcer, but instead of clearing their way, it made the path more dangerous. They climbed over rubble, Jaxith and Therius scenting the air to see if they were being watched or followed. Galahad, Euan, and Dekel kept their weapons ready, while Sirius thrummed with magic, prepared for an attack. 
 
    They were climbing over another building when pain sliced through Keir, dissecting him, tearing him apart. He collapsed to one knee, struggling to breathe. Alexis—no, no! She could not die. But if he did not move, that might well be her fate. He pushed himself to his feet. It took him a moment to catch his breath and recover enough, but as soon as he was able to push past the pain, he began running. No one else knew what was happening, but they ran with him. He passed Finch and her puppy-lover, but he did not need that guidance anymore, he knew exactly where Alexis was. She was screaming, the sounds far away, but clear. He could see a crowd in the distance and he pushed his body to move faster. He spared only the slightest concentration to clear a path in the rocks with his magic so he did not waste time tripping and picking himself back up. 
 
    And then the screaming stopped, and his heart clenched. He tried to feel her, but his body was burning with pain, and he could not tell if she was awake or even alive. He was almost to the edge of the crowd when the screaming started again. It was different this time—angrier, and with a push of magic behind it that had Keir falling dazed to his knees again. His party also skidded to a stop, covering their ears. Their Solitary guide began whining as he fell to his knees. 
 
    The screaming subsided and Keir struggled to his feet again. He could not run, but he could move in stilted, heavy steps and that was good enough. The outskirts of the crowd broke away, running wildly in every direction, their only goal apparently to disperse as quickly as possible. Only a portion of the crowd remained; the Solitary he could see were dazed, their hands clamped to their heads, as if they still heard the screaming. He ignored them—they may become a threat later, but he was completely focused on Alexis. He pushed his way between them, and the further into the crowd he waded, the worse the fae appeared. At the very center, several of them were collapsed, their eyes wide but blank; blood leaked from their eyes, nose, mouth, and ears—he counted a dozen of them, all dead. 
 
    He stepped on one body and looked down at it, curious despite himself, and realized he was staring into a slack face with familiar features. Oh, there were changes—the hair was limp instead of sticking up in defiant spikes, and if he was not mistaken, the fae’s chest was covered in thin lipped, bloody mouths. Keir’s eyes scanned the familiar face—the vampire’s dark eyes stared glassily at the sky amidst a pool of blood. So Ormond had become Solitary? Keir did not think this was a coincidence. After all, a vampire had taken Alexis, and Keir was staring at a Solitary vampire. This quick death was too good for him, but there was no way for Keir to change that. He moved on. 
 
    There were only two figures stirring at the center of the mess. A dirty girl, closer to the outskirts than the center, was pushing herself to her feet. She stumbled and rubbed her forehead. She did not look like a threat, but she had survived while the rest had fallen, and she was rising even before the fae that had been on the outskirts. The other that stumbled to his feet was a tall figure, made taller by his antlers, and he was the fae closest to Alexis’ unconscious form. 
 
    “Step away,” Keir instructed in the fae language, afraid that the Solitary would not understand—or pretend not to—if he spoke in English. He stepped on the dead as he moved closer to Alexis. 
 
    “I am a king,” the fae drawled in accented English. “I do not take orders from little princelings.” 
 
    “So, you know who I am,” Keir commented, looking over the fae. He was an assortment of strange features, somehow both predator and prey. “And you call yourself a king? You do not even speak our language; how can you claim to be one of us?” 
 
    “I choose not to speak that tongue,” the self-proclaimed king snarled, straightening to his full height and looking at Keir with cloudy eyes. He wiped aside the blood that streaked down his cheeks and flicked it onto the ground. “And I know who you are, little Prince of Darkness. Who else would care about this useless creature?” he demanded, kicking Alexis’ side with one cloven hoof. “Not enough fae in her to create, just enough to destroy.” 
 
    “I told you to step away,” Keir repeated, this time in English. He was trying to control the shadows, to pull them up around this villain, but they shied away. It was all he needed to know that this beast was somehow daoine sídhe. He’d never seen a daoine sídhe with animal traits, but he now understood why the shapeshifters would describe him as wild. 
 
    “I do not take orders!” the self-made king bellowed, crushing bones as he walked across the fae he ruled. He looked down at Keir, his eyes clearer, angrier. “Listen to me now—your time will end. The Wild King will rule this place, all of it!” 
 
    “Your army doesn’t look very formidable,” Sirius commented from the edges. Keir glanced over his shoulder to watch as his party methodically killed any of the fae that had survived the magical assault. Some of them were coming back around and putting up a fight, but they were not strong enough. 
 
    “You think this is my army?” the Wild King sneered. “This is just the welcome party.” And then he reached out his hand and touched Keir. Keir felt magic brush him, then shy away. The Wild King looked stunned by this development, but it did not surprise Keir. Yes, this was definitely the daoine sídhe the shapeshifters had scented. Their magic was too well matched—if they wished to fight each other, it would be with more physical weapons. But the Wild King did not seem prepared for this development, and instead he backed away cautiously. Keir was afraid that the Wild King would reach for Alexis, try to use her as some sort of leverage, but instead the king transformed himself into a long-limbed, black-furred stag and ran.  
 
    “Coward,” someone muttered behind Keir, and he jerked around to find himself facing the dirty girl that had risen before any of the others. 
 
    He waited, tense, to see if she would attack, but she only scowled after the figure of the stag. He could not wait any longer—making a decision, he turned away from her and rushed to Alexis’ side. Wounds were closing on her throat, but the magic around her was thick and viscous enough for him to see it, swirling around in a cloud of sickly rainbow colors. He brushed it aside slowly, suppressing a flinch as the magic bit at his skin, trying to find a way in. 
 
    “Stop, jeez, you’re going to make it worse if you just let it float around,” the girl scolded and shoved him out of the way. Her actions took him by surprise and he sprawled half on top of one fae. He glared up at her angrily, then watched in amazement as she crouched beside Alexis. “I tried to tell him,” she insisted as she sunk her hands into the magic. He watched in amazement as it greedily soaked into her skin, and she did nothing to stop it—in fact, she seemed to be pulling it toward her, and as it filled her, she began to glow. It was then that he realized she had been subtly glowing the entire time, but the light had been mostly suppressed by the thick layer of dirt. 
 
    “Tell him what?” Keir demanded as he shifted positions. He reached for Alexis, holding her limp hand in his. He felt her wrist with his fingers, then sighed with relief when he found her pulse. It was weak, but steady. His connection with her was frayed, as if the magical attack had damaged it, but it was repairing itself even as he took his comfort from touching her. 
 
    “That she was too weak. She’s not even a quarter-blood, is she?” 
 
    “Much less than that,” he confirmed warily. 
 
    “He was being pig-headed, all smug about getting a consort he could corrupt, he didn’t even realize that she would die before she turned, before he could control her,” the girl muttered, still absorbing the magic. “Normally, they absorb it themselves,” she explained, her eyes glowing now, and light leaking out of her mouth as she spoke, but it did not seem to bother her. Keir almost looked away from her to protect his eyes, but he wanted to face this woman, not sure if she was friend or foe. “It’s slow when it’s natural, but he can speed it up somehow, and he got cocky. He couldn’t tell that your magic was making her seem more fae than she was. I have to admit; I was fooled at first too.” Once the magic was removed from Alexis, the girl settled back on her heels and examined Alexis’ sleeping face. She did nothing to disperse the magic she had taken in, and yet the glow faded from her slowly. “She seemed to be taking it, at least as much as any of the others, and then it went wrong. Really wrong.” 
 
    “What others?” 
 
    “The other Halflings and quarter-bloods,” she explained, shooting him a look that implied he should have known. 
 
    “How many have there been?” 
 
    “Several hundred, at least.” 
 
    He frowned. “But there are not more than a few hundred that have gone missing.” 
 
    She snorted. “From the Courts, maybe. You guys are so self-centered; did you even realize that the Solitary were hunting in the Mortal Realm?” Keir thought of the boy, Michael, being attacked by a Solitary. The information clicked into place, making sense in the scheme of things. The Solitary had been trying to capture the boy, add him to their ranks. But why? Were the Mortal born Halflings and quarter-bloods easier prey? And then he realized what she’d said, realized why the Solitary had gone hunting in the Mortal Realm—so that they could add to their numbers secretly, without the Court fae knowing. 
 
    Before he could ask her for more information, she changed the subject as she examined Alexis. “I don’t know what would have happened if she weren’t part bean sídhe.”  
 
    Keir nodded, looking at the destruction Alexis’ screaming had caused. “Will it change her?” he asked, grasping her hand, unsure what he was hoping for. If she was changed enough, she would not be able to return home—he could keep her. But if she was changed too much, would she still be his Alexis? 
 
    But the girl relieved his fears with another snort and a mocking, “Uh, no. What do you think I just worked my butt off doing? Didn’t you see, she rejected the magic? All of that?” she waved, at the space where the cloud had been. “Was inside her until she pushed it out with that last scream. There may be some stubbornly clinging to her, but I doubt it will do more than that snake you gave her.” 
 
    “Snake?” he asked, confused. 
 
    The girl pointed to the black marks exposed on Alexis’ neck and collarbone. There, nestled in a bed of tribal tattoos, was a black snake. It peeked its head up to look at Keir, but he could feel how exhausted the magic was. It would replenish on its own, but very slowly if Keir did not interfere. He did not have enough energy to boost her defenses now, but he would see to it once he had rested.  
 
    “Is it safe to take her home?” he asked, his grip on Alexis’ hand tightening. 
 
    “Sure, whatever. But don’t I get a thank you or something?” 
 
    He looked at her sharply and asked, “Who are you? How are you involved with the Solitary?” 
 
    Her face shut down. “That’s none of your business.” 
 
    “I disagree.” 
 
    “Why doesn’t that surprise me?” she asked drily as she pushed herself to her feet. “Fine, don’t thank me, but you’re going to get an earful when your girlfriend wakes up and hears the whole story.” With that strange response, she disappeared. 
 
    Keir picked Alexis up, cradling her in his arms. She was breathing shallowly and did not stir, but he had faith that she would recover. Tucking her head against his shoulder and holding her close, he returned to where the rest of his party waited.  
 
    “Who was the girl?” Galahad asked, his eyes pinned to the spot she had been standing in when she’d vanished a moment ago. 
 
    “She would not say,” Keir replied grimly. 
 
    “Why did you let her leave?” Sirius demanded. “We could have questioned her.” 
 
    “I asked what questions I could,” he replied. He looked at the destruction around him and raised an eyebrow at the elf leader. “You did not take one alive?” Sirius scowled back. “I thought you wanted a live specimen.” 
 
    “And drag them through the City?” the elf scoffed. “You think me that stupid?” 
 
    Keir did not acknowledge that comment. “Come, I need to bring her home.” He paused at the edge of the circle, examining the bodies. “There are fewer dead than I expected.” Even with the ones Alexis had killed, there were only a few dozen. 
 
    Therius shrugged. “We did what we could, but there were many and we were few. The numbers, they didn’t work, da?” 
 
    Keir nodded. He might have been able to eliminate several himself if he had not been distracted, but Alexis was more important. He glanced at Finch and asked, “Where did your love-sick puppy go?” 
 
    She shrugged and blithely replied, “He tried to help, he failed.” She pointed at a familiar corpse off to the side. “I see why he was a scout instead of a fighter,” she said, not sounding the least bit sad at his death. 
 
    Keir nodded and announced, “Come, I do not wish to linger here.” 
 
    * 
 
    “This is where we part ways,” Galahad announced at the entrance of the Unseelie Court. 
 
    Keir bowed his head and murmured formally, “Thank you for your service, Galahad, Seelie Knight.” 
 
    Galahad nodded acknowledgement of the debt and went down one hallway to find his Queen. 
 
    “I should leave as well,” Therius commented. “Son is probably worried about me,” he said cheerfully. “And malyshka has her knyazek to take care of her.” He examined Keir for a moment before nodding in approval. “I was wrong; knyazek is good enough.” 
 
    Keir bowed his head again, and once again murmured, “Thank you for your service, Therius, Winter King.” 
 
    Therius waved a big paw, as if to wipe away the debt. “I insisted, you did not ask. No thanks necessary.” And then he ambled down the hall. 
 
    Keir turned to Sirius, who held up his hand. “Consider my debt paid,” he intoned. “The elves no longer owe the Dark Court.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Keir murmured and headed down the hallway. He noticed that the elves stayed close, but he did not question it. 
 
    When he reached the door to his room, exhausted, Keir stared at the door to his suite, not quite sure what he was looking at. Instead of his symbol, there was a scorch mark, and deep gouges scratched into the wood. His tired mind could not interpret the meaning, and so he tried to open the door, only to find it locked to him. 
 
    “It seems as if you’ve been thrown out, my friend,” Sirius commented. 
 
    Keir frowned, his mind too slow to understand. And then he asked, feeling stupid, “Do you mean to say Nyrs has rescinded her invitation?” 
 
    “Afraid so. What did you do?” 
 
    Keir scowled. “I do not know, but I will understand the meaning of this insult directly.” He looked down at Alexis, who had relaxed into a more normal sleep, and amended, “Once she is safe.” 
 
    “We can take her to our rooms,” Sirius offered. Keir glared, but the elf held up his hand again, stalling any comments. “You won’t want to take her with you when you confront Nyrs, especially not in this state. There, she’ll have all of us to guard her. And besides, I suspect Lark has guided Molly and Jynx there as well.” 
 
    Keir was not going to admit to the elf that he had forgotten about Molly and her two guards. He nodded once and they turned down the hallway. 
 
    When they reached the elves’ suite, the door was unmarred, but the fake forested room was completely empty. 
 
    Jaxith frowned and said, “They’ve definitely been here.” 
 
    Finch peeked into her tent and announced, “I think one of them stole my dress.” 
 
    “Probably Jynx,” Jaxith admitted guiltily. 
 
    Finch pursed her lips and glanced at him slyly. “I guess I’ll just have to get it back from her.” 
 
    Jaxith smiled sadly. “I doubt it will happen the way you’re hoping.” 
 
    Finch shrugged. “To each their own. Here, Keir, Alexis can sleep in my tent,” she offered, pulling the flap aside. 
 
    Keir crouched and walked into the tent, lowering Alexis to the left-hand pallet. He tucked a curl behind her ear, his hands lingering on her face, and murmured, “I will be back soon. Do not be afraid when you awake.” He kissed her forehead and pulled back, but a piece of paper caught his attention. “Finch,” he called as he stepped out of the tent, holding the paper. “This looks like a note addressed to you.” 
 
    Finch took the paper and opened it, scanning it once before she huffed. “What has that silly sibling of mine gotten into now?” 
 
    “What does it say?” Dekel asked, leaning over her shoulder. 
 
    “Probably that the Halfling got into some trouble and Lark ran off to fix the situation,” Euan replied drily. 
 
    Finch glanced at the letter, then looked back up at him and replied, “That was incredibly close. They definitely ran off to fix the situation, but Lark wanted my help. That’s all it says though.” She turned to Sirius and asked, “May I go?” 
 
    Sirius glanced at Keir and asked, “How many guards do you want for Alexis?” 
 
    Keir hesitated, then replied, “Two will be fine. She was alone when she was attacked before, and since her kidnapper is dead, I hope there will not be any more trouble.” 
 
    “Two of you go with her,” Sirius replied, gesturing to the group. 
 
    “I’ll go,” Jaxith volunteered, looking exasperated. “I’m guessing Jynx is with them?” 
 
    “Well, it doesn’t actually say,” Finch admitted. “But I would assume.” 
 
     “I’ll stay,” Dekel offered. “I might fall asleep if I’m on guard duty, but at least that’s better than in the middle of a fight,” he explained with a lopsided grin. 
 
    Euan and Sirius exchanged a look. Sirius gestured toward Finch and Euan nodded solemnly. Euan would assist Lark while Sirius guarded Alexis. 
 
    Keir watched as the guard duty was settled before he announced, “I will find Nyrs, receive what explanation I can, and return.” 
 
    “Alexis will be safe with us,” Sirius assured him. 
 
    Keir dearly hoped that was the case, because he had no other choice. He swept out of the room, trying to appear more awake and alert than he was. It would not do to show any weakness when he confronted the Unseelie Queen.

  

 
   
    Chapter Twelve: With A Little Help from Her Friends 
 
    Molly 
 
      
 
    There was a knock at the door and everyone stilled. Dax narrowed his eyes as he looked at Molly. “What, exactly, is your plan?” he demanded. 
 
    Lark hadn’t told her. All she knew was that they needed to wait for Finch—she was the one who could solve Molly’s problem. But she didn’t have to admit that to Dax. She also didn’t know what to say to bluff though, so she simply replied cryptically, “You brought this on yourself.” 
 
    He lunged, pulling against his chains, and Jynx and Lark pushed him down. The door opened, and a cheery voice called out, “Lark? Are you in here?” before Finch, Dekel, and Jaxith barged into the room. 
 
    Finch paused when she saw the incubus chained to the bed and cocked her head to examine the situation. Without pausing, she turned a sly smile on Lark and scolded, “Lark, silly, it isn’t my birthday. You should know that.” 
 
    Lark snorted and replied drily, “It’d be hard to forget that fact.” 
 
    Finch winked and sat on the bed. “So, what is the occasion, then?” 
 
    Dax shifted away from her, watching her warily. “What’s with all the elves?” he asked Molly. 
 
    She had expected more yelling, screaming, maybe even swearing. But he seemed calmer now than he had since she’d left him, and it was making her resolve break. She shook her head—no matter how calm he was now, he deserved whatever Finch had in store. Nibbling on her lip, Molly repeated that thought, hoping to convince herself that she was doing the right thing. 
 
    Everyone ignored him as Lark answered Finch’s question. “You met Dax earlier—he’s been bothering Molly recently.” 
 
    “She’s mine,” Dax snapped, glaring at the elf. “All I want is to remind her of that.” 
 
    “I’m not yours, Dax,” Molly whispered, wrapping her arms protectively around herself. “Not now, not ever. I’m … I’m my own!” 
 
    Dax jerked on the chains again, but Finch gently pressed him back into the bed, cooing to him. He pulled away from her and snapped, “Don’t touch me.” 
 
    “You’ll sing a different tune soon, sweetheart,” Finch assured him before turning back to her sibling. 
 
    “Tune, soon, tune, soon,” Jynx chanted. 
 
    Jaxith frowned at her and she grinned, wiggling her fingers in greeting. “How’s my Lexi?” 
 
    Molly jumped and jerked to look at the elves, feeling ashamed and guilty for not having asked about Alexis sooner. How could Jynx remember to ask after Alexis before she had? Molly had been so worried, and she was Alexis’ best friend. “How is she?” she asked hurriedly. 
 
    “Sleeping,” Jaxith replied, but he didn’t look at either of them. 
 
    “She was hurt, wasn’t she?” she demanded, approaching him. 
 
    Euan spoke, his voice quiet and measured. “She will recover. And you have not explained what business we have here.” 
 
    Molly swallowed and looked away. It didn’t sound like Alexis was fine, but Finch was looking at her expectantly, and Molly could only check on her friend once she was finished with this—and finally finished with Dax. “Dax won’t leave me alone. He took something from me, and I need it back, but he refuses.” 
 
    “Oh, so he needs a little persuasion?” Finch asked, her expression sympathetic and understanding. She smiled, and Molly thought the expression seemed slightly sad. “Are you sure about this, Sapling?” 
 
    No, Molly wasn’t sure. There was something in the way Finch asked it that implied she might regret this decision. Lark looked away from Molly—they hadn’t told her what would happen, but she hadn’t pressed either, so she couldn’t blame them. She looked at Dax on the bed, who was staring at her, his expression determined and yet somehow hopeful. Her jaw clenched. “Just do whatever you have to,” she said before turning away. 
 
    “Get away from me!” Dax shouted. Molly flinched, but refused to turn around as his protests continued, and then suddenly died off. 
 
    Finch huffed. “You’re a willful one, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I love you,” Dax murmured, and Molly jerked around to look at him. His warm eyes were pinned to Finch and he was straining against his chains, trying to reach her. 
 
    “Do you?” Finch asked, a flirtatious smile playing on her lips. 
 
    “I do,” he affirmed, nodding eagerly. There was a snap as the chains broke. Molly skittered backward, and Euan caught her. She was thankful when he didn’t let go, because his steady presence was the only thing holding her up as she watched Dax wrap Finch in his arms and pull her down to the bed. Finch giggled as he kissed her, but there was something manufactured about the sound, as if she were forcing herself into a role she felt no real joy in. 
 
    “Prove it,” she coaxed as his head dipped lower, following a path as he kissed his way down her neck. 
 
    “How?” he demanded, lifting his head. Molly couldn’t see his eyes, but he sounded eager, determined, obsessed. 
 
    “You remember her?” Finch asked, forcefully turning his head away so that he was looking at Molly. His eyes were clouded, and she recognized what was happening now. She’d seen it before, just a few days ago, during the attack in the Dead City. She remembered Finch controlling one of the Solitary now, setting him against his friends. 
 
    Dax curled his lip, and his face held such disgust that Molly would have stumbled backwards if it weren’t for Euan.  “What about her?” 
 
    “Answer the question,” Finch chided. “Do you remember her?” 
 
    “Yes,” he replied, then he blinked, frowned and started to pull away from Finch. He muttered one word, “Mine” and reached for Molly, but Finch grabbed his face again, her smile forced and her eyes half-panicked. 
 
    “Oh, you’re strong,” she cooed, but she didn’t look happy.  
 
    Lark was tense, sword held at the ready, but Dax had turned back to Finch. 
 
    “What do you want from me?” he murmured as he returned to nuzzling her neck. 
 
    “You loved her.” 
 
    “I love you now,” he protested, but his back stilled and he started to pull away again. 
 
    Finch grabbed him, held him to her. “Prove it.” 
 
    “How?” he whined, his hand inching along her hip. She squirmed, but it looked as if she was trying to pull away from him instead of enjoying his touch. Molly understood how she felt, but didn’t understand where this exercise was going. 
 
    “You took something from her.” Finch pouted. “That wasn’t very nice.” 
 
    “Mine,” Dax muttered, pulling away again. 
 
    Finch grabbed him. “Do you love me?” 
 
    “Always,” he vowed fervently. 
 
    “If you want to prove it, you have to give her up.” 
 
    “Why?” he whined, and this time he managed to sit up. 
 
    She sat up as well and cradled his face, leaning forward to kiss him thoroughly. When he was subdued again, she murmured, “Because it will prove you love me. What did you take from her, Dax?” 
 
    He pulled a necklace out from under his shirt. It wasn’t one that Molly had seen before, and she didn’t understand the significance of it. It was a simple black disk on a leather cord. Finch didn’t seem to know what it meant either, but she scolded him, “If you love me, you’ll give it back to her.” 
 
    He started to turn to face Molly, the necklace clutched in his hand, but Finch seemed to realize her mistake and reached for him, stopping him. She ran her hand down his shoulder and touched the hand with the necklace. “I changed my mind,” she rushed to say, softening her words by batting her lashes flirtatiously. 
 
    “What is it, love?” he murmured, kissing every part of her face that he could reach. 
 
    “Give it to me instead. Go on, dear, prove you love me.” 
 
    Dax dropped the necklace into her hand. Finch pulled away from him and handed the necklace off to Lark, who gave it a curious look before walking it over to Molly.  
 
    “Uh, I think everyone should leave. Now,” Finch announced as she slowly backed away.  
 
    Molly looked at her and found Dax rubbing his head, a scowl marring his pretty features. “What the,” he began, then he glanced at Finch and snarled. He struck out at her and she squeaked in surprise before scrambling off the bed. “Nobody messes with my head,” he told her as he reached for her, but Euan ducked in and grabbed her around the waist, pulling her into his arms and striding out the door. Jynx stuck her tongue out at Dax before dashing after them. Molly’s head swiveled around as she looked at everyone in confusion. Jaxith waited at the door, motioning for her to come with them until Lark grabbed her wrist and started pulling her out of the room. But an arm wrapped around her waist and Dax pulled her against his chest. He shoved the door closed in Lark’s face and leaned his hand against it to keep it closed when the others tried to force it open. 
 
    Molly gripped the necklace in her hand and clutched it to her chest as Dax rested his head against her shoulder. He clung to her desperately, his arms so tight that he was hurting her stomach, but she didn’t say a word, because she was afraid of what he would do. 
 
    He finally spoke, and his words broke her heart, “I didn’t mean it. You have to believe me; I didn’t mean a word I said to that elven bitch. It wasn’t me.” 
 
    Tears filled her eyes. If she had known they were going to mess with his head … well, she would have balked, but in the end, it was poetic justice. “How do you think Dave feels?” she asked, her voice tight and choked. 
 
    “I don’t care how he feels!” Dax snarled, pulling her closer until she gasped in pain and he finally loosened his hold enough for her to breathe. “You’re the only one I care about,” he whispered, and she felt warm tears splash onto her shoulder. 
 
    “Then how do you think I felt?” she demanded. “How do you think it felt every single time you manipulated me?” 
 
    He was silent for a while, and then he whispered, “I couldn’t stand the feel of her in my head.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Dax,” she murmured. Because even if he deserved it, she felt bad for putting him through that sort of manipulation. 
 
    “Don’t leave me,” he begged. 
 
    If she only knew the two sides of him—the cheerful, flirtatious Apollo she had fallen in love with and this desperate man begging her to stay—she would have relented. But like anyone, he wasn’t that simple. He was angry, manipulative, and he didn’t care what she wanted. She very carefully pried his hand off her waist. For a moment, he clutched her harder, but she whispered a soft plea to him and his hands dropped away from her. 
 
    She turned around and gently touched his face. 
 
    “I didn’t mean it,” he murmured, grasping her hand and pressing her palms against his cheek until she could feel the outline of the underlying bones. “I’ve only ever loved you.” 
 
    She’d shouted at him so many times that she didn’t believe him, but sometimes, she thought he was completely sincere. This time, she believed him. “I know, but that doesn’t change anything.” 
 
    “Why not?” he demanded, moving his hands to clutch her hips. He was still crying, but they were angry tears now. “Why can’t you stay with me? The only one who is stopping this is you!” 
 
    “Dax,” she said, her voice choked. “Don’t you get it? That’s the point. I’m stopping this. Me. This is one hundred percent my decision. No one is forcing me to make it, and you can’t force me to change my mind. I guess you could force me to stay here. Knowing you, you’ve got a plan all ready to stop me from walking out that door. But that doesn’t mean it really changes anything. If you force me to stay, I will hate you every single day of my life. Please don’t make me do that.” 
 
    He dropped his hands from her and swore. “I could make you love me again,” he said in a broken voice. 
 
    “Like Finch just did to you?” 
 
    He lifted his hands to his face, hiding away from her for a moment, and then screamed in frustration and kicked the wall. She flinched as she watched his temper tantrum, and then waited warily for his next move. 
 
    Breathing heavily, he didn’t look at her as he said again, “I love you.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    He seemed to relax when she didn’t deny him this time. He started to turn, to look at her, but stopped himself and muttered a question, “You would really hate me?” 
 
    “Every day of my life.” 
 
    And this time, he finally seemed to believe her, because he nodded once. She didn’t need him to spell it out. She lunged at the door and pulled it open, almost getting a face full of Lark’s fist, who stopped just short of hurting her. She didn’t know whether she had mentally blocked out the sounds of Lark calling for her or if Dax had used magic to give them some privacy, but she was thankful for it. 
 
    “It’s over,” she told Lark as she closed the door behind her. 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    She nodded and gave them a sad smile. “Yeah, I’m sure.” 
 
    “He’s not going to keep bothering you?” 
 
    She shook her head slowly. “I can’t guarantee he’s actually given up, but … I think he understands that he can’t force me.” She just hoped his acceptance stretched far enough that he didn’t try to leave her any more gifts. 
 
    Lark’s lips thinned in thought before they nodded once. “Come on,” they said, extending a hand to her. “Let’s go check on Alexis.” 
 
    She smiled thankfully, glad to have a hand to hold on to as they moved down the hallway, where the others were waiting for them. Together, they walked to the elves’ suite, where everyone else was waiting. 
 
    The sight of Alexis—in her torn, dirty, and bloody ball gown—sleeping on the floor made Molly’s heart squeeze. She noticed that all of the tents and their belongings were packed up and she frowned as she looked at Keir. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “It seems we are no longer welcome in the Unseelie Court,” he replied drily. “It is best if we make a quick retreat.” He examined her—probably noting her puffy eyes and red nose—and asked, “Did you finish your business?” 
 
    She nodded and gave him a shaky smile before holding up the necklace. “I don’t know what to do with this though.” 
 
    Keir glanced at it briefly before asking, “What is it?” 
 
    “Finch made Dax give it to me. I think it has something to do with Dave’s memories.” 
 
    Keir’s expression cleared. “Ah, it makes sense. It is probably a binder. Good, that should be simple.” When she only stared at him blankly, he said, “It is a way to take an abstract substance—memories—and keep it safe and solid. If I am correct, once Dave puts that trinket on, he should recover himself.” He paused before adding, “We may need to test if it is a temporary or permanent fix. It depends on how Dax performed the spell. If it is temporary, Dave would need to wear the necklace constantly, so he does not once again forget.” 
 
    Molly shuddered at that thought and fervently replied, “I hope it’s permanent.” 
 
    “Of course,” Keir agreed. Then he knelt down and picked up Alexis, resting her head against his shoulder. He cradled her carefully as he straightened. “We should move quickly. I do not know how long we have before Nyrs decides to send henchmen to enforce her edict.” His lip curled as he added, “She has not deigned to make an appearance herself.” 
 
    Molly never took her eyes off Alexis. She asked, her voice tight, “Is she going to be okay?” 
 
    “Yes,” Keir replied, so fiercely that Molly believed him and let out a relieved sigh. 
 
    “How long is she going to be sleeping?” 
 
    He paused, his expression unsure, but he rallied quickly and replied, “As long as she needs to. If we are lucky, she will sleep until we reach the Dark Court.” His lips twitched as he looked down at Alexis with a fond smile. “That way we at least have a hope of her staying out of trouble.”

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirteen: While She Was Sleeping 
 
    Alexis 
 
      
 
    Alexis blinked open her eyes and stared at a familiar ceiling. She smiled, cuddling into a familiar, soft comforter and rolled over until she created a sleepy blanket burrito. She started to fall asleep again when a gentle hand touched her forehead and murmured, “I believe it is time for you to wake up.” 
 
    “Nuh-uh,” she protested, burrowing into her blankets until they covered her head. 
 
    “Do not make me follow you in there,” Keir warned, but he didn’t pull the blankets away. She peeked her head out and found him lying on his side next to her, his black eyes seeming to take in every feature. 
 
    “Do I have to?” she whined. 
 
    “Yes, we need to talk.” 
 
    She tried to pout, but a yawn interrupted her. “Don’t wanna.” 
 
    “I am afraid that it is important.” 
 
    She sighed and shifted out of the blankets, sitting up and running a hand through her hair. She was in the ridiculous Wendy Darling nightgown again, which didn’t surprise her. She looked around the room and sighed again. “Okay, yeah, I guess we should probably talk.” 
 
    “How much do you remember?” 
 
    She looked up at the ceiling as she rubbed the back of her neck. “I was screaming,” she said calmly. Then she blinked, frowned, and looked down at Keir. “I was screaming in the middle of the Dead City, and I’m not freaking out about suddenly waking up in your room. Why is that?” 
 
    Keir sighed. “I had hoped you would not notice. Obviously, I hoped in vain.” He sat up so that they could look each other in the eye. “While traveling back from the Unseelie Court, you woke up several times.” His eyes were sad, and he glanced away from her. “Each time you were screaming.” 
 
    “But I’m not screaming now,” she replied, still in that calm tone. 
 
    “The last time, I put you to sleep with a compulsion that you would awake calm and well-rested. If you wish, I can remove it—though knowing you, you could also throw it off now that you are looking for it,” he added with a slight quirk of his lips. 
 
    She pursed her lips and said slowly, “Maybe we should talk before that. But, we need to have an argument, and I refuse to be magically calmed into agreeing with you, okay?” 
 
    His lip twitched, but he kept his expression grave. “I doubt that would be possible, at least, not without expending an enormous amount of effort. It is simply easier to allow you to yell at me.” 
 
    She nodded briskly once, crossed her arms, and asked, “How did you find me?” 
 
    He reached out and brushed a finger over her bottom lip, where she still wore his mark. “I told you once, I would always find you. It did require some help from Jaxith to track you through the more magic heavy areas of the Wilds, though.” 
 
    “Okay. What exactly happened?” Her monotone voice was starting to bug her, but when she thought of adding more energy—more annoyance or anger—there was something that whispered in her mind to leave it be, let it go for now. She knew what had happened—the Wild King had tortured her. She wasn’t sure why, she just knew that it hurt, and she never wanted to feel that way again. Her hands started shaking and Keir took them in his, clasping them tightly and bringing them to his lips. 
 
    “You are safe here,” he murmured. “You are safe. All is well. No one will hurt you here.” 
 
    Taking a deep breath, she nodded. “Okay, just tell me.” 
 
    “We found where the Solitary were gathered.” His jaw clenched and for a moment his grip on her hands was tight and painful, but she didn’t mind. Keir had frightened her once with his intensity and willingness to kill, but it had been nothing like the grotesque, frenzied delight of the Solitary. He took no delight in it, only cold, hard satisfaction. So she didn’t mind if he gripped her a little too tightly. “But by the time we arrived, you had already dealt with several of them.” 
 
    “Wait, what? What did I do?” 
 
    “Do you know what the Wild King,” he spat the name like it was a dirty curse, “Was attempting to do?” 
 
    “Not really. The Solitary all seemed to call it an improvement, but I just thought I was dying. Slowly.” 
 
    Keir’s jaw twitched at her description, but he managed to speak clearly as he explained, “He was trying to use wild magic to tip the scales of your blood. It is why they have taken the Halflings and the quarter-bloods. He has found a way to change them enough that Tír na nÓg recognizes them as fae, which strengthens his army.” 
 
    “They were trying to do what to me?” Alexis demanded, a horrified shiver running along her spine. She was sure the only reason she wasn’t dashing to the nearest bathroom to vomit or scrub off her skin—perhaps at the same time—was because of the compulsion. It kept the horror to a reasonable level, and she was afraid of her own reaction when it was finally lifted. Perhaps going through life in monotone would just be better. 
 
    “Trying and failing,” Keir informed her, pulling her into his arms. He rested her head against his shoulder and rubbed his hands up and down her back in a soothing caress. “As it turns out, you are not fae enough.” 
 
    She frowned, blinked, and looked up at him. “But the Unseelie Queen said you were going to change me….” and then she trailed off. “She has something to do with the disappearances, doesn’t she?”  
 
    “Nyrs was mistaken—in many ways. I want you to understand—spending time here, wearing my magic, it will strengthen some of your fae blood. But there is nothing I, or anyone else, could ever do that would truly make you fae, or even as strong as a quarter-blood who lived in the Faery Realm.” His voice dropped to a dangerous level as he continued, “And yes, I suspect she is involved in some way, but I was unable to ask her before we needed to leave the Court. I looked for her, but as far as I can tell, she left the Halls and retreated to her Inner Court. I could not follow her there without permission, and even if I dared, you were injured, and I would not leave you.” 
 
    She clutched his shirt, for some reason desperately afraid that he was going to leave her now. But his chest moved up and down steadily, soothing her. After a moment, she relaxed her grip and snuggled against him. “Okay, so what happened? What did I do?” 
 
    “I was informed by a young fae,” he began. 
 
    “Feya?”  
 
    He stilled and asked, “Who is Feya?” 
 
    “She tried to help me escape, before the whole torture thing started. She looked pretty … normal. Dirty, though.” 
 
    Keir nodded, his chin rubbing against the top of her head. “Yes, it was probably her. She did not give me a name, but she did tell me what happened. You could not contain the magic he attempted to pour into you, and you released it with a scream. If I ever meet the bean sídhe who bore you, I will be sure to thank her.”   
 
    “Wait, I’m a banshee?” 
 
    “Bean sídhe, yes,” he agreed, using a different pronunciation than she had always heard. “They are scarce these days. They are sensitive creatures, very somber but easy to anger.” 
 
    All she could think to say to that was a confused little, “Oh.” With her cheek pressed against his chest, she felt his soft chuckle more than heard it. “So, I just what, screamed at them and they just went away?” 
 
    His laughter subsided and he replied, “No, not quite.” 
 
    She shifted, pushing herself up until she was sitting cross-legged, facing him. “Okay, what happened?” 
 
    “You stunned quite a few of them,” he told her, watching her carefully. She nodded, waiting for the rest of his statement. “But killed those that were closest to you.” 
 
    When she fully processed his words, she blanched. “I killed them?” she whispered. 
 
    Keir’s expression was sympathetic, but he didn’t spare her. “I counted eleven.” 
 
    She waited for panic or guilt to set in. Was it just because of the compulsion that all she felt was surprise and regret? Or was it because she hadn’t known what she was doing? It was self-defense, and she had a hard time thinking of those grotesque creatures as people. She jerked her head up and asked, “Wait, so what about the Wild King?” 
 
    Keir’s lip curled in disgust. “Unfortunately, he survived.” Then thoughtfully he added, “As did your young rescuer.” 
 
    She blinked and replied, “Well yeah, I mean, Feya wasn’t even there.” 
 
    Keir gave her a curious look before replying, “I assure you, she was. I saw her stand from the crowd myself.” 
 
    Alexis frowned, but then her brow cleared as she remembered the last words she’d heard before passing out. It must have been Feya, trying to stop the Wild King before he accidentally killed her. And then Alexis remembered someone else and with trepidation asked: “What about Ormond?” 
 
    “Dead,” Keir confirmed. 
 
    She sighed in relief, then flinched. “I should feel guilty.” If not because he was dead, then at least because he was Molly’s half-brother. But Alexis felt no guilt, just a sense of peace knowing that he wouldn’t hurt her again.  
 
    “No, you should not,” Keir replied fiercely. “He kidnapped you with the express purpose of delivering you into his new King’s hands. If anything, he was fortunate that he did not survive to meet me again. I would not have spared him this time.” 
 
    “But did you see him?” she asked, her voice shaky as she touched her throat. There were no scars there, but she was imagining his arm pressed against her neck, his new teeth piercing her flesh. 
 
    “I did,” Keir confirmed, his mouth a tight line. 
 
    “He blamed me, you know. For him ending up like that.” 
 
    “Ormond made his choices.” But now Keir was frowning. “And how could he blame you? He may suspect that the events that banned him from this Court were a trap, but he was not a member of the Dark Court, so it would not have made him Solitary.” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe Nyrs punished him for it?” 
 
    Keir’s expression was grim, and he corrected, “Or perhaps Nyrs sent him there as an envoy of some form. It seems more and more likely that she is working with the Solitary, but I do not know to what end.” 
 
    Alexis reached forward and clasped his hand. “We’ll figure it out.” He nodded firmly and brought her hand to his lips, gently kissing her knuckles. “What else happened? You can’t tell me that you just arrived with Jaxith in tow, found everyone unconscious, and that was the end of it.” 
 
    So, Keir told her about everyone that had joined him: the Winter King, the Seelie Knight, Sirius and all of his elves except Lark, who had volunteered to stay behind with Jynx and Molly. It was less adventurous than she thought—mostly walking, with one small skirmish at the end—and hearing the story made her feel slightly better, because at least Keir and the others hadn’t been in danger while searching for her. It also soothed her to know that Molly had stayed behind—though a part of Alexis was glad that Molly’s decision hadn’t been voluntarily. 
 
    She took a deep breath, preparing herself, and murmured, “Okay, let’s lift the compulsion.” 
 
    He never let her go, simply nodded. She felt the magic lift from her, but to her surprise, instead of screaming—she had expected it only because of Keir’s descriptions of the last times she had awakened—she began sobbing. Keir pulled her to him and they held each other as she cried through her worries, pain, fear, and anger.  
 
    “You are safe,” he murmured, over and over again. 
 
    “I hate you sometimes,” she told him. He stiffened, and she continued: “You were late, and I was terrified, and you were right, and I shouldn’t have run off,” she sobbed, burying her head against his chest. 
 
    “I am sorry,” he murmured, holding her so closely that once again it hurt, and she just cried harder from relief. “I will never let anything like this happen to you again.”  
 
    “You better not,” she sobbed. 
 
    “But you will need protection when you return home.” 
 
    She sniffled and tried to look disapprovingly at him as she asked, her voice barely wobbling, “What kind of protection?” 
 
    “I would like you to keep this, to begin with,” he explained, trailing his index finger over the snake resting on her collar bone. 
 
    “Oh, Snoot?” she asked, trying to shift her head to look down at it. The snake—which had remained completely still throughout their conversation—slithered and shifted until it poked up its head. 
 
    Keir’s brow furrowed. “What did you say?” 
 
    “Snoot,” she explained with as straight a face as possible. 
 
    Keir stared. “You named the darkness … Snoot? What on Earth does that even mean?” 
 
    She shrugged, “I think it’s slang for nose. See, look at its little snoot,” she said, tapping the ink snake with the tip of her finger. It flicked its tongue out and she grinned. “It’s cute, right?”  
 
    “I had no idea you were so found of snakes,” Keir replied, diplomatically. 
 
    “I’m not, but what else was I going to do?” 
 
    “If you are not fond of them, why channel the magic that way?” 
 
    She blinked at him, “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You are the one controlling it,” he reminded her. 
 
    Alexis looked down at the snake, who was settling back into its nest of tribal symbols. “Oh, right. Well, every time the tattoos moved, it reminded me of a snake. And then when one of the Solitary tried to touch me, I guess I imagined a snake striking,” she replied thoughtfully. 
 
    Keir looked at the magic with interest. “As long as it works, I suppose.” He shifted restlessly. “You will also need a guard.” 
 
    She scowled. “What good is that going to do? It’s not like they can actually follow me everywhere, people would notice!” 
 
    “I think I have a suggestion,” he offered with a triumphant smirk. 
 
    “Oh, what, are you going to make them invisible?” she asked, rolling her eyes. Then she paused and stared at him in growing horror, “You aren’t going to start following me around yourself, are you?” 
 
    “As much as that would comfort me, I hardly have the time for that,” he chided. “But I have acquired a new member for my Court, and they require an assignment of some sort. I think this would be a perfect solution.” 
 
    She pursed her lips. “Keir, I don’t think that’s necessary.” 
 
    “I do,” he replied firmly. Then he added nonchalantly, “You may wish to meet her before you make your decision.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes. “Why do I have a feeling I’m not going to be happy with you?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” he replied. “Though you are rather unfortunately observant.” He sat up and offered his hand to her before gently pulling her off the bed and onto her feet. 
 
    “So, I will be mad,” she accused. 
 
    “Most assuredly. But I hope you will forgive me.” 
 
    Her eyes still narrowed, she muttered, “We’ll see.” 
 
    Alexis decided to change and gather her bag before they left. She was eager to see Molly and make sure that everyone else was as unharmed as Keir claimed, but she also wanted to be ready to go once that was done. She found her pocket watch and swore to herself as she closed her eyes. “Please don’t be super late, please don’t be super late,” she muttered as she carefully opened the face of the watch on the side that would tell her what time it was in the Mortal Realm. Squinting, she nervously checked the time and date and sighed: it was about three p.m. on the 24th of December. She was a little later than she’d promised, but her parents would understand. She stuck the watch into her jeans pocket and grabbed her bag. She noticed that Molly’s had disappeared, probably to whatever guest room Keir had placed her in while Alexis was sleeping. 
 
    When she was ready, Keir opened the door and guided her out into the hall of the Royal Quarters, and then into the corridors of the Maze where they found a group of people waiting. Keir frowned as he looked down his nose and demanded, “Is there a reason you are all sitting on the floor?” 
 
    “Well, we didn’t have chairs, did we?” Jynx demanded as she bounded to her feet and launched herself at Alexis. “Oh, Lexi, Lexi, never do that again!” Jynx cried as she squeezed Alexis too hard, probably on purpose. 
 
    “I’ll, uh, try not to,” Alexis told her, patting her back awkwardly. 
 
    And then Jynx was ripped from her arms as Molly reached Alexis and pulled her into a hug that somehow rivaled Jynx’s hold in strength. Molly was shaking and Alexis felt a warm splash of tears on the top of her head.  
 
    “Hey, hey, I’m okay,” she murmured, rubbing Molly’s back. 
 
    “No, you aren’t,” she insisted. 
 
    Alexis blinked and pulled away. “Umm, yes I am?” 
 
    “No, you’re not okay. You were kidnapped and injured and screaming,” Molly began, and then broke off in hiccups and incoherent babbling. Alexis picked out a few words that were mostly negatives “couldn’t, not, didn’t.” And then Molly pointed a finger accusingly at Keir and wailed, “And he wouldn’t let me come with him to find you. He left me behind.” 
 
    Keir seemed prepared for this accusation, because he placed a hand on Alexis’ shoulder and explained, “And here you are, safe and sound so that Alexis has no need to worry over you.” 
 
    Molly jerked Alexis away from Keir and hugged her closer. “Still don’t like you,” Molly muttered. 
 
    Alexis considered letting Molly know that she was having trouble breathing—and that Molly was pressing on bruises that hadn’t completely healed yet—but instead, she just wrapped her arms around Molly again and rested her head against Molly’s shoulder. They stayed that way for a moment until Molly’s crying subsided and she asked, “You’re really okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “But you were screaming.” 
 
    Alexis winced—she’d hoped Molly hadn’t been there for that—and amended: “But I’m fine now.” 
 
    Molly sniffled again. “Really?” 
 
    “Really.” And because Molly finally seemed ready to release her, Alexis gently pulled away. Molly let Alexis slip from her arms, but clung onto Alexis’ hand, and it was a comforting grip, so she didn’t protest. “I’m sorry about your brother,” she whispered. 
 
    Molly pulled away, “What do you mean?” 
 
    Alexis glanced at Keir, but his expression didn’t reveal much. “Umm, didn’t anyone tell you?” 
 
    “Tell me what?” Molly asked, looking concerned now.  
 
    Keir murmured, “I apologize, I did not think to inform her.” 
 
    “Oh.” Alexis blinked and then looked down at the ground. “Uh, so did anyone explain what happened?” 
 
    “The Solitary took you,” Molly replied, her voice wobbling. 
 
    “Sort of.” Alexis glanced up at Molly guiltily and muttered, “Ormond’s the one that actually took me.” 
 
    Molly’s eyes widened and she cried out, “I’m sorry!”  
 
    It was Alexis’ turn to reach for her. “Molly, Molly, I’m fine!” 
 
    “This is my fault,” Molly moaned. “It’s all my fault. You just keep getting in trouble because of me!” 
 
    “Molly, I’m the one who’s sorry!” Alexis yelled over her. 
 
    Molly paused and looked at her in confusion. “Huh?” 
 
    “I—” Alexis began, but the words stopped in her throat. And then they all came out in a rush: “I killed him, I’m sorry, it was totally self-defense, and I know he’s your brother, but—”she stopped because Molly’s expression was horrified. Alexis dropped Molly’s hand before her friend could pull away. 
 
    “You’re apologizing to me?” Molly asked, pulling Alexis into a tight hug. “Of course you fought back!” And then she rushed to say: “But oh my god, that must have been horrifying! Are you sure you’re okay?” She pulled away again to check Alexis over for any injuries. 
 
    Alexis was beginning to feel dizzy from being jerked back and forth. She put her hands on Molly’s arms and whispered, “I’m fine, really. But still, I’m sorry. He was your brother, and I’m sorry.” 
 
    Molly swallowed and nodded. “It’s not like we were close or anything.” After a moment, her expression fell, and she whispered, “But poor Aoibheann.” 
 
    Molly’s concern for Aoibheann surprised Alexis, but after taking a moment to consider, she internally scolded herself for not realizing that sooner. Aoibheann had gone to a lot of trouble to save her grandson, even giving up Molly when she had to choose. Alexis wondered how the faery would take another loss, and glanced at Keir. Whether he understood what she was thinking or not, he nodded his head in reassurance.  
 
    Alexis turned back to Molly and squeezed her hands once again, “I really am sorry.” 
 
    “It was self-defense,” Molly assured her, but they both knew that would not satisfy Aoibheann. If she ever discovered Alexis had killed Ormond, Aoibheann might retaliate in some way. But Alexis had Keir’s protection, so she was more worried about if the faery would come after Molly again, now that Molly was her only kin left. Even more importantly—would Molly see Aoibheann out of guilt? Alexis felt tired just from considering the possible trouble this could all cause.  
 
    “Well, now that we’re done with that,” Jynx said, making Alexis jump. “I just have to tell you, Lexi-girl, that I don’t know what you see in any of them. Molly is boring, boring, boring, and Keir made me miss all of the fun!” she complained, stomping her foot childishly. “He left me behind,” she accused, using the same words as Molly as she dramatically pointed at Keir. “Can you believe that?” 
 
    Alexis arched an eyebrow at Keir, who didn’t look repentant in the least.  
 
    “Her job was to guard you, I felt she failed. Her punishment was to guard Molly instead,” he replied. 
 
    Alexis pinched the bridge of her nose. “Please tell me you aren’t giving her a second punishment by sending her with me to the Mortal Realm as my new guard?” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow back at her and replied drily, “I would hardly trust her with that position again.” 
 
    “Meanie-pants,” Jynx pouted, but she didn’t look that offended about being released from guard duty. Having chided Alexis for leaving her out of the fun, she skipped off to rejoin the elves, who had also waited for Alexis to awake. 
 
    Alexis glanced up at Molly. “So, nothing happened while I was out?” That was what she inferred from Jynx claiming Molly was boring, but she was surprised to see Molly shake her head slightly, not looking Alexis in the eye. 
 
    “I wish I could say no. It’s a long story,” she muttered, “But I think everything will be fine now.” 
 
    Guessing what had happened, Alexis asked quietly: “As in, Dax will leave you alone?” 
 
    Molly nodded morosely. “I think so.” 
 
    “Good.” Alexis squeezed Molly’s hand encouragingly. 
 
    Molly sniffed and hugged Alexis again, with the same fierceness as before. “Thank god you’re safe. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”  
 
    “Ditto,” Alexis whispered back. “Love you.” 
 
    “Love you too.” 
 
    They pulled away and the elves one by one came to Alexis and told her how glad they were to see that she was well and how they were pleased to have been able to help her. She didn’t ask what they did, afraid they might give details she didn’t want to hear. Sirius approached her last. He took her free hand—Molly still had a death-grip on the other one—and bent over it as if he might kiss it, but he stopped short. “It’s good to see you awake, Petal. You’ve had quite an adventure.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t really call it an adventure,” she muttered. 
 
    “They are not as fun as myths and books would make them out to be,” he agreed. 
 
    “You’re telling me. I’m so just ready to go home right now.” 
 
    “Understandable. Be careful on your journey.” He dropped her hand and straightened up. 
 
    She nodded and watched as he rejoined his elves. They waved goodbye before leaving, apparently having no other reason to stick around than to make sure Alexis was recovered. She noticed one—Lark—glance over their shoulder for one last look at Molly. They exchanged sad smiles of farewell before Lark turned away again and left. 
 
    “You’ll have to tell me about that,” Alexis whispered to Molly. Molly just smiled, and Alexis wondered if she would actually hear all of the details of that story. She certainly didn’t plan to wait months to ask this time—or ever again.  
 
    Jaxith was the last to approach, not quite looking at her as he murmured, “It’s good to see you well again.” 
 
    She stared at him for a moment, thinking about how he had been instrumental in finding her, and nodded thoughtfully. “I think I’m a little too stubborn to forgive you,” she said slowly. “But I also think I’m kind of relenting. I might, might be ready to hear your story. Eventually.” 
 
    His face lit up with his smile as he bowed his head to her. “Whenever you’re ready.” 
 
    She nodded back, then turned to Keir and said, “Can we go home now?” 
 
    “Are you forgetting something?” he asked drily. 
 
    She checked her pockets to make sure her watch was in place and that her backpack was resting properly on her shoulders. “Uh, no?” 
 
    “Your new guard?” 
 
    She groaned. “Keir, I really don’t need someone following me around all the time.” 
 
    “That’s my job,” Molly piped up with a pleased smile. 
 
    Alexis snorted and reminded her, “You know I’m usually the one tagging along.” 
 
    “No, I mean, that’s my job.” Molly was beaming now. When Alexis continued to not understand, Molly pointed to herself and said, “Keir told me that’s my job now. I’m your guard.” Then she leaned in and whispered conspiratorially, “Don’t worry, your secrets are safe with me.” 
 
    Alexis narrowed her eyes as she looked between the two of them, then asked Molly carefully, “You’re part of the Dark Court now?” 
 
    “Mmhmm.” 
 
    “When did that happen?” 
 
    “Uh, while you were gone.” 
 
    Alexis turned her narrow gaze on Keir. “This is what I was going to be mad about. Let me guess, this is your doing?” 
 
    “It was a solution to several problems,” Keir replied, but he was watching her as if waiting for her to explode. “It does mean that she has obligations to the Court, but it also served a purpose in severing her ties with Dax.” 
 
    Alexis pursed her lips. “I’m sure there’s more to it than that. Are you going to tell me now? Or is someone else going to tell me later, and we’re going to have another argument about how you should stop keeping things from me?” 
 
    He gave her an irritated look and ran a hand through his hair. “Very well. I did hope that if Molly were a little more connected with Our Realm, you would be inclined to visit more often.” 
 
    Alexis’ face relaxed into a smile. “Oh, okay. Acceptable answer.” She leaned up and kissed him briskly on the lips. He wrapped his arm around her waist and held her there a moment longer, turning her quick kiss into a long, leisurely one that allowed them to reacquaint themselves. When she settled on her feet, she was breathing heavily and blushing. She pretended that Molly hadn’t just witnessed that—difficult, since her best friend was grinning slyly next to them—and announced, “Okay, it’s really time to go home now.”

  

 
   
    Chapter Fourteen: Home for the Holidays 
 
    Molly 
 
      
 
    They returned to the Mortal Realm through the same rift they had entered. It seemed like a long time ago, but Molly knew that it had only been five days. She watched as Alexis and Keir shared a goodbye kiss, her amused smile turning to exasperation when one turned to two, then three and by the time the fourth one was going fairly strong, she announced, “Get a room!” Alexis was so embarrassed that she pulled away from Keir, muttered a goodbye, and wouldn’t look at him again. 
 
    Molly laughed and said, “I’ll get her home, don’t worry. Hey, it’s even my job now!” 
 
    Keir looked disgruntled about being interrupted, but nodded graciously before disappearing back through the rift. Molly had to look away from the fissure in the worlds before it gave her a migraine. 
 
    “Once I drop you off, I have to stop by Dave’s,” she told Alexis. 
 
    Alexis blinked, then cried out, upset. “Oh, Molly! I forgot all about that! I’m so sorry. You got his memories back?” 
 
    Molly nodded, pleased. “It’s okay—you had a lot going on. I’m just glad you’re okay. But yes, I got them back.” She pulled the necklace out of her pocket. At first, she had thought to wear it, so she didn’t lose it, but she wasn’t sure what that would do to her, or to the magic attached to it. In the end, she decided not to take any chances, but had been checking her pockets every few steps since she’d retrieved it. “They’re supposed to be, like, glued to this if I’ve got that right. Dax didn’t say it outright, but that’s what everyone thinks. I’m not sure how it works, but I’ll figure it out.” She smiled sadly. “I just hope he’s okay.” 
 
    “Me too,” Alexis told her, touching her shoulder soothingly. “Come on, I don’t want to hold you up.” Then she snorted. “I can’t believe you’re supposed to guard me now.” 
 
    Molly sniffed in pretend offense. “Are you doubting me? I’ll have you know, I can be very intimidating.” 
 
    Alexis hip-checked her playfully. “I wouldn’t doubt you for the world, honey bunches.” 
 
    * 
 
    First, Molly saw Alexis safely home. Alexis’ parents were pleased to have her back, and didn’t seem to think that it was odd that Alexis was almost late for Christmas Eve dinner. With an overly cheerful smile, Mrs. Dearborn invited Molly to stay, but Molly waved her off, lying and saying that she was going to spend the evening with her mother. It was a long walk to Dave’s—at least half an hour—but it had been a few days since Molly had had a moment alone, and she liked the quiet. She bundled her coat around her, trying to keep out the winter chill. There wasn’t much snow on the ground, but there was a distinct nip in the air that had already turned her nose and cheeks a bright red. By the time she arrived at Dave’s, she was shivering. 
 
    Mrs. McCauley opened the door, wearing a Christmas sweater and a strained smile on her face. “Oh, Molly, hello,” she said distractedly. “I haven’t seen you in a while.” Her expression said she didn’t know why Molly was there. 
 
    “Can I speak to Dave for a second?” Molly asked, her hands stuffed in her pockets, her right hand clutching the necklace. 
 
    “It’s almost dinner,” Mrs. McCauley chided, glancing back into the house. Her expression was sad when she admitted, “And he hasn’t really been himself.” 
 
    “I’ll only be a minute, but it’s important,” Molly replied, trying to smile, but she was sure that her smile was just as strained as Mrs. McCauley’s. 
 
    Mrs. McCauley looked at her steadily for a moment, then nodded briskly and said, “Wait a moment.” 
 
    Molly noticed that she wasn’t invited inside. Mrs. McCauley did, however, go and fetch her son, who gave Molly a semi-blank look as he stood in the doorway. Keir had given him a basic personality and some memories, but there was a certain lack of recognition on his face when he looked between Molly and his own mother that broke Molly’s heart. This was her fault, she acknowledged, but she was here to fix it. She hoped. 
 
    “Can we have a second alone?” she asked Mrs. McCauley, nodding for Dave to join her on the porch. His mother pursed her lips, but nodded and shut the door. Molly had an idea that she was probably listening on the other side, but Molly didn’t have anything compromising to say anyway. “Here,” she said, holding the necklace out to Dave. “I brought you something.” 
 
    He stared at it blankly for a moment before taking it gingerly from her hands. He looked up at her, seeming confused about what to do with it. “Thanks,” he said carefully. 
 
    Her heart clenched—what if it didn’t work? What if she’d been fooling herself, and these weren’t actually Dave’s memories? What if it was just a necklace? “Let me put it on you,” she said, forcing some cheer into her voice as she took the necklace back. “Tip your head.” He did as instructed, and she carefully looped the necklace over his head, settling the flat charm against his chest. For a moment, she stared at the necklace, and then she cautiously looked into his eyes and found a new light there. She sighed in relief. “It looks great on you,” she said with a nervous smile. 
 
    Dave blinked, then shook his head and murmured, “Thanks, Molly. Um, sorry, I … don’t really feel that good.” 
 
    “Oh, that totally sucks,” she said sympathetically. “I hope you’re feeling better tomorrow. It’d be way worse if you were sick on Christmas.” 
 
    “Just a headache,” he assured her, rubbing his temple. “But I think I should probably call it a night.” He leaned forward to give her a quick kiss, but paused an inch away. “Were we fighting?” 
 
    “No?” she replied, but she also took a step back so that he wouldn’t kiss her. She wouldn’t be able to look at him again without seeing him collapse to the floor, or those blank eyes—without feeling guilty for drawing him into her battle with Dax. “But I do have to go. I just wanted to give you that,” she told him, nodding at the necklace. 
 
    He glanced down at it, as if seeing it for the first time, and replied, “Right, right. Well, Merry Christmas.” He turned to the door then paused, “Uh, do we have plans?” 
 
    “We don’t,” she replied, hoping he didn’t notice her half-choked voice. “My schedule's kind of booked, actually. But I’ll see you at school, okay?” 
 
    “Sure, sure. See you later.” 
 
    Molly was glad for the long walk home. It would give her time to think of how to distance herself from him without hurting his feelings. After trying to cover every possibility, she smiled sadly to herself and admitted it probably wouldn’t be necessary. Whether Dave knew what had happened to him or not—or discovered it as time went on—he seemed hesitant to be around her. Perhaps his instincts were warning him that she was no longer someone safe. If so, that would certainly make things easier. 
 
    Her nose was dripping miserably by the time she reached her house and pushed the door open. She was surprised to find her mother waiting for her, arms crossed on the couch. “You’re late. You were supposed to be home hours ago.”  
 
    “Sorry, Mom,” Molly murmured. “Alexis and I got caught up with something on the way home and got distracted.” 
 
    Her mother pursed her lips, but accepted this explanation with a nod. “Very well.” She shifted uncomfortably before admitting, “Your father called.” 
 
    Molly, who had intended to retreat to her room and sleep for the next twelve hours, stopped mid-turn. She pivoted back to her mother very slowly and asked, “What?” 
 
    “I tried to call your phone,” she said defensively, “But it was off.” 
 
    Because it didn’t work in the Faery Realm. “Sorry,” Molly murmured dazedly. “I forgot to charge it. What did he want?” 
 
    “You aren’t going to like it,” her mother warned. 
 
    “Somehow, I’m not surprised,” Molly replied. She sat down on the couch letting her bag fall to her feet. She stared at it, not willing to look at her mother as she asked, “What did he want?” 
 
    “He took a paternity test,” her mother explained bitterly.  
 
    Molly nodded numbly. 
 
    “He isn’t your father.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “I know you know,” her mother snapped. Molly glared, and she flinched, her expression changing to contrite. “I’m sorry. I just … you’ve been asking about your father recently, and I’ve been avoiding you. I thought … I was sure,” she trailed off. Then she took a steadying breath and explained, “I cheated on your father a few years into our marriage.” 
 
    “I know,” Molly replied again. 
 
    “How?” her mother wailed. “I don’t understand how you found out.” 
 
    Molly finally locked eyes with her mother. “Because I met my grandmother. That’s where I was last summer.” 
 
    “You lied to the police?” her mother demanded, horrified. 
 
    “That’s not what we’re talking about right now,” Molly snapped. “We’re talking about my real dad. Do you know anything about him?” 
 
    Her mother nodded. “His name was Galen. I remember that, because I teased him that he was very gallant.” She gave a quick, half-smile at the bad pun. “Your father and I,” she paused and amended, “Your step-father and I were having a difficult time. He was working all the time, and even then, I think he was having an affair. Not the same woman, of course. He likes them young,” she sneered. “I was bitter and depressed. I’m not very proud of myself, but I had wondered how he would feel if I gave him a dose of his own medicine—if I had an affair of my own.” Her face softened. “But I wasn’t thinking about vengeance when I was with Galen. We met at the park, and he … he was very sweet. He did magic tricks for me,” she said, a tear leaking down her cheek. Her voice was barely above a whisper as she continued: “We never went on a date, we would always just meet at the park.” 
 
    Molly watched her and realized that she really didn’t know anything about Galen. At the very least, she didn’t know what he really was—or what Molly really was. She reached out and grabbed her mother’s hand. “He sounds awesome.” 
 
    “You didn’t meet him, did you?” she asked sadly. 
 
    Molly shook her head, and then she had to admit, “I’m sorry, Mom. He died before I could meet him.” 
 
    Her mother clutched Molly’s hand and nodded. “Yes, I assumed as much. When you kept asking questions … I hoped you had met him, but I suppose that was wishful thinking. What kind of woman is his mother?” 
 
    Molly imagined Aoibheann—a silver faery with the petulant attitude of a teenager mixed with the severe manner of a grandmother. “She was strict, and I think she missed her son.” 
 
    “He was a good man,” her mother confirmed. 
 
    “Why did he leave us?” 
 
    “I asked him to,” she admitted. “Your step-father broke off his affair, and started spending more time at home. I thought about going after Galen a time or two, but I was pregnant with you. I convinced myself you were Sam’s, and tried to forget about Galen.” She shook her head and murmured, “I would have been better off if I’d just run away with him, like he’d asked me to.” 
 
    Molly wondered how her life would have changed if her mother had left with Galen all those years ago. Maybe he would have told his lover what he really was, taken her to the Faery Realm. Maybe Molly would have grown up knowing all her life that she was a Halfling. And then she realized that those were possibilities, but there were several certainties—she never would have met Alexis. Or Cassi, Mandy, or any of her other friends. And they made up more of her identity than whose blood she carried. She smiled softly and leaned over to give her mother a hug. “I’m sorry, but I’m glad you didn’t.” 
 
    “Even with everything that’s happened?” her mother asked, tears choking her voice.  
 
    “Even then,” Molly murmured before giving her one last squeeze. “I’m going to go to bed. I’ll see you in the morning.” 
 
    “I’ll make cinnamon buns,” her mother offered with a wobbly smile. “Like when you were little.” 
 
    “I’d like that,” Molly replied with a soft smile of her own before grabbing her bag and retreating to her room. She set her bag down and prepared for sleep, even though it was only early evening. Once she was in her pajamas, she turned to her bed and blinked—a little, golden, origami mouse waited for her. Her heart sank—no, it couldn’t be. Dax said he would leave her alone. She was only home for a few hours and he was already leaving her notes? She snatched up the note and tore some of the edges in her haste to open it. This was longer than the last, and she relaxed as she realized he was saying goodbye. The note read: “Molly, I know you don’t wish to see me. I hope you change your mind, and I’ll be waiting for the day you come back to me. But that’s exactly what I’ll do: wait. In the meantime, I thought I would give you one last gift. All my love, Dax.” 
 
    She looked around, afraid to discover what horror he had left her this time. And then she heard her mother’s footsteps outside her door and turned to look in that direction. It was strange, that her mother had finally sat down with Molly to tell her about her real father after avoiding her for months. Had her step-father really called, prompting the discussion, or had Dax planted the thought in her mother’s head? Molly had to admit, she appreciated this gift more than any of his others, but at the same time, a shiver ran down her spine. How had Dax known that she had confronted her mother without gaining results? How long had he been watching her before he’d started his strange courtship again? She crumpled the note in her fist and threw it away, hoping that he would keep his word, and this would be the last she heard from him. He could wait until the world ended—she knew that she would never return to him.

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
    Alexis 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think he literally wants you to walk me to the rift every single time,” Alexis complained as they walked to the video store. “It’s been two months, and no one has even looked at me funny.” 
 
    Molly grinned. “Nope, nope, nope. He entrusted me with this task, and I’m going to take it seriously. For King and Country,” she declared dramatically. 
 
    “Shouldn’t it be Prince and Court?” 
 
    Molly cocked her head to the side. “Good point. Do they technically have countries?” 
 
    Alexis considered the question and shrugged. “I don’t know; we’ll have to ask him.” She paused before asking with forced casualness, “Did you want to join us this time?” 
 
    Molly wrinkled her nose. “Being a third wheel isn’t my idea of how to spend Valentine’s Day.” 
 
    “It’s not technically Valentine’s Day,” Alexis muttered. 
 
    “Close enough to count,” Molly countered. 
 
    “Fine, fine, whatever. What are you going to do?” 
 
    “I have plans with Cassi.” 
 
    “I thought you didn’t want to be a third wheel?” Alexis asked, furrowing her brow. 
 
    “Cassi and Marci are going to celebrate on actual Valentine’s Day,” Molly explained with a grin, referring to Cassi’s girlfriend. Cassi’s coming out had been rather anti-climactic. She introduced Marci as her girlfriend, blushing and glaring as if daring someone to make fun of her, and everyone had just shrugged and welcomed Marci to the group. Alexis had to admit that Cassi had better taste than she expected—Marci was bubbly, vivacious, and affectionate. In fact, she reminded Alexis a lot of Molly, which Alexis had a feeling wasn’t a coincidence. Still, Marci was a far cry from Michael, who had avoided their group since Halloween. 
 
    Keir was already waiting for them when they reached the rift. He wrapped his arm around Alexis’ waist and gave her a thorough hello kiss. She kissed him back enthusiastically, but smacked him on the chest when they finished. “You didn’t have to do that in front of Molly!” she scolded. It had become an old refrain, said every time Molly dropped her off. 
 
    He finally glanced at Molly and nodded a short acknowledgement before asking, “All is well?” 
 
    “All good,” she replied with a wink and a thumbs-up before she said goodbye to Alexis and retreated. 
 
    “I invited her to join us,” Alexis said. “She didn’t want to.” 
 
    “Smart girl,” Keir muttered, but when Alexis glared at him, his expression was innocent. “Come along then, we will have a nice long weekend together, if I am timing everything correctly.” 
 
    Alexis laughed as she followed him into the Dark Court. 
 
    * 
 
    Alexis waited until they were finished with the day’s defense lesson before asking for an update. They’d been working on ways to get out from under an attacker while pressed to the ground. She’d had to kick him in the face and they had argued about how useful it would be, as they always did. And as always, Keir won, and she did the exercise as instructed. But now she was relaxing, cooling off with a wet cloth and watching as Keir washed the bruises on his face. They would disappear in an hour, but that never made her feel any better. 
 
    “How are things?” she asked. 
 
    He glanced at her and replied drily, “You may need to define ‘things’.” 
 
    She pursed her lips. “Don’t be cute. You know I’m asking about,” she swallowed nervously before finishing, “About the Solitary. What’s going on with them? And has there been any sign of the Unseelie Queen?” She paused before asking, “Or Aoibheann?” 
 
    Keir sighed and set his own washcloth aside. He turned to face her, crossing his arms and leaning his hip against the wash basin. “Aoibheann has remained quiet, but the death of her grandson has not been wide-spread knowledge. The deaths of the Solitary are rarely noted,” he explained. “And as far as I have heard, Nyrs is taking a vacation at the Heart of her Court.” His face darkened as he added, “I am not the only one asking questions. Iorwen was extremely displeased when the assembly was curtailed, as her Court is missing the most members. She has recently tightened security. Galahad has his hands full making sure that all the Halflings and quarter-bloods that live at Court are protected. As far as I have heard, the other monarchs are doing the same. It is the ones that live outside of the Courts that we now decide how best to protect.” 
 
    “And what is being done for them?” Alexis asked gravely, thinking of Molly. It sounded like Molly needed a bodyguard more than Alexis did. But then she decided they could just guard each other, at least for the time being. 
 
    “Not enough,” Keir admitted. “The elves are finding known Halflings, ones that chose their mortal side, and placing protections around them. I do not know what else they have planned, but it is difficult work, and they are having trouble keeping up with the demand. Then there is the fact that there are Halflings and quarter-bloods that we do not know about, and who are probably not even aware of their heritage themselves. They are in the most danger, but we have no way to find them to protect them.” He ran an agitated hand through his hair, his body tense. 
 
    Alexis went to him and pulled on his hand, tugging him over to the bed. She forced him to sit down and settled behind him so that she could knead the muscles in his back and shoulders. “Is there anything I can do?” 
 
    “Stay safe,” he murmured, placing one hand over hers to temporarily still her movements. “That is all I ask of you.” 
 
    “I think I could do more,” she told him carefully. 
 
    There was the barest trace of humor in his voice as he replied, “No doubt. But I would worry.” 
 
    She sighed and returned to massaging him. “Well, we don’t want you to worry.” 
 
    “Exactly so. I might get wrinkles,” he teased. 
 
    She snorted and muttered, “You’ll never see a wrinkle in your life.” 
 
    “You have me that worried!” he countered. 
 
    She laughed, and he reached back to push her onto the bed, settling her beneath him. He leaned over her, his hair creating a curtain around them. With a fierce look in his eyes, he declared, “We will defeat this self-proclaimed king and his wild hoard, I promise you that.” 
 
    “I believe you,” she murmured, caressing his cheek softly before leaning up and kissing him. He was so confident, she couldn’t tell him that she had a feeling that this was far from over, and they would see much more of the Wild King before the end. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Author’s Note 
 
      
 
    In this novel, a lot of new characters were introduced, but I’m only going to focus on one: Lark. As discussed in the novel, Lark identifies as non-binary. While some non-binary people continue to use “he/him” or “she/her” pronouns, Lark uses “they/them”. This can sometimes be confusing when “they” is being used as singular-gender-neutral in the same paragraph as it’s being used to refer to a group of people. I tried to distinguish the use of “they” for Lark from the use of “they” for groups as often as possible. 
 
    There are a lot of nuances with non-binary people that I didn’t delve into, because while Lark’s gender identity is important to understand some of their character, a long discussion of the gender spectrum might have thrown off the flow of the story. The terms I chose to describe Lark were non-binary and androgynous, but along the non-binary spectrum there are also: genderqueer, intergender, agender, bigender, pangender, genderfluid, demigender, amalgagender, and many others. Because gender is a spectrum, there are a lot of different ways that non-binary people express their gender. In Lark’s case, they are aiming for a balance between feminine and masculine. Other non-binary people may choose to appear more feminine or masculine, or choose a mixture of the two. 
 
    Because everyone makes their own choice, if you’re unsure what pronouns to use for someone, just ask. Make sure that you are in a private, safe place and that you aren’t outing anyone, on accident or on purpose. Just don’t ask “Are you a boy or a girl?” because this isn’t a video game where everyone is one or the other, and you’ll probably get some snarky responses. 
 
    If you’d like to know more about the non-binary spectrum, I’d suggest looking on tumblr or other blogging websites. Reading about someone’s first-hand experiences is the best way to learn and understand. 
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