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      She’d been buried alive.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Yes. Maybe. Sometimes.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Enjoy,” Grendel said to the coyote, turning away. She heard the soft pad of paws behind her.
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      Cherie wasn’t home.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Spiros was too friendly.

      Grendel put a finger to her lips.

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

      The finger on Grendel’s lips began to tap.

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

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

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

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

      Jack was with her … Jack was with her …

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Jack opened his mouth to protest.

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

      “Cherie wouldn’t be—”

      Nimm hissed. “They left together.”

      “What?” Jack blinked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Nnenne?” asked Spiros, ears coming forward.

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

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

      “Sometimes forget?” Spiros suggested gently.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Spiros,

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

      ~ Oak Flower.

      That sounded lovely. Cherie found herself envious.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Spiros said softly, “It could be yours.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “We should get the wine,” she whispered.

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

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

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

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

      “What?” Jack shouted.

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

      “Errr …” Jack blinked.

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

      Jack drew his Magick in, and the wind ceased.

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

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

      “Help you what?”

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

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

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

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

      “What is he talking about?” Jack asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Greek Messenger God,” Cherie supplied.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Open minded?” Jack blurted.

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

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

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

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

      “Why?” Cherie asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Yes,” said Cherie.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “No one visited me.”

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

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

      “Your friends from Somer.”

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

      Jack huffed. “What are you talking about?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Cherie shook her head.

      Jack exhaled. “That’s good.”

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

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

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

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

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

      “I deserve it,” Jack said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      She raised an eyebrow at him.

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

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

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

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

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

      Cherie called her “grandmother…”

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

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

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

      Now she was a monster. Mostly. Sometimes.

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

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

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

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

      “Am not!” Cherie replied.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Jack straightened. His eyebrows rose.

      From behind Cherie came a whisper. “Cherie …”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Unpleasant?” Grendel suggested, raising an eyebrow.

      Cherie swallowed.

      Jack cleared his throat.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Jack electrocuted you!” Cherie said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      He had moved through time with Grendel, because of—

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

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

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

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

      Jack growled again. “Watch yourself.”

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

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

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

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

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

      Tension seeped from Jack’s shoulders.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Jack’s heart fell.

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

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

      Bryan reeled back. “You?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Jack did the one thing he could do; he went to Cherie and took her hand. “I’ll go with you.” Behind him, a tree branch shattered with an eerie crack.
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      Grendel soared across the roofs. Spotting the MEV—Military Ember Vehicle—Jack and Cherie had boarded, she let her soul slam back into her body. She knew where Smith Park was, but she wasn’t going to let them out of her sight—Cherie had already fallen into Hell, Fairy, Elysium, and too close to the Chinese underworld—Grendel wasn’t taking any chances with her grandchild finding another unexpected portal. Grendel also wasn’t taking any chances on being given the slip by Jack. If he thought for one moment that Grendel wouldn’t go with Cherie to meet this Baba Yaga person, he had another think coming.

      The MEV sped on to the park. So did Grendel.

      A few minutes later, she landed high in the branches of a tree beside one of the park’s trails, just behind where the MEV parked. The park hadn’t changed since Grendel had been alive. There was the same field framed by trees and the same small field house. Once more, Grendel felt the wrongness of it. The trees should have grown. The field house should have been rebuilt or at least repainted.

      “And I should be dead,” she muttered.

      People crowded along the trail beneath her. Grendel didn’t recognize the faces, but she thought she caught the sound of familiar voices. She squinted. The crowd was … oddly white, even for a park located close to Ukrainian Village. The area had a large Hispanic population, too.

      A dog with a gleaming orange coat, a golden retriever or maybe a pale Irish setter, glanced up at the tree she was in. Putting its tail between its legs, it slunk to the side of a young man, but didn’t bark. It was Chance, the Magickal dog that had cornered her in her kitchen; Grendel hadn’t recognized him without his hackles up. Last time she’d met Chance, Nimm, Jack’s rat advisor, had convinced Chance that Grendel wasn’t a threat. Evidently, Chance didn’t completely trust Nimm’s reassurances.

      Below Grendel, Cherie got out of the MEV, a few leaves clinging to her fancy dress. Jack came after her, his hand protectively on her back. Several people in the crowd called to Cherie by name, and Grendel placed the voices of two young men and one young woman. They’d shown up at Grendel’s house the night Mizuki, Jack, Ashwin, and the rat Nimm had come over. Another car pulled up, and Mizuki got out with Ashwin and … Grendel squinted … there was Nimm! The rat’s snout immediately whipped in her direction. Rats had noses that were more sensitive than dogs. Grendel still found the concept of Magickal animals charming, and Nimm in particular very charming—even if he’d called her a murderer, and then tried to enlist her aid in killing a mouse by the name of Genghis Khan, his “competition.” Nimm talked, not just English, but also animal languages, like Dog. It was adorable. Grinning, she waved at him. Rising to his hind legs, he straightened his tiny bowtie, lashed his tail, and turned away. Which was when Grendel noticed her fangs were fully extended. Also, she probably smelled like rat blood.

      Well, drat.

      “They have Tommy and two local children,” a woman said, and Grendel’s attention snapped to the crowd surrounding Cherie. Grendel knew “Tommy.” He was a Magickal child from Cherie’s town of Somer.

      Someone else said, “If only Golly had been with them. But they’re living with relatives in Hyde Park.” Grendel perked at the names. Golly and Ruth were also from Somer—Golly wasn’t a child per se; she was a child-shaped golem. Ruth was the Magickal child who’d made her. Golly could survive a bullet and having her limbs detached; she also had a tendency toward violence and would be a handful for any would-be kidnapper. Grendel had met Golly, Ruth, and Tommy in Fairy. They’d been the first children she’d met since she’d turned. She shockingly had no desire to bite them. Grendel had feared it was because they were Magickal, but when she and Cherie had encountered sleeping, non-Magickal children in the city, Grendel hadn’t wanted to drink them, either. Perhaps children were too far from death to be appealing.

      A woman said shrilly, “They’re asking for a Charming Princess.”

      Cherie cocked her head, but didn’t claim the alias, a play on her given name, “Charmaine.” Instead, she asked with a calm that made Grendel proud, “Where did they disappear from exactly?”

      “Right here,” said a middle-aged man, pointing to the pavement beneath his feet. “The whole chicken-legged house was right here, with our children, and then it vanished.”

      “The gate is here,” Jack said, surveying the air above him, as though he could see an invisible arch.

      “Can you open it?” a young man demanded—Cillian, that was Cillian. Grendel remembered his voice. Cherie had described him as “Somer’s Golden Boy, but in the literal sense, not the figurative sense.” Seeing him for the first time, Grendel understood that assessment. Cillian was tall with blond hair that was a shade lighter than his golden skin. Also, he was Magickal. Grendel could hear the thunder of his heart from the tree and swore she could feel the music of it reverberating in every thread of her veins. He was delicious, and that was annoying. Cillian’s manners had left something to be desired that night he’d barged into Grendel’s home, and now he was too … emphatic … too demanding … striding up to Jack and standing too close. Grendel half-expected him to reach out and shake Jack, as though that would make Jack more effective at his task. Grendel didn’t like wanting someone so overbearing. A wicked voice whispered within her, “Maybe waking up in a cold alley missing a pint or two would be just the thing to humble him.” She shook the voice away.

      Seemingly oblivious to Cillian’s pressure, Jack studied the air a moment more, whispered something to Cherie, and pressed something into her hands. From where Grendel sat, it looked like a stumpy Magick wand.

      Taking it, Cherie stepped away, and then Jack held out his arms. “Stand back.”

      The crowd, Cherie, and, remarkably, Cillian did.

      Jack lifted his hands above his head and lightning jumped from his fingers, curving into an arch. The scene around him wavered. Grendel saw the pale trunks of birches and the dark green of pines, long grasses, and a sun at dawn or dusk. The scene shimmered like a mirage, and Jack gasped, “Mizuki!” His sister was at his side an instant later, hands raised as though she were holding up the sky. Night and the velvet blue black between the stars seemed to curl around her fingers. For a moment, the scene brightened, expanded … and then the arch collapsed in on itself, and there was only Jack with sparks falling from his fingers, and Mizuki with her fingers laced with snakes of indigo sky. Both were panting, and their shoulders slumped.

      “What happened?” a woman cried.

      Mizuki shook her head. “The gate was closed from the other side.”

      She and Jack came toward the crowd, and a woman said, “The witch asked for the Charming Princess …” and a man added, “How can we send over the Charming Princess—if we find her—if the gate is closed?”

      “Could it mean Cherie?” that was said by another inhabitant of Somer, a statuesque blonde with a face like a doll. She held a sleek black cat in her arms, and although the woman’s blood did not pound with Magick, the cat’s definitely did. Was that the cat that Nimm had fallen for, and a mouse had defended? What a trick for a cat to be able to enchant rodents! If Grendel had the glamor of Vampiric myths, she wouldn’t have to resort to eating rats and rabbits, she’d have human volunteers!

      She shook herself. Magickal glamor wouldn’t be fair. She had to earn her human sips, like she had to earn love or friendship, or what was it worth? She licked her lips. It would be worth having a full belly all the time, to not have the constant gnawing sensation that she wasn’t quite full. If you drank blood, you wouldn’t be full either, you idiot. You need real food, or you’ll starve. She sighed. She did need real food; blood had very little in the way of calories, but it didn’t feed the same hunger. A voice that might be her conscience replied, Nothing worth having is easy. Even love is work.

      “Are you my conscience or my other life?” she asked the voice.

      There was no reply. Below, the crowd edged away from the portal that led to Baba Yaga land. Cherie wasn’t with them. Instead, she approached the spot, surveying where the arch had collapsed.

      Cillian grumbled to Jack, “Did you teach Cherie to open portals?” a note of jealousy clear in his voice. Jack looked over his shoulder, past Cillian, back to Cherie, saying, “No, I—”

      Cherie vanished.

      Grendel screamed. “No!” Her soul ripped from her body, as though it could follow her granddaughter. The humans below froze in time. The eyes of a young woman with straight brown hair fixated on Grendel on her perch.

      Growling, Grendel leaped from the tree and sped past the observer to the place where Cherie had stood.
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      Cherie’s feet sank into mud, and cold water flooded around her ankles.

      “Ugh,” she groaned, nose wrinkling at the smell of stagnant swamp muck and decay. Raising her skirts, she lifted a foot, flexing her toes to keep her slipper on. She held it raised, like a bird, not wanting to subject it again to the mud. A mosquito buzzed by her ear, and then another, and another. Swatting them away, she surveyed her surroundings; she was in a bog of ankle-high water. Grasses poked up in clumps around her. Trees stood a few paces away. The ground around them might be more solid, but she should remain right where she was, in case Jack opened the gate. She swatted another mosquito away and looked off to the horizon. Was it dusk or dawn? It would be nice not to be here alone at night. She swore that the sun slipped lower at that thought. Her brow furrowed, and water caressed her calves. She looked down and gasped. She was sinking. She put her raised foot down, reminding herself to be slow and deliberate, not to thrash about, and extricated her other foot from the mud, not even trying to keep her shoe. She meant to put that foot down carefully, but as her other foot sank deeper, she found herself sprinting for the trees. The grasses clutched at her dress, and the mud caught her remaining shoe and sucked at her stockings. She didn’t stop until her feet encountered solid ground. Gasping, she turned and looked the way she’d come. For a moment, she thought she saw a shimmer of sparks—or maybe it was a nighttime sky with stars—but then all she saw was bog. Cherie put her hands on her hips and blew a lock of hair from her eyes. Of course, Baba Yaga had asked for her. The witch wasn’t going to let Cherie go until Cherie actually found her … which was going to be exceedingly difficult in an unfamiliar forest in the dark. Cherie should be frightened, and she was. She was also annoyed. She was here. Where was Baba Yaga? She stamped a stockinged foot, and pine needles pricked her toes. Wonderful. She turned around, surveying the trees. She couldn’t go anywhere at night. It would be better to find some sort of shelter and wait for the witch or for Jack to come get her.

      Cherie spotted a pine with drooping branches, the sort of tree that could be a virtual tent. It wouldn’t be much of a barrier between her and the monsters of Russian folktales, but it would be something. She hitched up her skirts, now hopelessly heavy with mud. Before she’d even taken a step, a growl erupted behind her.
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      “Ana,” Geoff called, and Chance whined at his side. Ana was his nickname for Annette, and it spilled out automatically, before he could help himself or because he was trying to help himself, trying to heal the rift between them.

      Not hearing or ignoring him, Annette spun back toward the shadowy pathway the children had vanished on. She was still furious about the “intervention” they’d tried to stage on behalf of Cherie. She’d tried to convince Geoff not to go, arguing that the intervention was Cillian’s idea, and Cillian’s pride was too hurt for him to be rational.

      And it was true, Cillian’s pride had taken a beating since they’d left Somer. Cherie had declined to come with Geoff and Cillian when they’d left their hometown. That had hurt Cillian, probably more than Annette could understand. Cillian had never dated Cherie, never even kissed her, which might actually be a sign of his respect. Cillian had kissed or slept with, or at least attempted the same, with about every other girl in Somer. Geoff wouldn’t say Cillian was in love with Cherie, but Cillian saw Cherie as being his. Cillian, when he was really drunk, had said on a few occasions, “She’s the only Magickal girl in Somer—Lydia doesn’t count, Lydia likes girls and is practically a boy—I’m the only of-age Magickal guy, and Cherie’s the type of girl I’d marry if I was looking to get married, which I’m not. But we all get old and boring at some point.”

      It was an attitude that Annette found abhorrent. “Objectifying” was the exact word she’d used. Geoff hadn’t thought it was that, because he hadn’t taken Cillian seriously. And then Cherie had turned down Cillian’s protection back in her kitchen in Somer, Cillian had hauled her up over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes, and Geoff had had a sudden moment of clarity: Annette was right. Before he could do anything, Cherie had given Cillian a wedgie, making him drop her. “Childish,” Cillian had called it for days. “Deserved,” Geoff and Annette had responded every time.

      As wrong as Cillian had been then, he wasn’t always wrong. “My parents agree with him,” Geoff had protested. “Tommy and Ruth’s parents agree with him. Natalie and Frank agree with him, and Missy does, too.”

      “But do you agree with him?” Annette had demanded.

      Geoff’s shoulders fell at the memory. Had he? Or had he deferred to his parents? He’d thought he was doing the right thing, even if he didn’t like it. But then all of Annette’s arguments and Sheriff Easterman’s hesitancy had come back to him when Cherie had opened the door to the place she was staying. She’d been so visibly delighted to see them. He’d felt like he was being disloyal or dishonest or … stupid … Cherie had uncursed the city, something that Cillian was definitely jealous of. Cherie had done it with the aid of a Vampire. Which everyone except Annette and maybe the sheriff thought was “foolhardy” and “naive” and “irresponsible.” But if it was all those things, how could it have worked? And hadn’t he thought that Cherie might wind up befriending a dragon? He winced. Vampires were worse than dragons. Dragons might want to eat you, but they were obviously dangerous. Vampires were humanoid, as beautiful as Fae, and seductive. Although he’d heard that the Vampire helping Cherie was “a crone.”

      “Ana,” he called again as Annette wove through the crowd, willowy figure swaying easily between shoulders and past raised hands, never so much as brushing anyone, and virtually unnoticed, even by Cillian, who was arguing with Mizuki about something. Geoff’s heart skipped a beat. Annette was heading to the portal—would it open for her accidentally, like it had for Cherie? He followed, knocking into a few people as he did, and having to pause and hastily apologize. At the crowd’s edge, he caught up to her. She was not at the location of the portal, but a few meters away from it, where Jack was talking to an old woman, gray haired, slight but spry. “Why can’t you open the gate, portal thing?”

      “If I knew the answer to that, I would not be standing here,” Jack replied, voice a growl.

      The old woman did growl, and her boney, claw-like hands curled into fists. Geoff took a breath. “Is that—?”

      “Shh …” Annette hissed, finally looking at him, eyes flashing.

      Chance whined.

      Jack looked over his shoulder at Annette and Geoff, and his expression became hard. The old woman who Geoff was beginning to suspect was not a woman at all, paced to the spot where Cherie had disappeared, snarling faintly.

      Holding up a hand, Jack came toward Annette and Geoff. “We’ll—”

      The portal flashed. There was a blast of air, the scent of pine and bog, and then the old woman was gone.

      “What was that?” someone asked.

      Staring at the spot where the old woman and Cherie had disappeared, Geoff gulped. Baba Yaga was, by all accounts, one of the most powerful Old Magickals. She was also a witch of unreliable disposition: sometimes helpful, but usually malevolent. “Why would Baba Yaga take Cherie?”

      “And why take the Va—old woman?” Annette asked.

      Jack huffed, cursed under his breath, and then muttered, “Professional courtesy.”
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      It used to hurt when Grendel’s soul left her body, a cell-deep tear that ripped at every tissue, crown to toes. Now a sort of hollowness overtook her when she wanted to move fast or when she was startled or frightened—like when the portal opened, and from one blink to the next, her soul left her, and she left time and Earth. Cherie stood a few paces ahead, back to her, skirts lifted high, frozen in time upon a low rise. There was nothing in her stance that made Grendel think she was afraid, and no dangerous creatures seemed to be peering from the trees or water. Grendel exhaled in relief, but her soul didn’t slam back into her body.

      Outside-of-time, Grendel stood atop a watery plain marked by clumps of grass. Before she could sink, she walked across the boggy water. Like Jesus, an impish inner voice commented, and Grendel smirked at the joke. The same voice said, You’re damned for sure now, Grendel, and Grendel almost choked on her spit mid-chortle.

      Grendel returned to normal time as soon as the ground seemed solid. Her shoes promptly sank a few centimeters into ground that was not as solid as she thought. Grendel snarled.

      Cherie startled, spun, saw Grendel, and her body relaxed.

      “Sorry,” Grendel muttered, shrinking slightly. The music of Cherie’s veins tinkled pleasantly. Grendel did not want to think about the music of Cherie’s veins. That wasn’t what grandmothers did.

      “You arrived at just the right time, Grandmother,” Cherie said, but then she huffed and scowled into the forest.

      Grendel cocked her head.

      Catching the question in her expression, Cherie said, “I’m not irritated at you. I’m irritated at Baba Yaga. She summoned me. I’m here. I lost both my shoes in that quicksand.” She waved her hand out at the bog. “Where is she?”

      “I could climb a tree and look,” Grendel suggested. Performing tasks and being useful took her mind off blood and how easy it was to pierce Cherie’s skin. Her fangs bit her lips, and she wished very much that she’d had a few more rats this evening.

      “Would you?” Cherie said.

      “Of course,” Grendel said, but then caught sight of Cherie’s feet. Her stockings were filthy and already had holes in them. If Cherie continued to walk around like that, her feet would be bloody in minutes. Grendel sighed, pulled a utility knife from the pocket of her jacket, and slipped the jacket, made of a thin, but strong wind-breaking fabric, from her shoulders. She handed both to Cherie. “My shoes are too small for you. Wrap up your feet in strips of this before they start bleeding.” Sounding grumpy to her own ears, Grendel hoped Cherie would take her meaning.

      “Are you hungry, Grandmother?” Cherie asked, and Grendel’s spirit soared, and her mouth watered.

      Cherie said, “You know you only have to ask if you are.”

      Grendel licked her lips but looked down at her feet. “It would be a bad habit.”

      And Cherie needed her blood now of all times. “You need to be alert when we meet this Yaga person.” Grendel nodded to herself, pleased to have found an excuse not to drink Cherie’s blood.

      Cherie sighed, and Grendel turned away before her logic could unwind—drinking twice from the same person was hardly a habit and wouldn’t she herself need to be at her best if they encountered a monster, or bear, or someone who desperately needed killing? Granted, someone who needed killing would take care of her bloodlust. That cheerful possibility made her smile, and she hummed as she studied the trees. Finding her target, Grendel let her soul leave her.

      A few moments later as Grendel perceived time, she perched on the topmost branches of a birch tree. The evening was getting darker, and clouds were creeping in, but Grendel’s eyes were very good at seeing in the dark. She checked on Cherie below, first, out of an old habit—a grandmotherly habit maybe. Caught in a freeze frame, Cherie was holding Grendel’s jacket high in one hand, her gaze sharp. The “stumpy Magick wand” Jack had passed to her back in the real world turned out to be a sort of light, and Cherie held it up in the other. Although Vampirism did not give Grendel the ability to read thoughts, she could tell Cherie was thinking how best to use the jacket. They were stranded in a foreign world, at the mercy of what had to be a very powerful Old Magickal being, and Cherie was not panicking; she focused on the present and the practical. Grendel’s heart swelled with undeserved pride. Her lips pursed. And why would Cherie panic? Whenever she met someone or something immensely powerful and dangerous, she’d always managed to charm her way into their good graces. Grendel bit her lip, and not with her fangs. Would there come a time when that wouldn’t work?

      A cool light began to play at Cherie’s feet, ignoring the laws of time, like Grendel did. The light curled up from the ground like smoke and took a familiar form—an elderly woman, with short white hair framing a dark, doll-like face. It was the ghost of Cherie’s grandmother; Cherie’s “Nnenne” who had summoned Grendel to her granddaughter’s side on a snowy night. It had been about a week ago but seemed like a lifetime to Grendel. That night Grendel had changed from a fiend to a grandmother. Seeing Grendel, Nnenne waved at her.

      Grendel waved back. Sound didn’t carry in the place beyond time, so she mouthed the words, “Baba Yaga … where?” Grendel didn’t think Nnenne technically needed to breathe—she could see through the ghost—but Nnenne’s chest rose and fell as though she were sighing, and she raised her shoulders in a shrug.

      Saluting her, Grendel turned back to her task, scanning the land around her perch. All she saw was bog and forest, but it was possible a fireless camp or hut hid beneath the trees. Monsters and brigands might hide beneath the trees, too. Grendel licked her lips. She lifted her head, blinked, and saw fireflies in a myriad of colors: yellow, blue, green, and vivid orange. Grendel had always liked fireflies for their beauty. Now, being a Vampire, Grendel felt a sort of kinship with them. In their larval stage, fireflies injected venom into their snail and slug prey, turning the victim’s insides to liquid that the larvae ingested. Gently extending a claw, Grendel tried to catch one on her palm, but her hand encountered only empty air. She blinked at the tiny glowing lights … and some of them got bigger and some smaller, and then it happened again. Grendel swept a hand through the air, and again encountered nothing. She squinted and swayed side to side. Uh-oh.
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      A tree groaned above Cherie, and she looked up with a start. Grendel, gripping the top of a slender birch, hurtled toward her. Cherie darted away just as Grendel released the tree top and landed on the sod, almost exactly where Cherie had been standing.

      “Lights!” she said. “Big!”

      Cherie blinked. “What sort of lights?”

      “I don’t know,” Grendel replied. “But they are not lightning bugs!”

      Cherie stared at her.

      “You don’t know what they are?” Grendel asked. “But you know all myth things.”

      “There are too many mythological creatures that create light for me to even guess.” Cherie sighed and shook her head. “It’s a bog. I suppose will-o’-the-wisps are most likely, but this is Baba Yaga’s land and I would expect we’d be dealing with something from Russian folklore, and I’m not sure they have will-o’-the-wisps.”

      She plunked herself down on the ground and began cutting the coat into strips.

      “I’m not being very helpful, am I?” Grendel suggested.

      Cherie raised a strip of jacket. “You have been very helpful. I’m going to wrap my feet. You keep a watch on the lights.” She said the words like an order. It wasn’t how she normally talked to elders; her exasperation was getting the better of her—she and Jack had been having fun together. She started to apologize, but Grendel had already turned away. “You’re right. You can’t run in bare feet. I’ll keep watch.”

      A few minutes later, Cherie tied the last strip around her ankle, grateful for all the first-aid experience she had from her grandmother’s clinic.

      From a tree branch, Grendel whispered, “They’re getting larger, and by that, I mean, they are getting closer.”

      Cherie rose to her feet.

      “Does Russian mythology have glowing butterflies?” Grendel asked.

      Cherie wracked her brain but came up with nothing. “Not that I remember … But maybe I’m forgetting something?”

      Grendel snorted. “Not likely. You know all the myths.”

      Cherie stood, surveying her handiwork with the Ember wand and testing the new “bandages.” They were thicker than her stockings, but still thin. A few sharp stones, and she’d be nearly barefoot again. “There are probably more creatures in these other worlds than we even know about,” she said, repeating Nnenne’s words. “There have been times and places throughout human history when waves of Ember appeared, and portals opened, but the last time Ember encompassed the entire Earth, humans were mostly illiterate.” Lifting her gaze, she spied the “butterflies.” There were seven of them, in yellow, green, blue, and one that was a vibrant orange. They appeared to be as large as eagles and flew in a cluster, but as Cherie watched, they spread out in a semi-circle.

      Leaping down from the tree, Grendel took Cherie by the shoulder and pushed her deeper into the trees.

      “I don’t think they’re dangerous,” Cherie said. Eagle-sized or not, how dangerous could butterflies be? And they were very pretty, their glowing wings like the sun through stained glass.

      “They’re surrounding us,” Grendel said. “They’re acting like predators, and yes, I would know.”

      Cherie’s mouth opened to protest, but before she could speak, a shriek ripped through the night, high-pitched and disturbingly human. Two of the butterflies stopped short, hovering above the trees, but in the night sky it was impossible to say how far away. Cherie was certain they were the largest eagles she’d ever seen. Another shriek joined the first, and another, and another, and then all seven “butterflies” swooped toward Grendel and Cherie at dizzying speeds and—

      “They’re human!” Grendel exclaimed.

      Cherie’s eyes widened, seeing the figures of women beneath each pair of butterfly wings. “Vila!” she exclaimed excitedly. There could be no doubt, right down to their blonde hair in long plaits, billowing white tunics and trousers, and bows and arrows.

      “They’re armed,” Grendel said, dropping slightly, voice becoming a snarl.

      Smiling, Cherie patted her shoulder. “They’re friendly!” But even as she said that, she noted that the charm at her neck had become decidedly cool.

      At that thought, the Vila drew their arrows and nocked their bows in unison. The one with orange wings reminiscent of a monarch’s shouted down at them in a strange guttural language.

      Grendel whispered under her breath, “Do you understand that? Because I don’t.”

      “No,” Cherie replied. Lifting one hand in supplication and the other to the charm at her throat, she said to the Vila, “I’m sorry. I don’t understand.” Beneath her fingers, the charm became colder.

      The Vila who’d spoken shouted at them again, exactly what she’d said before, but louder and faster.

      Cherie’s charm became too cold to touch. Throwing up both her hands, Cherie said, “I’m sure that—”

      Grendel yanked her backward, and the world went silent as they slipped out-of-time. Nearly weightless, and chilled by more than cold, Cherie blinked at the arrow hovering in the air near her left shoulder. In another instant, it would have hit Grendel. Her heart rate quickened.

      Grendel spun her around and pulled her back into the trees. But Cherie looked over her shoulder and saw the Vila, their wings motionless in the out-of-time, their arrows, all loosed, motionless, too.

      Swallowing, Cherie followed Grendel into the shadows of the trees. Branches hid what remained of the sunset, but Cherie turned the Ember wand off and slipped it into her pocket, trusting Grendel to guide her. They cleared the gauntlet of Vila, and Cherie began to breathe easier again, but they hadn’t gone much more than a meadow’s length when Grendel began to stagger. Cherie pulled the Vampire beneath a large pine with branches that swept the ground. As soon as they were beneath the boughs, Grendel fell to her knees. Time slammed back into them. Cherie had weight and was accosted by the buzz of thousands of mosquitos; she hadn’t noticed their hum before. Peering beyond the pine boughs, she still saw the Vilas’ glowing wings, but she hoped with the Ember wand’s light extinguished, the Vila wouldn’t spy them.

      “Not friendly,” Grendel gasped.

      Cherie winced. “I don’t understand. Maybe it is a full moon? In some stories, they turn to Rusalka on full moons.”

      Grendel stared at her, and Cherie remembered she probably had never heard of the mythological creatures. “Rusalka are eternally young girls and women who died violently. They lure men to their deaths.”

      Grendel lifted an eyebrow. “We’re not men. What do they have against us?”

      Cherie shrugged helplessly.

      “What do we do?” Grendel asked.

      “Hide?” Cherie said. “Maybe Jack will find us?”

      Grendel growled. “Maybe I should kill them instead.” Her eyes went beyond Cherie, and then she blinked. “They’re gone.”

      A wolf’s howl pierced the night, and then another, and another. A rumble began, a sort of huff, huff, huff, like a small engine being started, and then the rumble turned to a roar. Cherie recognized the sound from the woods of Somer. “It’s a bear.” A horrible thought dawned on her. “Vila can take the form of all the animals of the forest.”

      The wolves howled again, this time louder and closer.

      “Normally you shouldn’t run from predators,” Cherie said. “They’ll mistake you for prey.”

      Grendel stared at her.

      The huff-huff-huff rumble of a bear roar came from far too close. Grendel grabbed Cherie’s hand and yanked her out from beneath the tree and out-of-time. They ran together, leaping over fallen trees and boulders, as light as feathers. But they’d gone less than a quarter mile when Grendel stopped, and they both slammed back into real time, Grendel gasping for breath.

      The wolves howled, and it sounded like it came from beyond the trees.

      “They’re closer!” Grendel hissed. “It isn’t working!”

      Cherie couldn’t believe that. Grendel was faster than anything when she slipped through time. “I’m sure that isn’t possible.”

      Grendel grabbed her hand, yanked her out-of-time, again, and pulled her into a run. There was no sound, but a pale silver glow made Cherie look over her shoulder. Two enormous, glowing wolves, white as the Vila gowns, with golden manes like the Vilas’ hair loped behind them, heads bowed and jaws snapping. She looked left and right and saw bears and more wolves on either side, all with the same white and yellow. She swallowed. If she survived, she could confirm that Vila could take animal forms and travel through the out-of-time.

      One of the Vila wolves darted forward, catching the hem of Cherie’s dress. Cherie jerked away from it. The beast lunged again—and Cherie had weight, the world had sound, and Grendel was where Cherie had been a moment before. The Vila wolf leaped up and grabbed her arm and viciously shook it. Grendel raked its face with her claws.

      Releasing the Vampire with a yelp, the beast slunk back, snarling. A Vila bear lunged in its stead, and Grendel hissed and raised her claws, but Cherie pulled her back out of the animal’s reach. Grendel snarled as loudly as the wolf. The Vampire blurred for a moment, and then hissed. “They’re herding us!”

      Cherie looked around. Grendel was correct: the animals had formed a U with their bodies, forcing Grendel and Cherie away from their chosen path.

      “We should go where they want us to,” Cherie said.

      “They're not friendly,” Grendel hissed, ripping from her grasp and swiping at a bear. The swipe became a blur at the end as the Vampire slipped from time. The bear blurred, too.

      The next thing Cherie saw was Grendel being hurled past her. The Vampire landed with a thud and a groan. With a cry, Cherie ran to her side, a wolf nipping at her skirts.

      Grendel sat up with inhuman speed, clutching her stomach, eyes blazing, blood weeping from her arm, blouse shredded to pieces. She snarled with bloody lips; the beasts snarled back. Cherie laid her hands on Grendel’s arm and willed the Vampire’s pain away.

      “I can take them,” Grendel hissed. “I’m already healing.” For all Grendel’s bravado, the Vampire was shaking.

      Cherie’s heart felt like it was beating faster than a hummingbird's wings. The Vampire would be destroyed if she went on like this. “We should go with them,” Cherie said.

      Grendel’s eyes flashed. “When a nasty man wants you to get into his van, you fight to the death!”

      It took Cherie a moment to parse that, but then she took Grendel’s point. Where they were being pushed might have fewer options than they did here.

      One of the Vila wolves circled around, charged, bit Grendel on the shoulder, and dragged the hissing and spitting Vampire backward. Gasping, Cherie rushed after them. As much an animal as the wolf, Grendel twisted around and raked a claw over the wolf’s face. Cherie didn’t see what happened next because a bear roared and lumbered toward her and slung a huge claw at her hip. Cherie jumped back. The blow missed her skin but shredded her dress. She stumbled backward toward Grendel, who was facing off against a bear. “We can’t fight them,” Cherie said.

      Grendel spared a glance at Cherie. Taking advantage of the diversion, the bear rose to its hind paws, roared, and swung a paw. Grendel ducked, but a clump of silver hair clung in the beast's claws. The Vampire immediately turned to the beast and fell into a crouch. Cherie knew from experience Grendel was preparing to fight.

      “You can’t kill all of them before they kill me,” Cherie said. As if for emphasis, a wolf charged her, jaws snapping. Grendel yanked Cherie back, but not before Cherie lost another piece of her dress.

      Grendel hissed. “Fine.” She straightened. “But we’ll walk into their trap. We won’t run.”

      “Right,” said Cherie. Lifting her chin, she took the Vampire’s hand and started to walk into the opening the Vila animals had set before them.

      One of the bears lunged at them from behind. There was a wicked, wet tearing sound. Grendel screamed and fell forward, her back a bloody mess. Falling to a knee beside her, Cherie willed the pain away. The wolves howled, and the bears roared.

      Grendel lifted her head and stumbled to her feet, muttering a single word. “Run.”
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      Gasping for breath, pain shooting from her feet with each step, shoulder bending under Grendel’s weight, Cherie paused among a copse of trees. She tried to grasp hold of her Magick and end the pain. But as they’d done for the length of the journey—was it five minutes or five hours, Cherie couldn’t tell—one of the Vila wolves leapt forward and nipped Grendel’s ankles. The Vampire whimpered. Heaving her up, Cherie stumbled from the copse and knew instantly they’d reached their destination. Before them a cottage stood on enormous chicken legs, encircled by a fence of overlapping bones: tibia and fibula, kneecaps and femurs, each connected by a pelvis. Beyond the fence rose a hedge of brambles from which skulls peered—human, animal, and other—mounted atop the hilts of spears, lances, and swords that had been driven into the hedgy web. With flames burning in their eye sockets, they served as grisly lanterns.

      Cherie’s makeshift footwear had long-since ripped away. Every nerve in her feet screamed. Grendel was worse. She’d been mauled and bitten repeatedly. Each time the Vampire had healed, the Vila beasts attacked again. Cherie hurt, but Grendel’s hurt was worse. It had been Cherie’s idea to let them be herded. If she’d let Grendel fight, maybe, maybe, they would have had a chance to die on their feet. Now they might die on their knees.

      Another light appeared above the brambles. The glow came from a Magickal halo that Cherie saw when she concentrated and peered through half-closed eyes—a halo that put Cillian’s, Jack’s, and Mizuki’s halos to shame. An instant later, an old woman’s face appeared over the brambles. Fierce blue eyes shone from a fleshy face etched with deep wrinkles, haloed by steel gray hair, wrapped in a bright red scarf. At sight of her, the wolves howled, the bears roared, and the light of their white-gold fur warped, and their bodies morphed into butterfly women again. Rising into the air, they lit the old woman with beams of orange, yellow, blue, and emerald that shone down like spotlights. The Vila with orange wings spoke to the old woman in their incomprehensible tongue.

      Cherie narrowed her eyes at the old woman. “Baba Yaga.”

      The old woman’s gaze became sharper. “The one and only.” Baba Yaga snapped her fingers. Directly in front of Cherie, the hedge parted, and three bony pelvises jerked and plucked their tibia and fibula from the ground, revealing the delicate tarsals and metatarsals of feet. Shaking the dirt from their bony toes, they walked out of Grendel and Cherie’s path, and the rest of the witch was revealed. Short and stout, she wore a simple apron-dress with blue and white flowers over a voluminous pale-yellow blouse rolled up to her elbows.

      “Are we there yet?” Grendel asked, head lolling against Cherie’s shoulder. The Vampire’s breath on her neck made Cherie shudder.

      “Yes, and it took you long enough,” Baba Yaga snapped with the faintest hint of an accent.

      Cherie’s voice trembled with rage when she spoke. “It didn’t need to take us so long. Your house was at the portal earlier.” If it hadn’t been, the people of Somer and Chicago would not have seen it.

      Baba Yaga snorted. “If you’d followed the directions of the Vila from the first, it wouldn’t have been such an arduous journey for you.”

      Cherie shifted on her bruised and bloody feet. “Their directions were at the end of arrows, teeth, and claws.”

      The witch shrugged. “Only because you didn’t understand them when they spoke.”

      Body going hot, Cherie snapped, “I don’t understand your language.”

      Baba Yaga’s thin lips split into a gap-toothed smile. “Traveling to a foreign land without learning to speak the language or knowing the customs is very poor manners.” Her smile dropped. “Let that be a lesson to you.”

      Cherie was tired, in pain, and she had a Vampire’s fangs very close to her neck. Her nostrils flared. “Torturing someone you wish to speak to is …” A swarm of swear words her grandmother never allowed flew through her mind, but Cherie was the Charming Princess Peacekeeper, and it was that Charming Peacekeeper Baba Yaga had asked to see. She bit her tongue, and then spat, “It’s not nice.”

      Baba Yaga took a step toward Cherie. “Not everything nice is good, and good is not always nice.”

      A chill breeze swept through the night, and every hair on the back of Cherie’s neck rose. At the same time, she recognized something else: her charm was no longer cold.

      Clucking her tongue, Baba Yaga snapped her fingers again and gave an order to the Vila. Two alighted on the ground next to Grendel.

      Baba Yaga said, “They’ll take her to the stables and see that she’s fed.”

      The Vampire’s breath was edging closer to Cherie’s jugular, but she didn’t let Grendel go. Baba Yaga’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t make me give those directions with arrows, teeth, and claws.” The frigid breeze whipped through the night again.

      Cherie gulped and allowed the Vila to take Grendel from her.

      Nodding curtly, Baba Yaga said, “You learn at least. Come. I expect you’ll want to see that the children are well taken care of.”

      With that, she turned on her heel and strode toward the cottage with vigor that belied her apparent age and girth. The house’s chicken legs obligingly lowered as the old woman approached. Cherie hobbled after her. By the time she reached the cottage, the witch had already vanished inside, and the cottage had risen again. Cherie had to throw herself onto the chest-high porch and pull herself up on shaking arms. Scrambling, she followed the witch into the house, the door slamming behind her.

      Cherie found herself in a rustic kitchen that under ordinary circumstances she’d be inclined to admire. Standing beside an enormous brick oven, Baba Yaga squinted at the bloody footprints Cherie had left on the floor. Cherie was too exhausted to care, and too busy trying to will the pain away.

      Clucking her tongue, Baba Yaga held out a hand to the hearth. A tiny man, black as soot, waddled out on stick-like limbs, carrying an earthenware mug which he passed to the witch. Baba Yaga took it, swirled a finger above the steaming contents, and handed it to Cherie. “This will revive you,” Baba Yaga said.

      Cherie knew better than to refuse. Biting out the most insincere, “Thank you,” she’d ever uttered, she took a sip. It tasted very strongly of peppermint, and something sweet, but not overpowering. It was perhaps the best peppermint tea she’d ever tasted. Cherie almost amended her thank you, but then wondered if it might be poisoned. Her charm wasn’t cold, but the witch’s lessons were cruel.

      “This way, Cherie Charmaine Min Peacekeeper Attuegbu Shaw,” Baba Yaga said, abruptly turning away. The syllables of Cherie’s full name wrapped around her heart like a rope, pulling her after the witch. Cherie had never given the witch her full name willingly or knowingly, but Baba Yaga was powerful, the way Solien the elf king was powerful, and perhaps she didn’t need that power to be given to her. Perhaps the power of names was something Baba Yaga could simply take.

      Cherie followed the witch around the stove, where Baba Yaga pushed aside a curtain that, based on the dimensions of the house, should have revealed a window. Instead, it revealed a long hallway, paneled in wood, with doorways on either side. Sunlight streamed in a window at the far end, even though it had been night outside and overcast. When Cherie squinted at the window, it appeared to move backward and forward in space—it could have been twenty steps away or a quarter of a mile. Cherie locked her eyes on the witch’s back instead. They passed several doors before Baba Yaga stopped, laid her ear against the door, and smiled at Cherie. “Ah, yes, still sleeping.”

      Humming, she opened the door and beckoned for Cherie to follow. Cherie entered a room that smelled strongly of cedar. A gibbous moon shone through a window framed by lacy white curtains. A warm, but dim orange light in the shape of a Vila hung from the ceiling. On either side of the room were built-in bunk beds. In one, two children Cherie didn’t recognize smiled softly in their sleep. Tommy slept alone in the other bunk, a stuffed bear under one arm. “Tommy?” Cherie whispered. Baba Yaga’s eyebrows rose, but when Tommy didn’t stir, the witch smiled. “I cast the spell perfectly. They won’t wake up until I ask them to.”

      Cherie bit her lip and reminded herself to be polite. “What do I need to do for you to do that?”

      Baba Yaga pursed her lips. “Your adopted city must defeat Queen Rana.”

      Cherie’s lips parted. “She will strike. You’ve seen it.”

      The witch snorted. “No one can see the future; there are too many futures to see ours clearly. But only an idiot would believe Rana won’t retaliate against the people of Chicago, that she’d show mercy after New York, Los Angeles, and Houston.”

      Cherie gasped. “She cursed those places with sluagh as well?” Her eyes got wide. “Will she send sluagh again?”

      Baba Yaga stared up at Cherie from beneath lashless eyelids. “To send the sluagh, you need a powerful soul bond to bind them.” She paused meaningfully. Cherie stared in incomprehension. Snorting, the witch continued. “There are other Magickal tricks beyond sluagh. Do you think Major Yukio DeWitt was the only human clever enough to think uniting with Vampires or Old Magicks might be a good idea? Can you see how that might upset a Queen?”

      A few days ago, Cherie might not have seen why it would have to upset anyone—didn’t everyone benefit from peace? But Spiros and Jack’s talk of the power struggles in Fairy had opened her eyes to how myopic the powerful could be. A repugnant idea had begun to worm its way into her brain: there might be some people for whom power itself was the only prize worth having. For such people, the peace and prosperity of the masses might be a threat. The Queen, like the Old Fae, was a very powerful Magickal—perhaps the most powerful Magickal on Earth, but one powerful Magickal couldn’t withstand the power of many Magickal humans—or humans allied with Vampires and Old Magickals. Her lips pressed together, and a sour taste came to her mouth. Cherie was a Magickal, but she sometimes wasn’t sure Magickals as powerful as the Queen should exist … Her shoulders fell. If she hadn’t known Nnenne, Jack, and Mizuki, she would probably really believe that.

      She shook herself. That didn’t matter, not at the moment. The thing that mattered was getting these children back to their parents. Raising her eyes to the witch, she said, “We’ll fight them,” and imbued the words with real sincerity.

      “Hmm …” The witch tapped her chin. “Will you?”

      “Of course,” said Cherie. “We’re preparing—”

      Baba Yaga waved a hand. “Will you fight them, Charming Princess Peacekeeper? Do you have the stomach to cause pain instead of peace?”

      “I … I …” Cherie stammered, confused. “Well, I think I’ll probably be relegated to helping with the wounded; that’s where my skills lie and—”

      Baba Yaga snorted. “Your skills. You haven’t mastered your Magick, nor have you tried.”

      Cherie thought of all her hopeless attempts to start fires, make ice, create lights. “That’s not true, I have, but I’m not—”

      Baba Yaga waved a hand through the air, and ambient Ember flickered around her fingers. “Look at the lovely cloud of Ember that surrounds you, the peace you share with everyone. You never gather it for yourself. Never make it work for you. Never hurt anyone. So much easier your way, isn’t it, to take pain away and make people happy?”

      Cherie’s lip curled in disgust. The woman before her kidnapped children and condoned the Vila’s attack. “It’s a shame that anyone would want to do otherwise!”

      “Isn’t it?” Baba Yaga said with a wide smile. With a gnarled finger, she pointed at one of the children. “Did you know that boy over there shared his animal crackers with me? And I don’t have to tell you how precocious Tommy is. No fear of me at all.” She hummed and looked around the room, wearing a very satisfied smile. “No, I like these children. I’ll keep these for a while.”

      “Their parents will be devastated.”

      The witch flicked her hand. “Any parent who cares more about possessing their children than seeing them live isn’t worth my concern.”

      “The children will miss their families!” Cherie protested.

      Wagging a finger, Baba Yaga countered cheerfully, “Of course they won’t. I’ll wipe their memories.”

      Eyes widening, Cherie responded, “You said wanting to possess children is something shameful.”

      Baba Yaga put a hand to her heart. “Oh, I won’t possess them. I adore borrowing children but raising them is a lot of work, and I am much too busy.” She pointed a finger at Cherie. “No, Princess Peacekeeper, if you don’t defeat the Queen, and the city dies, I’ll wipe their memories and give them to families that desperately desire children to raise. Raising a child is not at all the same as possessing them.”

      “You can’t … you can’t do that …” Cherie stammered.

      Baba Yaga tilted her head. “Oh, child, of course I can.”

      Cherie tried a different tact. “If you helped us defeat the Queen—”

      Baba Yaga pointed a gnarled finger at Cherie’s chest. “You must fight first. Until you are willing to fight to win, to wage war instead of peace, and to hurt instead of soothing, I will not waste my time.”

      Cherie stared at her. That was what Jack was preparing to do, wasn’t it? To fight. Cherie would try to help, of course, but how useful could she be? She wasn’t a good shot and was helpless in hand-to-hand combat.

      Baba Yaga raised her hands and cursed under her breath.

      Something thunked at Cherie’s feet. The floor trembled, and then it wasn’t there. Cherie dropped into an open sky with clouds around and below her. Her butt collided with something solid, and her hands automatically clasped the sides of whatever it was. She looked up and saw Baba Yaga waving through a trapdoor. The trapdoor slammed, the whatever she was on tilted, and Cherie began to slide, and slide, and slide …
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      Grendel heard Cherie’s Magick before she saw her.

      Drunk on donkey blood, finishing off with a dessert of yogurt, fruit, and honey, she surreptitiously studied the barn she’d been dragged to, trying to plan an escape. That’s when she heard the first soft hum of Cherie’s approach.

      The Vilas, in wolf and bear form, surrounded Grendel and a horse, cow, goat, and the donkey Grendel had drunk from. The herbivores rolled their eyes in terror, and pressed themselves to the backs of their stalls, all except the donkey, who refused to be cowed. Instead, the donkey aggressively ate her hay, snout pointed in the direction of the Vila bear blocking the door, as though saying, “I am annoyed with you monsters, but you won’t make me afraid.”

      None of the farm animals reacted to the music of Cherie’s Magick. The donkey’s ears didn’t even flick, but the Vila glanced at each other. Grendel rose to her feet and spun around, trying to locate the direction Cherie’s Magick was coming from. Grendel didn’t hear footsteps or her voice …

      The shadow suddenly above Grendel made her recoil—which is to say, she retreated to the out-of-time. All the sound in the barn vanished: the stamping and snorting of the horse, the nervous bleat of the goat, and low of the cow. And everything froze, the donkey with a wad of hay half in its mouth.

      Spinning helplessly in a circle three times, Grendel finally looked up. Between the wooden rafters of the barn was a shape suspended in mid-air—filthy, frayed rags, torn feet, and hair spread like a fan. It took Grendel a moment to recognize Cherie falling to the barn floor. How she’d come through from the rafters Grendel couldn’t guess. Her lips turned down. Of course she could guess, and the answer was probably “Magick.” She hated that answer. Silently seething, Grendel held out her arms, swallowed her soul back into her body so that time returned, and Cherie dropped. The shock of Cherie’s weight sent Grendel’s soul exploding right back out of her chest, sparing Grendel broken bones, and Cherie, too. In the out-of-time, Grendel set Cherie gently on a bale of hay, but kept a hand on her to keep her in the out-of-time. Cherie barely looked at her, her eyes were wild, and she laid her hands on the hay as though she couldn’t believe it was real.

      Grendel took a breath, wanting to call her soul back to her, wanting to talk to Cherie, to reassure her all was well—except they were in a barn with murderous Magickal creatures, in a world not their own. At that thought, the Vila bear at the entrance threw the door open and stepped away. It pointed at the garden beyond with claws that put Grendel’s to shame.

      Its meaning was obvious, but Grendel didn’t move. She hadn’t had time to talk to Cherie about what was going on.

      The bear opened its mouth in a silent roar, revealing long, sharp teeth. The other Vila creatures began to slink toward Cherie and Grendel.

      Grendel hastily gathered Cherie into her arms and hastened to the door. Cherie’s body, in the out-of-time, was physically light but carrying another person through the out-of-time was hard. It was heavy in a way that didn’t correspond to weight. There was a sensation of something being not right, and a sort of exhausting drag. With each step, Grendel felt her donkey blood strength leaching away. She told herself she just had to get Cherie to the door, and then they’d come up with some other solution to get Cherie through miles of forest.

      They exited the barn, the bears and wolves at their heels, herding them again, this time toward the hedge that separated Baba Yaga’s garden from the trees. Long boughs of thorns obediently pulled back, as capable as slipping into the out-of-time as the Vila, and then the white picket fence of bones abruptly walked itself out of the way. “Creepy, Ms. Yaga, very creepy,” Grendel muttered into the silence of the out-of-time. “And I would know.”

      At the periphery of her vision, she saw the wolves and bears drawing closer. Clutching Cherie tighter, Grendel hurried past the hedge toward the dark and looming wood. Boughs of brambles whipped her calves and back, making her hiss in pain. Cherie began to sag in her arms. How would they make it to the portal?

      There was a flash, a deepening of the dark, and suddenly the forest was replaced by the Ember light of skyscrapers, and the glow of approaching dawn.
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      Jack paced outside the circle of bright yellow tape demarcating the portal’s location. An ambulance waited nearby, as did the Chicagoans who'd lost children and most of the refugees from Somer.

      Some of the locals had brought out lawn chairs and blankets for the vigil. Cillian was passed out on one of the chairs. That might have been Mizuki’s doing; Jack wasn’t about to ask. Cillian had been getting progressively more obnoxious, demanding to know Jack’s plans for rescuing Cherie. It had been all the more galling because Jack didn’t have a plan. His teeth ground together.

      Beside the ambulance, Ashwin and a team of engineers surveyed the portal for Ember fluctuations, Geoff and Annette among them. Ashwin caught Jack’s eye and shook his head in the negative. Jack looked away. Nothing yet. In the east, he caught the glow of approaching dawn. Had it been dawn or dusk in the realm Cherie had gone to? What monsters of Russian mythology was she encountering? His hands curled at his sides. There was a shout of rage at the back of his throat that wanted to be released. Static danced along his fingers, a sharp wind gusted through the park, tree branches clacked, and a streetlight shattered. Someone screamed. Jack growled at the spot where Cherie had disappeared.

      “Jack!”

      Ashwin’s voice made him spin around.

      Jogging over, Nimm in his hands, Ashwin said, “You can’t do anything here—”

      “Do you think I don’t know that?” Jack shouted. He’d taken on over a million soul-stealing sluagh, but here he was, pacing at the portal, helpless. Around him, frost spilled out across the grass. On their lawn chairs, the people of Somer and Chicago drew up their legs and pulled their blankets tighter. Nimm turned tail in Ashwin’s arms, literally diving into the corner of Ashwin’s elbow. Jack caught himself. He reached out and stroked the rat’s back. “Sorry, Nimm.”

      Nimm lifted his head, turned, and adjusted his bowtie. “What for? What for? I don’t know what came over me. Instinct, you know.”

      “You’ve been here for hours,” Ashwin said. “There are plenty of people here to keep watch. Why not—”

      “No,” Jack cut him off.

      Ashwin shook his head. “You being tired—”

      “Ashwin, Jack,” Geoff called. “There is something—”

      Light flashed from the portal. Along Jack’s spine a tell-tale crackle of energy buzzed, and his body became lighter, and sound receded: a Vampire was close in the out-of-time, and his armor was activating. He spun to the portal. Ashwin, also wearing Vampire Armor, was at his side. Nimm, in his arms, was pulled into the strange silent world with them.

      Grendel stood in the portal, haloed by an alien night sky, Cherie in her arms. Both of their clothing had been reduced to rags, and the Vampire’s slight figure wavered under Cherie’s weight. Jack’s eyes swept Cherie’s body. Her feet were bare and hopelessly bloody. He met her eyes, and she struggled as though to get out of Grendel’s arms. The Vampire didn’t release her. Instead, Grendel took a halting step toward Jack. Closing the distance between them, he gathered Cherie to himself before Grendel could topple over.

      Cherie’s real weight came back, and Jack clutched her tighter. Grendel might have murmured, “Thank you,” but all the noise of the real world rushed back into his ears, and he wasn’t sure. An instant later, Grendel had vanished. Screams went up, and someone shouted, “Vampire,” and “It stole our children.”

      Jack was dimly aware of Annette, suddenly very close.

      From Jack’s arms, Cherie shouted, “No, Baba Yaga has them.”

      “Probably helped by the Vampire!” someone else cried as the crowd swarmed around them.

      In his arms, Jack heard Cherie say, clinically, cold, and not like herself at all, “Baba Yaga was right. They don’t deserve their children.”

      Jack’s stomach fell, not certain he had his Cherie, who saw the best in everyone, back after all.
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      In the Tower’s clinic, Cherie finished recounting her trip to Baba Yaga’s world.

      Leaning back, Jack pressed a hand to his eyes. “She won’t give the children back.” He sounded tired, not like he was testing her version of events, and for that Cherie was grateful.

      “If only I had been there,” Nimm squeaked from Jack’s knee. “I would have understood the Vila. The meeting would have gotten off to a much better start.”

      Cherie swallowed, but Jack scratched the rat between the ears and replied, “It wouldn’t have made any difference in the final outcome.”

      Nimm’s ears sagged. “I suppose not.”

      Annette, sitting to Cherie’s left, squeezed her hand. “So, we have to win a war against the Queen, in order for Baba Yaga to release Tommy and the other children.” Her lips pinched, and her eyes slid to Geoff, who was sitting on a counter in the small room. Dr. Diri, the clinic’s resident Magical MD, sat at Cherie’s feet, his broad shoulders nearly touching Geoff’s knees.

      Folding his arms, Geoff said to Jack, “The papers are saying there won’t be a war, that it would be more logical for the Queen to maintain a policy of containment.”

      “That’s a hope more than a surety,” Jack said.

      Dr. Diri snorted. “Is sending sluagh to murder and rip the souls from millions of people and animals logical?” Dr. Diri looked to be in his early thirties, but his skin was darker than Nnenne’s had been, and Nnenne always claimed dark skin hid age. His voice was accented in a familiar way. More gently to Cherie, he said, “This should tickle,” and lifted a pair of tweezers to her foot.

      Biting her lip, Cherie scrunched her eyes shut against the too-bright lights and endured the faint touch of the tweezers digging into her flesh, trying not to squirm. The paper spread over the bed beneath her crinkled at her slightest wiggle. She wiggled a lot. Her nerves had been numbed to pain by Dr. Diri. He hadn’t completely shut down all sensation though, because he wanted to make sure her nerves weren’t damaged. As a result, when he plucked a stone or pine needle from her soles or smoothed a finger over her flesh to heal it, it tickled.

      The damage to Cherie’s feet was so extensive, and they were so filled with debris, that Jack hadn’t healed them himself. He’d insisted she come to the Tower instead. The clinic’s too-bright lights didn’t flicker for Magickals—they were powered by a Magickal, an “Illumination technician” standing silently behind Cherie. There was a burst of cold on the sole of her foot, and a clink as Dr. Diri dropped whatever had been in Cherie’s sole into a metal bowl. Cherie wiggled, the paper crinkled, and Annette squeezed Cherie’s hand more tightly.

      Back at Smith Park, after the people of Chicago and Somer had blamed Grendel for the kidnapping, Annette had whispered, “I believe you. I saw your Vampire. She saved you.”

      Hot tears had come to Cherie’s eyes. Annette believed her. Jack had been holding her tight, but Jack was confusing: ignoring her, becoming jealous, and apologizing to her in the next breath. And her feelings for Jack were confusing. Annette’s concern was comforting, her kindness transparent, her friendship easy.

      So, Annette wound up here in the clinic with her, and where Annette went, Geoff followed.

      “You ran a long way,” Dr. Diri said, his accent soothing.

      Geoff asked the doctor what Cherie was thinking. “You sound like Dr. Anna, our town doctor. Are you Nigerian?”

      Squinting at Cherie’s foot, Dr. Diri said, “I am.” He plucked something out of her heel so quickly, Cherie didn’t even have a chance to squirm.

      “Cherie’s grandmother, was from Nigeria. She was our town doctor,” said Annette, and Cherie’s hand went to the charm at her throat.

      “There are a lot of Nigerian doctors,” Dr. Diri said, and there was another clink in the bowl.

      Cherie pulled the charm from her neckline and held it up so Dr. Diri could see it. “She gave me this charm—it’s Amadioha ram. It warned me before the Vila attacked … and of other dangers.” The men who’d attacked her in the bus, Hell, the sluagh.

      Dr. Diri looked up from his task, but, shaking his head, he bent back down. “Doesn’t look like any ram of Amadioha I’ve ever seen.”

      Cherie’s shoulders fell. But it was an Amadioha charm. Amadioha was the protector against unknown enemies, and it had worked, time and again. “But it’s protected me …”

      “It looks like a key,” Geoff said, and Cherie blinked. It was that, too, though it had taken Cherie much longer to realize that.

      Lifting his eyes, Dr. Diri said, “Well, it’s Magickal, but it isn’t an Amadioha charm.” He placed another stone into the bowl, and it landed with an eerie clink.
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      Squinting in the morning light, Jack shifted his grip on the steering wheel. Baba Yaga had verified that Jack’s stepmother wouldn’t send another flock of sluagh—but what had she meant by a soul bond? And what form would her retaliation take? A cold war? She couldn’t really consider a “hot war.” Not with the ongoing conflict with Mexico … could she? He didn’t know. He used to have allies in the Queen’s Court, but that was centuries ago. They were all dead. He hoped all had died by natural causes. Sparrow, a Magickal with a special affinity to birds whom Jack had commanded in the Vampire Wars, had sent avian eyes to spy, but they had no firm intel yet.

      “It protected me.” Cherie’s words interrupted Jack’s train of thought. He glanced sideways. Morning sunlight slanted through the passenger side window, haloing Cherie in gold. She was holding her charm in a steely grip.

      The steering wheel jerked, and Jack returned his focus to the road and the borrowed MEV. The MEV had been old before the curse; it had personality and wanted to veer over to every Ember station they passed, even though it had a full tank.

      “Why did Nnenne say it was an Amadioha ram?” Cherie asked.

      Dr. Anna, Cherie’s Nnenne, had been Jack’s friend long before his and Cherie’s … relationship … had begun. He’d noticed the Magickal charm’s Ember halo when it hung around Dr. Anna’s neck. Hitting the turn signal, Jack said, “Your great-something aunt, your grandfather Benjamin’s sister … Claudine? She made it for your grandmother. Claudine was a jewelry maker. Your grandmother was far from home, and Claudine wanted her to feel welcome. She made the charm for Anna and surprised her with it.”

      “According to Dr. Diri, it doesn’t look like a symbol of Amadioha,” Cherie said again.

      Jack replied, “Your grandmother never told me that it didn’t. Do you think after Claudine went through all that trouble, your grandmother would point it out?”

      Cherie’s lips pursed. “No, I suppose she wouldn’t. She was too polite.”

      Cherie wouldn’t point it out either, Jack thought. She would be too kind.

      “I don’t remember Great Aunt Claudine being Magickal,” Cherie said.

      Jack knew this story. “She wasn’t, and she made that, and a … jewelry box … for Anna long before the Change. That was one of the arguments your grandmother used to convince me that religious symbols and folk charms could have protective powers even if made by the non-Magickal.”

      “But it isn’t a symbol of Amadioha,” Cherie reiterated.

      “Maybe it is the intent that matters?” Jack suggested.

      “Maybe lying next to my grandmother’s heart for two hundred years gave it its power,” Cherie suggested, and Jack laughed.

      Cherie turned in her seat. “Why is that funny?”

      “Because that was the argument that I used. I’m supposed to be the cynical one, Cherie, not you.”

      He could hear the raised eyebrow in her voice when she asked, “How is that being cynical? I stated a … a perfectly logical hypothesis.”

      “Because you’re denying the one potential power of non-Magickals,” Jack said, a wry smile playing at his lips. His words were the exact same response Dr. Anna had given him. “You’ve told me that the symbols Somer’s residents painted on their doors and under their eaves kept evil at bay.”

      “Or maybe it was the Fae protecting their shortcuts that kept evil away,” Cherie said somberly.

      Jack tilted his head. The county of Somer, unlike other human inhabited places of the Magickal States, allowed the Fae to use human roads, giving them “shortcuts” through their own realm. The universe of the Fae and Earth didn’t lay flat upon each other. They were more like a tangle of blankets. The way universes wrinkled against one another meant that distances were not aligned. Sometimes, a trip through another realm could be a “shortcut” or a “longcut.” Before the curse, he’d used the existence of those same shortcuts as an argument for forming treaties with the different worlds, rather than fighting them or closing their portals. The city had been cursed for his optimism.

      Shaking away that thought, he said, “Or maybe it was your Magick making relations between the humans and Fae near your town … neutral …” He chose that last word carefully. He wouldn’t say the Fae were friendly, ever. That would be a dangerous conceit with a race that was so difficult to understand. “... which incentivized them to help keep dangerous Magickals away.”

      “Are you arguing my point for me?” Cherie asked with a huff.

      Jack blinked. They were arguing about whether the charm’s Magick was due to a non-Magickal’s intent, not about why evil things didn’t visit Cherie’s old home of Somer. “Maybe? I am tired.”

      Leaning an elbow against the windowsill, Cherie put a hand over her eyes, whether to protect herself from the sun or because the same exhaustion that tugged at his eyelids tugged at hers.

      Forcing himself to be alert, he said, “The thing that should concern you is that it works.”

      Cherie frowned.

      They were approaching her block—or Grendel’s block—and it occurred to Jack that maybe she was frowning because of more than her necklace. “Do you want me to pick up some food before we get to your place?”

      Cherie shook her head in the negative. “No, I want to sleep …” Her stomach growled. “Or maybe I’ll have some oatmeal before that.”

      “Do you have anywhere to be today?” Jack asked.

      Looking down at the ruined gown she was wearing, Cherie said, “I have a fitting for new clothes this afternoon—for our Fae meeting.”

      “Good, you can get some sleep before then,” Jack said, fighting the wheel as they passed another Ember station. The horn honked angrily, and Jack smacked the wheel. “Your tank is three-quarter full. You’ll survive.”

      “What about you?” Cherie asked.

      “I’m used to it,” Jack said, yawning behind his hand. He hadn’t gotten more than four hours of sleep a night in a week. But before then, he’d had nearly twenty uninterrupted hours. Also… “I had nearly two hundred years of sleep,” he pointed out.

      “But you were lucid dreaming,” Cherie replied as they pulled onto her block.

      Jack’s stomach growled, and Cherie said, “That was you this time.”

      “Yours was louder,” Jack said, even if it hadn’t been. It occurred to him he might be getting slap happy.

      Cherie huffed. “You’re being childish.”

      “Yes,” Jack agreed, parking the car.

      “Do you want to have breakfast before you go back to work?”

      If any other woman had invited him to breakfast, he’d suspect she were offering him something else entirely. However, this was Cherie and—

      “If you don’t mind oatmeal,” Cherie said, unlatching her seatbelt.

      —and Cherie was offering him oatmeal. Jack’s lips quirked. He did not particularly care for oatmeal but, “That sounds great.” He chuckled, unlatching his own seatbelt. This oatmeal would be served with a side dish of sexual attraction, and undoubtedly, frustration, but still, it would probably be the highlight of his day.

      “What’s so funny?” Cherie said, getting out of the car.

      Jack slid out and shut the door. I’m excited about oatmeal with you might come out wrong. No one was ever happy about oatmeal.

      Cherie said, “Well?”

      He was too tired to think of anything clever to say. “I’m happy to be spending time with you.” There. No mention of oatmeal. That worked. “I’ve been busy putting the city back together, and it is nice to finally have an excuse to relax. With you. And I’m more than a little relieved you survived a run in with Baba Yaga.” He laughed softly from sheer relief. “I’m elated you survived.”

      As he stepped up onto the curb where she waited, his hand went to her back. She was warm and soft beneath his fingers … and she didn’t seem to notice his touch.

      “I didn’t get the children back,” Cherie said, her brow furrowing. “And we’ll be at war soon.”

      That was the reaction he would have had—thinking of the mission, not the compliment, not his touch. A headache throbbed behind Jack’s eyes. “You faced off against Baba Yaga. That she outmaneuvered you isn’t anything to be ashamed of. We don’t know what form the war will take, but either we’ll win and get them back, or we won’t, and they will be safer where they are.” Whether a cold war or a hot war, he felt the impending fight like a weight on his shoulders.

      They climbed the steps of the three flat together, and Jack was happy to be going to her home, even just for oatmeal.

      They entered Cherie’s—or Grendel’s—flat. It wasn’t dusty anymore, and it smelled like Cherie, not Grendel.

      “Would you like some tea with your oatmeal?” Cherie asked.

      Fighting a yawn, Jack came to a halt. “I’m going to need something higher octane than that, but tea would be a good place to start.”

      Pausing on her way to the kitchen, Cherie turned back and stared at him blankly. “Higher octane?”

      It took him a moment to parse the reason for her confusion. “It’s a pre-Change expression. It refers to grades of gasoline. I need something stronger to rev my engine.”

      Cherie grinned. She loved pre-Change culture. That he knew so much from first-hand experience dated him and marked the differences between them, but her smile made him too happy to care.

      “Grendel has some maté,” Cherie replied. “It's a bit stronger. I’ll make that.”

      She started down the hall again. Jack almost followed, but a black and white photo on the coffee table caught his eye. He hadn’t realized she’d brought any photos with her from Somer. He walked over, and said, “This is new.” In it, Cherie was wearing the dress that she’d met the Greco-Romans in today. He blinked. No, that was yesterday now. It must have been taken sometime before their trip. In the photo, Cherie gazed out a window, the soft light of dawn or dusk streaming over her like a spotlight. Behind her, the background was dark, muted, and blurry. Jack wasn’t a judge of art, but he thought it was a beautiful photograph. Or at least, Cherie was beautiful—radiant and bright, her expression contemplative, her face in three-quarter profile. She looked like who she was: kind and good, peaceful.

      “Who took this?” he asked, and instantly regretted the question.

      Cherie, already in the kitchen, poked her head into the hallway. “Grendel took it.”

      Because who else could it be? Jack scowled at the picture. Last night, Grendel had saved Cherie, yet again, but her … its … motives were suspect, and this photo was evidence. The Vampire had taken this photo of its prey. Because Cherie was prey, had already given her blood before, hadn’t she? Had she again?

      “Jack?”

      He glanced up. Cherie was standing on one foot, canting her head to the side, sending blonde locks tumbling and exposing the long line of her neck, where there wasn’t a scratch to be seen. He released a breath. When Grendel had returned Cherie from Baba Yaga’s realm, Grendel had been a wreck, but besides her battered feet, Cherie had had no other wounds. And even if there had been, what business of it was his? He’d given Grendel permission to drink blood from the willing.

      “Is something wrong?” Cherie asked.

      Revealing his feelings about Cherie’s current “friend'' seemed a bad idea. He gave a smile that felt thin. “How? She can’t have an Ember camera.”

      Cherie’s eyes sparkled, and she smiled. “With an SLR camera, a relic of the 1960s.” She clapped her hands together with visible glee at the pre-Change device. “It doesn’t need Ember or electricity, and she has a darkroom in the basement.”

      A darkroom in what was invariably Grendel’s nest, where she hid from the sun. A multi-use space. How practical.

      Cherie winced. “Some of those photos are embarrassing.”

      Photos? In his addled, exhausted state, he’d noticed the one, but sure enough, there was a small stack.

      “Well, now I have to look,” Jack said, sitting down on the couch, not sure what he expected. Skin prickling with unease, he had to see.

      Cherie sucked in a breath. “I took a few of her, but they didn’t come out right. I’m not a very good photographer.” With that, she disappeared.

      Oh, that was what was embarrassing. What had he expected? Something lascivious, because that was how Vampires saw humans, food for all their appetites.

      His eyes itched with weariness. His mind fumbled. That wasn’t how the first picture had appeared; in it, Cherie looked as he thought of her, beautiful in an unaffected way.

      From the kitchen came the clank of pots and pans.

      Setting the first photo aside, he picked up the one beneath it. It was another picture of Cherie, sitting at the kitchen table in front of a steaming mug. She was smiling at the camera, her nose wrinkled charmingly, her hair tied back in a messy ponytail. She was wearing a casual long-sleeved tee that was too tight and too short in the sleeves. She looked like she’d just woken up, and she looked gorgeous. This was Cherie first thing in the morning. He felt like a voyeur, like he couldn’t put the photo down, and he knew in a flash he was not only distrustful of the Vampire, he was also jealous. This was how Grendel got to see Cherie before slinking away to hide from the sun.

      “So, Grendel was a photographer,” Jack said, trying to hide his envy.

      There was the soft pad of feet. Cherie poked her head into the hallway again. “Oh, no, not at all. The camera and the darkroom were her husband’s. She didn’t have the heart to get rid of it after he died …” With that, she returned to the kitchen.

      Jack’s eyebrows rose, and he looked at the next picture. Cherie was wearing the same casual clothing as the one in his hands, but she was looking out the window with a sober expression. He flipped through the others and saw the pictures of Grendel Cherie had been referring to. In most of them, Grendel was blurry, but there was one photo where Grendel was in focus. The Vampire had a spoon in her mouth and a cup of Cassie’s Strawberry Yogurt in her hand; she looked silly rather than blood thirsty. He scowled. Tigers looked silly chasing their tails, too.

      Almost unwillingly, Jack’s attention returned to the photo of Cherie in the morning. He set it on top of the others. Leaning back against the couch cushions, into a beam of sunlight that sparkled with dust motes, he closed his eyes. He’d let Grendel be Cherie’s closest confidant. He had only himself to blame, but that had to change. Enjoying the sunbeam’s warmth, he smiled, knowing exactly what to do.

      “Jack?” Cherie asked.

      He opened his eyes and saw that Cherie was coming down the hallway, wearing the casual clothing she’d been wearing in the photograph. She was also wearing a thick scarf, hat, and mittens—which made perfect sense as it had started to snow in Grendel’s house. The snowflakes were large, with twinkling sharp edges, and gently falling to the carpet, creating drifts like so much down. A chandelier of ice had lowered down from the ceiling, too, and Greco-Roman columns of snow were holding up the roof.

      He blinked, and Cherie was sitting beside him. A part of him wondered how she’d managed to move so fast. Also, she was sitting so very close. That was odd, but welcome. She smelled like cinnamon and maple syrup. He ran a hand down her shoulder. “You’re making me breakfast,” he said. “I should offer you dinner.”

      “Dinner?” Cherie asked, as though the word was foreign.

      “Dinner. You and me,” he confirmed.

      “You told me you don’t cook.”

      He rubbed his forehead. He probably had admitted that at one point. There was a short time when they’d told each other almost everything.

      One of her eyebrows rose. “Should I be afraid?”

      Jack laughed. “If I was cooking, yes. But this will be dinner at a restaurant.” A few had opened, and all had offered him free meals. Nimm would have suggestions for the one with the best food and ambiance.

      Cherie stared at him.

      “What?” Jack asked.

      “Like … like a date?” Cherie asked. She reached out and brushed his cheek. He caught her hand beneath his own and thought all the snow in the room might melt.

      Instead, his sister Mizuki barged into the room in her pajamas—navy silk with moons and stars. “There you are! Ashwin woke me up because he is worried about where you—” Her gaze slid between Cherie and Jack, and then she rolled her eyes.

      “Why are you at Cherie’s house in your pajamas?” Jack asked.

      “Because you’re dreaming, you idiot,” Mizuki said.

      Jack blinked at Cherie, recognizing the brilliantly red knit cap and scarf, both with white snowflakes along their borders. They were gifts knitted by Mrs. Smith in thanks after Cherie and Dr. Anna helped their cow Roxie birth a calf. Cherie hadn’t brought them from Somer. Also, it didn’t snow inside normal buildings, and normal buildings didn’t have snow columns and ice chandeliers.

      Crossing her arms, Mizuki said, “Stay asleep, you need it.”

      “I should get up,” Jack said, but his eyes slid back to the dream of Cherie.

      “Well, then wake up, if that’s what you want,” Mizuki said, voice and body fading from the dream.

      Jack would wake up.

      After one kiss.
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      Cherie stared at Jack, sprawled on the couch, still in his armor. One arm crossed his chest, the other hung over the edge, his feet were still on the floor. He was too tall to fit comfortably, but his eyes were closed, and he appeared, for all the world, to be asleep. Sitting across from him on the coffee table, Cherie wasn’t sure if she should laugh or cry.

      And then he asked her to dinner.

      “Like a date?” Cherie asked Jack, bemused. He surely wasn’t aware of what he was asking; it wasn’t a real invitation.

      He didn’t answer. She was coming off the adrenaline rush of her trip to Baba Yaga’s domain, and Jack’s arms looked comfortable, inviting, even safe—despite the frisson of attraction that buzzed beneath her skin. Reaching out, she put a hand on his cheek, much as she had when she first found him asleep in the city. One of his own hands came up and trapped hers. Her breath caught, but Jack said, “I should get up.”

      His hand fell away. She wondered if the invitation had been real or even been for her? In the Magickal forest between Greektown and Little Italy, she’d seen the way the female officer, a beautiful woman with whip-sharp features and form, had inserted herself between Jack and Cherie. He was important here and wanted by a lot of people in all sorts of ways.

      She waited for him to rise, but he didn’t. Cherie thought about waking him, but then decided he probably needed the sleep … she certainly did. Leaving behind the tea and oatmeal, she went to her own room. Lying in bed, she felt electricity shooting through her—as though all the fear and anger over the course of the day had snapped and left every fiber in her nervous system jangling, and beneath that, awareness of Jack being close, too. Closing her eyes, she used her Magick, the same Magick that Baba Yaga claimed she couldn’t control, to soothe those same nerves into quiescence. In five breaths, she was asleep.

      It felt like she’d slept only a few minutes when her alarm rang. It buzzed relentlessly, loud and obnoxious, but she stared at the ceiling for a few minutes before she dragged herself up and turned it off. It was 2 PM. She rubbed her eyes. She had to be at the fitting at 3 PM. The car would be around to pick her up at 2:30. She had to move. She remembered Jack falling asleep on the couch but reasoned he couldn’t still be around—he would have woken with the alarm, and the home was silent. She padded out to the kitchen and started some tea. As she waited for the water to boil, she wandered down the hall, stretching her arms … and found Jack still dead to the world on the couch. The tea kettle started to whistle. His eyelids didn’t so much as flutter. Hands on her hips, she stared down at the man who had been the focus of all her teenage longings, lying like a log. She tilted her head. Granted, she saw what her teenage self saw in him. He was handsome.

      The tea kettle’s whistle became a scream. Cherie winced in pain at the noise. Not a muscle on Jack’s body had even twitched.

      Feeling the beginnings of alarm, Cherie dropped beside him and put her hand on the pulse point of his neck. His skin was warm, and his heart was beating sure and strong.

      She shook Jack’s shoulder. Once. Twice. And then harder. “Jack, wake up.”

      “Erm …” His lips smacked, but his eyes didn’t open. “Did I fall asleep for a few minutes?” At least, that was what it looked like his lips were saying. Over the scream of the tea kettle, she couldn’t hear him very well.

      “More like a few hours,” Cherie shouted.

      Jack sat up so fast Cherie jumped back. He blinked in the direction of the kitchen and the screaming tea kettle. Shaking her head, Cherie went to turn it off.

      She came back a few minutes later, two mugs of tea in her hands, to find Jack wolfing down the oatmeal she’d made him—even though the oatmeal was gelatinous, and the formerly frozen blueberries had melted to a purple puddle on its surface. Her nose wrinkled.

      Jack scraped the last bit of oatmeal from the bowl and swallowed the last bite. Gesturing with a spoon at the empty bowl, he said, “That was good,” which was obviously a lie. And then he picked up the old, cold tea and drained it all at once.

      Brow furrowing in consternation, she handed him the new mug. “I brought you some fresh tea.”

      “Thanks,” he said, taking the proffered refill. He took a slow sip of it and stared up at Cherie. She suddenly remembered she had no makeup on, her hair was in a messy bun, she was wearing her pajamas—or, more accurately, Grendel’s husband’s old flannel pajama bottoms that were too long and rolled up at the ankles, and a tight knit silk shirt in mauve that had been Grendel’s pajama top. She wasn’t wearing a bra. In his armor, he looked much more put together, even with the five o’clock shadow … or two o’clock the next-day shadow.

      Crossing her arms over her front, Cherie covered her embarrassment by quipping, “Are you sure Mizuki put you asleep for two hundred years, or did you sleep through all the alarms?” Which didn’t quite make sense, but it was all she could come up with on the spot.

      Jack smiled at her over his mug—and his smile in response to her quip made her bite back a smile of her own.

      Grinning, he said, “She has blamed my sound sleeping for the ordeal.” He took another sip of tea and inclined his head to the bowl. “You made me breakfast; I owe you dinner.”

      Cherie’s lips parted, feeling a sense of déjà vu.

      “Will you come with me to dinner tonight?”

      “You asked that in your dream,” she said.

      His eyes slid to the side, and then back to her. “Did you say yes?”

      “I didn’t answer,” Cherie replied. Any expression in his face bled away. He was Jack the general again—or rather, Major Yukio DeWitt. She shrugged casually, as though Major DeWitt wasn’t intimidating. “You were asleep.”

      His Adam’s apple bobbed. Was he nervous? “Well, what’s your answer now that I’m awake?”

      She wanted to say no. Jack wasn’t what she wanted. He was a workaholic. She’d never see him, and he didn’t like Grendel. But he’d spent the whole night and most of the morning with her, and he wasn’t calling for the Vampire’s heart on a stake. He was handsome, and despite everything, she liked him. Before the adventure with Baba Yaga, she’d actually been having fun with him.

      “Okay,” she said, a trifle uneasily. She remembered Spiros’s offer of marriage, and marveled at how quickly she was being unfaithful to the meadows and mountains of the Greco-Roman land. And yet, Jack seemed more real than that offer.

      “I’ll take that as yes.” Jack grinned boyishly. He drained the new mug of tea and leapt from his seat. “I do have to go.” After saying those words, instead of running from the room, he just looked at her, which made Cherie remember … “What do I wear?”

      His gaze traveled up and down her woeful attire. His lips quirked, and he approached slowly, as though he might frighten her away. Which he might. Heat was rising in her, and she was divided between making an excuse to bolt for the kitchen and being rooted to the spot.

      He cocked his head and smiled. “As much as I like what you’re wearing now, it probably wouldn’t meet the dress code.” His brow furrowed slightly. “You’re going to Padre for your dress, right?”

      Cherie nodded. It was the name of the DeWitts’ personal tailor and dressmaker. Jack’s family had never bought clothing off the rack; it was another difference between them.

      “Tell Padre you’re going to dinner and cocktails. He’ll know what you’ll need.” Jack took the hand not holding her mug. “After dinner, we’ll go to a bar Ashwin and I like. You’ll meet people there.” He massaged her fingers. “You need to start making new friends.”

      He kissed her knuckles, and her mind went blank. Before she knew it, he’d released her hand and was opening the door.

      Sense came back to her. “Jack.”

      He paused, the flickering Ember light in the hallway framing him in relief.

      “Do we have any idea how the Queen will attack?” she asked.

      Jack’s expression became deadly somber. “Mizuki has a theory that my stepmother’s talent isn’t looking through mirrors any more than my talent is creating snow. My talent is weather. Mizuki believes the Queen’s talent is manipulation.” He looked down. “It lends itself to subterfuge. I hope we can counter it. I hope it won’t be all out war.” He smiled grimly. “We’ll find out soon enough.” His voice dropped. “In the meantime, I want to take you to dinner.”

      Cherie nodded.

      And his face lightened, and for a moment, so did Cherie’s heart.

      But as the door shut behind him, she remembered Baba Yaga’s warning. Someday she would have to cause pain.
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      The three full-size standing mirrors in David Padre’s studio stood uncovered and arranged in a U. Grendel would be up in arms at the possibility of Cherie being spied on.

      A man’s voice called from another room. “How does it fit?”

      Cherie surveyed her attire: a brilliant red dress with an elaborate gold design at the hem of the skirt and sleeves, which admittedly did flatter her coloring. However … “It’s pretty …”

      “But …?” nudged the man.

      “It’s too short,” Cherie protested. The sleeves came down to her wrists, but the hem came to just mid-thigh. If the Queen was spying, she was getting an eyeful.

      Cherie’s gaze slid off to one side, to a mannequin adorned with the clothing she’d wear to Solien’s court. Since Solien and his court wore simple clothing, it had been decided that Cherie’s clothing would not be as ostentatious as the dress she’d worn to Elysia. It was still fancier than anything she’d worn in Somer—a long fitted warm-green jacket of silk with a high neck and copper buttons over slim dark brown trousers to be tucked into high, brown leather boots that were nearly the same shade. Things that were, according to Padre, her “personal” fashion designer, “fine, but suitable for hiking through the forest.” It was not anything like hiking gear … but it was more practical than what she was currently wearing, and considerably less revealing.

      “Nonsense!” said Padre, calling out from the closet he’d ducked into to fetch some shoes to match the dress.

      Cherie glanced around the studio that was simultaneously austere and luxurious. The color scheme ranged from white to tan, but the walls had intricate moldings along the ceiling and floor, the carpet was thick, the sofa and chairs were plush, and there were tables with glass vases filled with roses—white roses and nothing else—against every wall. A crystal chandelier hung above her head. There was no sewing machine, no swathes of fabric, no neat rows of thread like in Missy’s home. Cherie wondered how any workplace that doubled as a home could be so empty.

      In the closet, something fell, and then Padre exclaimed, “Drat, this mess. I keep telling myself I need to get organized.”

      Closets was the answer to how this minimalist abode could also be a workshop … closets.

      In said closet, Mr. Padre cursed, “No, no, no, that will never match.”

      Which shifted Cherie’s attention back to her reflection. She scowled. Shortness wasn’t working as an excuse. She tried another tactic. “It seems a bit too fancy for a get together at a bar,” she suggested. Bars were places you went after work in your day-to-day clothes, weren’t they? In Somer, they were—although in Somer, Mr. Finnigan called his place a “pub.”

      Padre called back, “The shortness makes it casual! Also, I don’t have anything else that will fit on such short notice.”

      Cherie’s shoulders fell. She wracked her brain for some protest, when Padre murmured, “Well, maybe you could borrow these. Yes, these will do nicely.” A moment later, he returned with a shoe box in his hand, ambient Ember swirling around its edges.

      Cherie’s eyebrows rose. “The shoes are Magickal. They can’t possibly be appropriate for—”

      Pushing a pair of bifocals up his long slender nose, Padre declared, “They are Magickally appropriate for whoever wears them! And they always match; you’ll see.”

      He pulled out a pair of shoes—stilettos, she thought Missy would call them. Cherie recoiled, and not just at the long, sharp heels. “The color is wrong.” The shoes looked like they were made of iron.

      Padre beamed. “No, no, they only look like that because I’m holding them. They match my trousers.”

      Cherie blinked. The shoes did match the slim gray trousers he wore beneath his pink dress shirt. The pants even had the same dull gleam.

      “They also amplify your Magick. My Magickal talent is fashion …” His brow furrowed, and he sighed. “But they’re too small for me.”

      He passed the shoes to Cherie. They weighed no more than an ordinary pair of shoes, and at her touch, golden color swirled across the iron-looking surface and spread from heel to toe and stiletto point. The color matched the gold accents on her dress perfectly.

      A chime sounded downstairs, its dulcet tones echoing through the house. Padre said, “That’s the doorbell. I bet it is Major DeWitt.” His eyes got very large, and he smiled. “Quick, put on the shoes. I’ll lead him up here.”

      “That’s a good thing. I’ll fall going down the steps in these,” Cherie said, but Padre had already left the room.

      Cherie looked down at the heavy winter boots she wore. Somehow in the journey from Somer even the laces had become dirty and worn. Had the sluagh picked at them? She couldn’t remember. They wouldn’t work with the dress, and the shoes, well, they were what Padre had. She’d have to make the best of it. Later, she and Jack would laugh at how many times she tripped.

      Going over to the bay window, she sat down in the nook to unlace her boots … and her charm became cool against her chest. Slipping it from beneath her dress, she worried the charm, fashioned into the symbol of Amadioha, Protector Against Unknown Enemies, between her fingers. Her brow furrowed. It wasn’t really the symbol of Amadioha. It had been created by an American lady who’d never seen a symbol of the god before but wanted to show her affection for Cherie’s Nigerian grandmother.

      Cherie bit her lip. The charm did feel slightly cool. She glanced out the window and saw military vehicles. She heard the door downstairs open, and for a moment, she froze. But then she heard Padre exclaim, “Major DeWitt! Wonderful to see you again!” and heard Jack’s voice. She relaxed. She must have been imagining things. Rubbing the charm, she willed it to warm, but it didn’t.

      She stood up, looked out the window again, expecting to see something—the inky black wings and crimson glowing eyes of a renegade sluagh perhaps. A crystalline blue sky empty of all but the fluffiest white clouds met her eyes. A day could not look more innocent, and Jack’s familiar footsteps were heavy and sure on the stairs. She was safe. She backed away from the window anyway.
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      Climbing the stairs two at a time, Jack’s heart lifted. The few hours since he’d last seen Cherie had been as busy as ever and contentious—he still had not awoken Cook County Jail, and Alderman, civic leaders, and others were still arguing about it. But Nimm had brilliantly cleared Jack’s schedule this evening—or rather, reassigned what might have been more awakenings to “Strategic meetings with the ambassador to the Fae realm and Feilong.” That ambassador was Cherie.

      It had been Nimm’s idea. He lifted an eyebrow at the rat on his shoulder. “Have I ever told you you’re a genius, Nimm?”

      “What’s more important is that you tell Nefertiti I’m a genius,” Nimm chirped.

      Some of the spring went out of Jack’s step. “You know you’re the second Magickal rodent I know who is in love with Nefertiti.”

      “Genghis,” Nimm hissed. “I don’t know what she sees in a mouse.”

      “Don’t you think it is odd, that Nefertiti, a Magickal cat—”

      “I know she’s a cat, Jack,” Nimm said, flicking his tail. “And so, so Magickal.” The rat sighed.

      “—has rodents right and left falling in love with her?”

      “She is so beautiful. How can we not?” Nimm asked.

      Jack resumed his hike up the stairs. “Isn’t it convenient that creatures that should be her natural enemies—”

      Nimm sniffed. “It’s horribly speciest to stereotype, Jack.”

      “—fall madly in love with her?” Jack suggested.

      “When is love convenient, Jack?” Nimm asked.

      Jack silently conceded that point, but then gently nudged. “It might be for her if she were to say, get you alone—”

      “If only!” Nimm cried.

      “She might eat you,” Jack said, deciding to be blunt.

      “No, no, no, she’s told me I’m too useful to eat,” Nimm said.

      “When was that? And also … doesn’t that imply she’s thought of eating you? How is that comforting?” Jack asked, reaching the top of the stairs and heading for Padre’s studio.

      “I thought about eating other rats, back in my sewer days, when I was hungry,” Nimm countered. At that moment, Jack rounded the corner, saw Cherie, and lost the thread of conversation.

      Cherie stood in front of the studio’s trio of mirrors, wearing a crimson silk dress. The neckline was demure. Her shoulders were completely covered. The sleeves reached her wrists. But the mid-thigh hemline revealed her long, toned legs, and every inch of her naturally golden skin—for some reason her feet were bare. Not that Jack minded. Catching himself staring, he jerked his head upward—she was holding a pair of wickedly spiked heels. Cherie’s legs didn’t need them, and he wanted to tell her that, but the glint of Dr. Anna’s charm caught his eye. Cherie was cradling that in her other hand. Her expression was pinched and worried.

      “What’s wrong?” Jack asked.

      Cherie shook her head. “I don’t—”

      Nimm piped up from Jack’s shoulder. “So you know, I told the restaurant that Nefertiti and I will be dining beneath your table. This will be a double date.”

      Jack blinked. “You didn’t tell me that.”

      He couldn’t be angry though, because Cherie’s face brightened. “Really?” she beamed. “That’s—”

      The room behind her grew darker, and the mirror behind her turned black. Her smile vanished. “Cherie!” Jack shouted, racing forward, but the shadows were faster. Unfurling from the mirror like smoke, they solidified into men in armor, one from each mirror. Cherie cried out. Jack roared. At the same time, one of the men swept past Cherie, raising an Ember pistol as he did. Nimm screamed. Lightning jumped from Jack’s hands. He caught the arms of the wielder, electrifying the man and forcing his shot to the ceiling. Looking past the man’s collapsing body, he saw Cherie half-in-half-out of the center mirror, her eyes wide. “Jack,” she called. Stumbling over the man he’d downed, Jack reached out, but Cherie was already on the other side of the glass. Nimm called out, “Don’t break it!”

      Lightning shot from his fingers, breaking the two mirrors on either side. Balling his hands into fists, trying to contain his rage, Jack attempted to press through the mirror. It only tipped on its base.

      “Jack!” Cherie called to him from the other side of the mirror, fighting to break free of her attackers. Around her loomed a cavernous room he knew too well.

      And then the mirror view swung away from her and faced the throne, the stained-glass window behind it casting the scene in orange light. His stepmother sat on the high seat, leaning casually against one armrest. Six members of the Crimson Guard flanked her on either side. Wearing head-to-toe armor that completely hid their faces and glimmered with Ember, they might have been machines, not men. Created after the curse, Jack recognized the crimson suits from newspaper and magazine clippings in Somer. He had no idea what their capabilities were, but his stepmother looked supremely confident with them beside her.

      Lifting her chin, eyes on Jack, Rana’s lips turned up at the corners. “You’re not the only one who has learned new tricks in the past two hundred years.”

      Jack barely heard. The blood in his veins pounded too loud. He snarled at his stepmother and shook the mirror. The studio windows cracked, and crystal from the chandelier fell like hail. Behind his stepmother, the stained-glass window exploded inward. His stepmother screamed, her body went slack, and she tumbled from the throne. Snow swept into the throne room, blanketing the Crimson Guard. A man shouted somewhere on the other side of the glass, “Break the mirror!” A fist hurled at Jack from the other side, and then he was holding nothing but shards in his hands.

      “How?” Padre asked.

      Jack could not answer. The world had shrunk to the reflections on the ground around him. He searched for signs of Cherie but saw himself and the room he was in: the ravaged chandelier, the cracked window.

      Nimm, crawling through the shards to Jack’s side, answered Padre’s question. “Unfortunately, she’s learned some new tricks.”
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      Cherie had only one Magickal trick.

      As soon as the gray-haired non-Magickal man in armor had spun the mirror away, Cherie stopped struggling. It hadn’t been working, and Nnenne’s voice rang through her fear. “Use your brain.”

      And then the Queen addressed Jack. Cherie’s heart beat too fast to hear the words, but she knew with sudden clear certainty that the reason she’d been kidnapped was to hurt him.

      Cherie’s body went cold. Taking a deep breath, Cherie used her Magick to send peace to every nerve in her body, feeling an urgency as deep as she had when she’d tried to erase the pains of Nnenne’s illness—but this urgency was sharper, tinged with the metal taste of adrenaline on her tongue. She pulled her Magick tight around her …

      Jack roared in anger, and as though in echo, the enormous stained-glass window behind the throne shattered, pane by pane, launching arrows of glass.

      Her guards released her to protect themselves.

      Shouts of pain and, “The Storm King is breaking the mirror. Protect the Queen,” rose around Cherie. Shards whistled through the air, but she felt no pain. Beside Cherie, men cursed and cried out, one choked, and blood spattered across the floor.

      When it finally stopped, when every pane was broken, Cherie was the only person in the room standing tall. Even the Queen cowered behind guards.

      Cherie’s Magick flowed through her, and she did not hurt. She should be afraid, but she was furious. “Rana,” she hissed at the Queen, shielded by her Crimson Guard.

      No one heard. The throne room buzzed with cries of pain and shouts of anger. Somewhere close, someone said, “The Queen is weak from pulling the girl through the mirror!”

      “Did the Queen survive?”

      Feeling hope rising in her chest, Cherie strained her neck trying to see for herself. She caught sight of Rana, leaning against one of her Crimson Guard, and heard the Queen snap over the din, “I am fine. See to the prisoner!” All around Cherie rose cries of, “Man down!” and “Medic! We need a medic!”

      Cherie almost responded out of habit, but then a shadow came between her and Rana, and her charm got cold. She blinked, faced the shadow, and found a man, the same man who’d turned the mirror away—he was gray haired, broad shouldered, and foreboding, and didn’t appear to be armed. His eyes scanned Cherie like someone appraising a slice of meat. “She doesn’t have a scratch.”

      Blinking, Cherie looked down at her body, and her Magick slipped in shock. She had been untouched by Jack’s onslaught. Did he have so much control?

      The man’s eyes slid to the men on either side of Cherie, and then to her wrists. Both men flushed and grabbed her again.

      Jerking her arm, one of them said, “It was dumb luck, Gram.” The “luck” had been Jack, but Cherie held her tongue.

      “You’re sure about that?” Gram asked.

      The guard replied, “She’s about as Magickal as you are.”

      Cherie blinked. Gram wasn’t Magickal. Her eyes slid across the room. Ambient Ember haloed everyone; some even glowed as bright as Cillian. Her guards, too, had halos. Gram was the exception. For some reason, that made the hair on the back of her neck stand on end. She returned her gaze to Gram. He met her eyes steadily, as though willing her to crumple. The charm at her neck got colder.

      “Are you sure about that, Ramirez?” said Cherie’s other guard. “I thought … for a moment …” His grip tightened around Cherie’s wrist, as though he’d frightened himself.

      Ramirez sniffed. “The most Magickal thing about her is this charm.” In a swift movement, he ripped it from her neck.

      “No!” Cherie shouted, lunging, but the second guard jerked her back.

      “That belongs to the Queen,” Gram said to Ramirez, holding out a hand. “Give it to me.”

      Ramirez’s eyes narrowed at Gram, but he handed it over.

      “My charm,” Cherie said, tugging at the human bonds that held her back.

      Narrowing his eyes, Gram surveyed everything in the room that wasn’t Cherie. “Take her to the Keep,” he said, as though it were an afterthought.

      Gooseflesh rose on Cherie’s arms and legs. She stared at Gram, confused as much as afraid. The Keep wasn’t a place for ordinary prisoners. It was a dangerous place for Magickals who were too powerful to go anywhere else.

      “She doesn’t belong there,” Ramirez replied.

      Cherie swallowed, afraid to speak, afraid to breathe.

      Gram’s head jerked to Ramirez, the movement hawk-like. “The Queen said she should go to the Keep. To the Keep she will go.”

      Ramirez frowned, but said, “Yes, sir!” and began dragging her away. Cherie’s Magickal “trick” long since ended; she hissed in pain as shards of glass cut her bare feet.

      “Where are her shoes?” Gram asked in a cool, dispassionate voice.

      “She dropped them,” one of Cherie’s abductors said, pointing to where Cherie had dropped the heels Padre had loaned her.

      Gram scrutinized the heels a moment. He did not give the order to give them to Cherie, nor did he move to pick them up.

      “They’re Magickal,” someone said.

      “Then they belong to the Queen.” Gram waved a finger, and a woman in a robe darted to pick them up.

      Cherie felt hysterical laughter bubbling in her throat. Her relationship with Jack was a fractured version of Snow White. In one of the versions of that fairy tale, the evil queen received a pair of red-hot iron shoes from Snow White and the prince. In that version of the tale, the Queen danced in the shoes until she fell down dead. The Magickal shoes that Cherie had delivered to Rana would make her more powerful.

      Gram waved a hand. “Take her to the Keep.”

      “No,” Cherie whispered, but Gram had already turned away, her grandmother’s charm in his fist.

      Cherie’s abductors’ grips tightened, and she was dragged over glass shards. Between her shock, fear, and the pain cascading through her, she couldn’t concentrate to make the hurt go away. She hissed and lurched between them.

      “Better hope the traitor surrenders to Her Majesty,” one of her abductors said.

      “He won’t,” Cherie snarled. “He will never bow to someone who sends sluagh to devour a city.”

      That earned her a yank from both sides. “What are you talking about?”

      They didn’t know—Cherie hadn’t known either until she entered the city. “She sent the sluagh to devour the souls of millions,” Cherie retorted. “How can you obey the orders of someone like that?” How could Rana be someone like that—someone who ordered the death and destruction of millions of innocents?

      Her captors’ gazes slid to one another.

      “Why haven’t you shut her up?” Gram’s words rolled through the din with the authority of thunder.

      “It’s true,” Cherie insisted, dragging her feet, forcing them to hold her aloft. She was out-Magicked, overpowered, they’d stolen her charm, but truth was a weapon, too, wasn’t it?

      Cursing under his breath, one of her guards waved his fingers at Cherie. Her lips instantly sealed. She tried to speak, but her tongue felt like it was made of cotton.

      Her last weapon was gone.
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      Magick sparked along Jack’s spine, and thunder boomed in the city. Jack wanted to make someone hurt, Padre, Queen Rana … himself. Two hundred years ago, he’d failed his city by underestimating the Queen’s power and ruthlessness. Today he’d failed to protect the woman he loved.

      “I have to free her!” Jack snarled.

      Nimm, sitting on an end table in the hallway outside of Padre’s studio, bobbed his head. “We need to wait for Ashwin, and then we need to speak to Padre to find out how this happened, and then we need to—”

      “Do you know what they will do to her?” Jack asked. A gust of wind swept through the hall, and a vase of white roses on an end table went careening to the floor. Nimm went with it, only catching the edge of the table at the last minute. Squeaking fearfully, tail lashing frantically, Nimm swung in the air above the sharp shards of the vase’s remains.

      His terrified squeaks cut through Jack’s rage, and he scooped Nimm up onto his forearm.

      “I’m sorry,” Jack said, sounding insincere even to himself.

      “I can imagine what they might do to her,” Nimm said. “I’m well aware of what the Queen tried to do to us!”

      Electricity danced under Jack’s skin. The Queen wouldn’t, couldn’t let the city of Chicago live, could she? If it was known in the Magickal States that she’d sent the sluagh to destroy ordinary people, there would be riots, possibly a coup; at least there would have been in his time. His jaw got hard. She would destroy the evidence, and the evidence was anyone who’d borne witness to what she’d attempted here.

      The front door opened, and he heard a guard there say, “He’s upstairs, sir,” Ashwin’s thanks, and then many boot steps. Jack turned to find Ash taking the steps three at a time, Mizuki following behind, and more guards. For some inexplicable reason, Geoff, Annette, Cillian, Chance, and Spiros tagged along behind the party.

      Nimm leaped from Jack’s arms, and he scurried to the staircase. The party came to a halt. Annette’s hand went to her mouth, and her eyes got wide. Chance whined. Geoff put an arm in front of her and glared up at Jack. The Guards shifted on their feet. Spiros hid behind Mizuki, and Cillian raised his hands, and Magick hummed in the air. After a second hesitation, Ashwin kept climbing.

      … Which was when Jack realized electricity snaked from his fingers. Thunder boomed again, rattling the windows and the chandeliers. He closed his hands, and the sparks abated, but still only Ashwin moved.

      Jack’s eyes slid over Mizuki and Spiros but lingered on the faces of the others. The men in uniform of the National Guard of the Magickal States that they no longer belonged to, whose lives had been misplaced in time, and the children from Somer, whose lives could be forfeit if they stayed in this city. These were the people who were depending on him, and in that moment, he hated them all.

      “Find Cherie, Chance,” Geoff ordered, and the golden retriever-Irish setter mix shot past the humans in a red-gold blur.

      Gesturing at Spiros and the Somer contingent, Jack roared at Ash, “What are they doing here?” A cold breeze whipped into the building, and Jack’s nails bit his palms.

      “The Storm King has returned,” Spiros said, and Jack shot him a death glare. The faun met his gaze, Ember sparkling along his horns and around the sword he wore at his belt.

      “The Guards at the door told us Cherie is missing,” Cillian replied, as though that explained their presence.

      Ember tendrils snapped around Cillian with the fury of a solar flare. If non-Magickals could see it, they would be terrified.

      “Chance can find anyone and anything anywhere,” Geoff added, his voice low.

      “We know where she is,” Nimm said. “The Queen dragged her through a mirror to the throne room in Sunland.”

      Everyone froze. Chance’s whine from the studio echoed the shock on their faces.

      “How?” Ashwin murmured.

      “With invitation,” Spiros said, “and a great deal of power.”

      Jack’s attention snapped to the faun. Outside, thunder rumbled.

      The faun’s ears went back. His hand went to the hilt of his sword, the one that Cherie had said made its bearer tell the truth. “I had nothing to do with it.”

      Jack cursed under his breath, wishing he had a target for his rage.

      Scampering to the stairs, Nimm bowed. “You know of this Magick, Honorable Sir?”

      Jack asked the more important question. “How do I follow her?”

      Frowning, Spiros studied him as Chance came out of the studio and bolted down the stairs.

      “Heel,” Geoff ordered, and the dog halted and sat at his feet.

      Geoff lifted his chin. “Chance and I can go with you. We’ll be able to find her wherever she is.”

      It was a ridiculous suggestion. One that would get them killed, or worse. Jack shook his head. “You’re not coming with me.”

      “But …” said Cillian, coming closer.

      “None of you are coming with me,” Jack declared, feeling each suggestion, each syllable they spoke like a weight, holding him down, holding him back, keeping him from finding Cherie. “Get out of here.”

      Annette rose a step. “But Cherie’s our—”

      “Get out before I have the guard haul you out,” Jack shouted.

      Cillian turned to go back down the stairs, but Geoff and Annette stayed rooted to the spot. Annette crossed her arms, and Geoff’s nostrils flared. Chance rose from his haunches and began to growl.

      The stairwell dimmed and grew colder as the sky outside grew overcast. Jack lifted a hand, and the guardsmen on the stairs raised their weapons.

      “Come on,” Cillian said, spinning Geoff around. “We aren’t doing any good here.”

      They weren’t even at the bottom of the staircase before Jack turned to Spiros and demanded, “How do I go through mirrors?”

      “No one goes through a mirror without invitation to their destination,” Spiros said.

      Sparks leaped from Jack’s fingers. Padre was the DeWitt family’s personal dressmaker and tailor. How many times had Padre said to his stepmother, “You are welcome any time?”

      Ashwin moved to the step below him. “You can’t go, Jack.”

      “I can, and I will,” Jack said.

      “Not if you do not wish Chicago to fall.” That was said by the faun.

      Jack knew that. It had been in the back of his mind since Cherie had disappeared, and it was why moments ago he’d hated the non-Magickals, and the impudent, inexperienced, unwise Cillian. Because their lives were on his shoulders, and he wanted to trade their lives for Cherie’s.

      Remembering Nimm’s clever rationalization in Elysia, Jack said, “I have to go. Cherie is our contact with the Fae and the Feilong. We need their cooperation or at least an understanding.”

      “I will be that contact,” Spiros said, and Jack felt heat building in his chest. “It’s why I came to see you. Cherie’s friends were kind enough to help me hunt you down.” The faun continued, “I am on as good terms with the Fae as anyone can be, and Yang Jian is a friend.” His eyebrow rose. “That is the Feilong’s name.”

      Lightning briefly lit the room, and thunder rumbled. Jack lurched toward the faun. “Are you going to rescue her?” he demanded, dimly aware of Nimm scurrying up to Ashwin’s shoulder, and Ashwin restraining him with both hands.

      “Helping you engage your potential allies would preclude that, wouldn’t it?” the faun replied, unblinking gaze cutting through Jack’s blinding, stupefying rage.

      Jack took a breath, and Ashwin put a hand on his arm.

      The faun’s lips pressed into a thin line. “I stand out a bit too much to go to Sunland. I’d wind up a stuffed specimen in the Queen’s palace.”

      Despite himself, Jack gaped. The room went frighteningly silent.

      “I’m sure that’s only a rumor,” Mizuki murmured.

      “Veritas isn’t known for untrue rumors,” Spiros replied evenly.

      Mizuki whispered, “Veritas … the Goddess of Truth?”

      “Demi-goddess, technically,” Spiros replied. “She can pass as a Magickal human in the Southern Court, as long as she doesn’t open her mouth.”

      Jack gritted his teeth. “You could be lying.”

      “But I’m not,” Spiros replied evenly, expression hawkish, hand resting on the pommel of his sword, Ember sparkling around his grip like sunlight.

      Mizuki’s lips parted in shock and fear. Spiros’s attention shifted to her. The faun’s gaze softened for a moment, but when he spoke, his words were cold steel. “You think that someone who would send sluagh against her own kind would be averse to turning my kind into a statue, a rug, or a wall ornament?”

      Mizuki’s eyes went wide, and then she fled up the stairs. “I will talk to Padre.”

      Jack felt his stomach sink with her departure.

      Spiros spoke, voice like a knife. “I do want Cherie returned safely, and I will call in a favor with one of the Old Magickals who can go to the Southern Cities. But Major Yukio DeWitt, like it or not, you are the Storm King, and a king must think of all his people.” Jack felt every single syllable of his rank, name, and alias like a punch to the gut.

      The faun straightened. “Send a team to rescue her, someone you can spare.”

      At that, Jack almost laughed.

      The faun continued, “But you must remain.”

      “I am not a king,” Jack snarled or shouted, he wasn’t sure. Pushing past Ashwin, he plunged down the stairs.

      “Wait, Jack,” Ashwin said, but Jack was already out the door.
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      The late afternoon was chillier than Geoff had prepared for, and in the backyard of the house where Cherie had disappeared—had Ashwin called it a fashion studio?—he shivered. Or maybe it was Cillian’s plan giving him the chills. It wouldn’t be the first time one of Cillian’s ideas did that.

      A tree branch snapped above them, and Geoff’s head jerked up.

      Cillian whispered, “Careful!”

      Above them, Annette silently mouthed, “I know!” and gingerly climbed down from the perch of branches, too narrow for Cillian or Geoff’s weight. She’d been spying on the guardsmen they’d arrived with, Spiros, Ashwin, and said fashion designer. Annette loved climbing trees, and Geoff admired her as she gracefully moved from branch to branch. He caught Cillian watching, too, and narrowed his eyes at him. Rolling his own eyes, Cillian pretended to study a point in the opposite direction.

      Whining softly, Chance rubbed his head against Geoff’s thigh. Geoff gave the dog a scratch between the ears. Chance could find anyone and anything anywhere, and when he was set on finding and retrieving, and couldn’t, he got depressed and agitated, poor guy.

      Annette dropped from the tree, landed in a crouch, and paused to give Chance a scratch while she was at his level. Chance’s tongue flicked at her, and he wiggled and wagged his tail. Giving him a last pat, Annette stood up and whispered to Geoff, “I couldn’t hear anything from where they’re talking to Padre—”

      “Talking to or interrogating?” Cillian asked in a low voice.

      Geoff found himself holding his breath for the answer. If the man was in any way responsible for Cherie’s capture, he shouldn’t care how they got their information, yet his body tensed. He did care. He didn’t want to be even a secondhand witness to torture, and he needed to know.

      Annette narrowed her eyes. “I didn’t hear any screaming, if that’s what you mean.”

      Geoff’s body relaxed. Cillian released a deep breath, and he visibly sagged. It occurred to Geoff that no matter how cool Cillian liked to play it, how much he pretended to be worldly wise, he didn’t want to think of torture, either.

      Annette wiped her hands on her hips. “But as I was saying, the guards themselves heard everything. The fashion designer guy blubbered and cried and said he’d invited Rana—”

      “Don’t say the Queen’s name,” Cillian hissed.

      It was too dark to tell for sure, but Geoff swore Annette’s cheeks darkened. “Sorry,” she whispered. Her eyes met Geoff’s and were wide and surprised. “They call the Queen by her first name all the time.”

      Geoff nodded. He’d noticed the city people did that, too. Were they trying to summon her?

      Annette continued, “Padre confessed that before the curse, he’d invited Rana and Mizuki to come to his studio anytime. But how was he to know she’d be able to do something like this?”

      Cillian stood up straighter at the mention of Mizuki. Annette and Geoff had noticed that whenever Mizuki was around, Cillian’s eyes followed her like a hawk’s, and his expression wandered between anger and longing, yet he’d made no attempt to talk to her.

      Annette shook her head. “He had no idea the Queen could pull people through mirrors. From what I overheard, I don’t think anybody did … except maybe the faun, but even he said it was rare and difficult Magick. He was surprised that she would undertake it; according to him, she’ll be weak for days.”

      Cillian’s brow furrowed, and he said what Geoff was thinking. “She must trust the people around her a lot.”

      The people of Somer despised the Queen so much that seemed impossible. But Geoff’s father always said there were many ways to attain short-term loyalty, greed and fear chief among them. His father also said it was a shallow loyalty. Geoff frowned and scratched Chance’s head. A few days wouldn’t be enough to crack the crown.

      “Where is Jack?” Geoff asked. They’d seen him leave in one of the MEVs.

      Annette’s lips pursed. “Ashwin says he won’t go to Sunland.” Folding her arms across her chest, she whispered, “They also say the Queen’s armies have already started the trip north … someone called Sparrow has seen it. They were going to tell Jack.”

      Geoff shivered. The invasion was coming. He’d heard that would happen but hadn’t wanted to believe. He swallowed hard and found himself not thinking of himself but his parents. His father was mayor of their home, Somer, Pennsylvania—or had been, before it was placed under martial law while the Queen searched for the village's Magickals. Cillian had escaped with Geoff and Annette. Of the remaining Magickals, all but one had gotten away—or rather, been “rescued” by the Fae and whisked into Fairy first. The one Magickal who hadn’t been taken into Fairy, Lydia, had gone with the Queen’s men willingly, because in Cillian’s words, “Lydia’s a hothead desperate to prove herself the strongest Magickal around,” which was kind of like the kettle calling the pot black, but still accurate.

      “They don’t have enough people to send anyone off to rescue Cherie,” Cillian said, gaze getting distant. “We have to go get her ourselves.”

      Chance had sunk to his haunches, but at Cillian’s words, he lunged forward, tail wagging. He nosed and licked Cillian’s hand. “Not saying it will be easy or safe, boy,” Cillian whispered.

      Geoff stood immobilized. He had known Cillian would say they should rescue Cherie—what better way to make up for it being Cherie who’d rescued the city, and by connection, the people of Somer? If Cillian saved the savior, so much more the savior him. But even expecting it, Geoff’s heart rate increased. Excitement and dread washed through him in equal measure. “It is the right thing to do,” he heard himself saying. Cillian flashed him a bright, thousand Ember-watt smile, and Geoff wasn’t sure if the words were his or Cillian’s Magick infecting him. Being infected by Cillian’s Magick wasn’t always the worst thing—sometimes it was the best thing—but this stunt could go anywhere from his truck, Lucky, breaking down on the road and them achieving nothing, to Cillian being hauled away into the Queen’s service … or even to death.

      Geoff looked at Annette. Usually, between the two of them, they could see through Cillian’s Magick. Arms still folded, she tapped her fingers against her elbow. “If we stay here, we won’t be allowed to help, and we might wind up dead anyway.”

      Geoff swallowed. “I should take my parents north, to Canada.” Not that their first aborted trip to Canada had gone well—a troll under a country bridge had altered their plans completely. Chance abruptly left Cillian’s side and came back to lie at Geoff’s feet.

      Cillian put his hand on Geoff’s shoulder. “Geoff, with Jack here, they’re safe, and if it gets unsafe, the ferry is open.”

      Would it stay open if the Queen invaded? Quite possibly. The ferryman who’d brought them across Lake Michigan—more an inland sea than a lake—had told them how the merpeople in the Great Lakes did not like the Queen.

      Cillian went on, “Your parents are smart and capable. They’ll know when it is time to leave. And if they’re part of a large group, they’ll have more luck than us.”

      “What about your mother, Cillian?” Annette asked softly.

      Cillian dropped his gaze. His grip on Geoff’s shoulder loosened. Frowning, Cillian said, “Geoff’s parents will make sure she leaves with them.”

      “I don’t want to abandon Cherie,” Annette said. “Everyone else has.”

      Geoff felt his resistance to the plan crumbling, but his mind issued one more objection. “If we knew where Jack was, we might be able to go with him.”

      Cillian shook his head. “Jack’s not going; you heard what Ashwin said.”

      Geoff frowned. He’d actually heard what Ashwin hoped.
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      She’d been buried alive.

      Panicking, she threw up her hands and encountered a slab of metal, cold and hard, too heavy to lift. With frenzied fingers, she searched around her, finding crumbling stone walls to the sides and thin bedding beneath her. Her heart jumped to her throat. Think. That was how you got out of this.

      She opened her mouth to scream, but before her breath could leave her throat, the metal ceiling above the tomb slid away. A shadow hovered above her, a man seemingly suspended in time, except that a symphony sounded behind him. The world shook, and she realized the symphony was thunder. The shadow moved, and something glinting and sharp sliced through the air …

      For a moment, her heart stopped. But then a scent as thick as wild roses in the middle of summer, but strong and metallic, filled her nostrils. Her mouth instantly watered, and something bit the inside of her lips. She gasped. Recognizing the scent, blood, the prick, fangs, and what she was, Vampire, but also who the shadow was, Jack, and what he held, a knife.

      She opened her mouth, and her soul flew from her lips. Weightless, protected in the timelessness, she threw herself up and out of her tomb. Jack’s hand flew out and caught her. Grendel caught a glimpse of blue eyes, wild and red, before she was thrown to the ground. Her head bounced on concrete. If she’d been in real time, her skull would have cracked, but she was out-of-time, and it was like hitting a pillow. She squirmed, trying to free herself, even as saliva ran down her chin, memory of the blood and wanting still fresh. Jack held her fast, his lips curled back and moving, as though he were shouting. How was Jack out-of-time with her? Belatedly, she remembered the lesson in the woods, of how his Vampire Armor pulled him into the “Vampire plane” and felt the same sensation of drag as she had then. In the real world, he was stronger than her. He was stronger than her here, too.

      And he was here to kill her.

      Remembering a self-defense course she’d taken in the distant past with sudden clarity, Grendel tried to get her feet beneath her, to throw him off. Before she could, he pressed his forearm over her mouth and nose to suffocate her and …

      … blood flowed into her mouth, hot and alive, and Grendel’s soul came back to her with it. She slammed back into real time. Jack’s heartbeat filled her ears as loud as thunder, the rushing in his veins a hurricane through trees. Drinking from Cherie and Mizuki had been like sipping sunlight and starlight, their blood the most potent she’d ever consumed, and enough to heal a heart grazed by a stake. Jack’s blood was like drinking lightning and too strong. She half-swallowed, and half-choked it down. She could feel it burning its way through her throat, into her stomach, and swore she could feel it immediately trickling into her blood, turning her arteries to fire. She couldn’t have turned away, even if he hadn’t been pressing the full weight of himself onto her, pinning her, forcing her to drink. To turn away would be a sin, like taking her own life without good reason. But wasn’t her life forfeit anyway? Wasn’t this some trick, some deception?

      Jack ripped his arm away—she wasn’t sure when she’d grasped it with her claws—and pulled back. Grendel gasped in dismay and relief, her fangs retracting, bloodlust sated truly and completely for the first time since she’d drunk from Cherie and Mizuki. Jack fell back at the foot of the tomb she’d made for herself in the basement floor and put his head in his hands.

      Grendel cocked her head, her heart beating wildly, waiting for the axe to fall. She scanned the basement and strained to hear anyone who could be in on his trick. Aside from a few scurrying rats, she heard nothing and no one inside. Outside … was that hail or rain?

      Her eyes returned to Jack. Legs out in front of him, his body sagged. Had she drained too much blood? For a moment, her heart stuttered—she wasn’t allowed to kill, even when it was requested. Did he hate her so much that he would sacrifice his own life to see hers end? That didn’t seem right. She canted her head toward him and listened. His heart beat true and strong.

      “I didn’t drink so much,” she whispered, mostly to herself.

      He didn’t respond, other than to take a deep breath.

      “You’re not here out of the kindness of your heart.”

      His blue eyes lifted, and Grendel’s jaw got hard. “Why are you here, Jack?”

      “Cherie has been taken,” he whispered, voice hoarse.

      For a moment, Grendel sat paralyzed, not sure if her soul was within or without, if time had meaning or not. If Cherie was gone … she saw her life spiraling backward to darkness that wasn’t the soft cloak of shadows, but the sea of aloneness she’d inhabited, where the only islands of reprieve were the ones who beckoned to her, yearning for death … and then left her.

      Something screamed within her. He sent her away to keep her from you! To hurt you! Kill him! She launched herself up, springing to him, fangs extended, claws at his throat. Jack grabbed her wrists and held her back but didn’t shove her away.

      You idiot, Grendel. Why would he give you blood and then tell you this? A tiny logical part of her reasoned, and Grendel muttered to the demon and her conscience, “Why don’t you speak in different voices so I can tell you apart?”

      “What?” Jack asked.

      Grendel shook her head. They didn’t have time for schizophrenia, dementia, or the mental mazes of her Vampirism.

      Tightening his grip, Jack said, “Listen to me, Grendel. You have to help Cherie. The Queen has her in Sunland.”

      Grendel blinked at the forbidding name. “Sunland?”

      Jack dipped his chin. “The capital of the Southern Magickal States in what you once would have called New Mexico.”

      Grendel swallowed. Two hundred years had passed; she shouldn’t be surprised the capital had moved, but she was, and for a moment, it was like all two hundred years had slammed into her at once.

      Jack continued, words too fast, fingers digging into her wrists. “It’s close to the New Mexico-Texas border, near what was once El Paso—that’s flooded now.”

      “What?” Grendel asked. She’d never been to El Paso, but it had been a city of some size once, hadn’t it? A city in the desert.

      “Mexico and the United States are separated by a narrow strait; it flooded El Paso.”

      “But how?” There was a mountain range there—or at least it was high above sea level, if Grendel remembered correctly.

      Jack growled. “Magick, Grendel.”

      And wasn’t that the reason for everything wrong? “Figures.”

      He shook her lightly, and his Adam’s apple bobbed. “How exactly doesn’t matter. You have to help her.”

      Of course she had to help her granddaughter-donor-connection to this world and life. She’d even brave a place with a name like Sunland for it. She blinked at the man before her. She’d never considered him an ally; he bordered on being an enemy. He’d been a Vampire slayer at one point and hated Vampires generally, and Grendel in particular. Even if Grendel approved of his distrust, she couldn’t help fearing him. But now, finding Cherie was so important to him that he’d given her, a Vampire, his own blood.

      Grendel nodded slowly. If he said how didn’t matter, it didn’t matter.

      Her fangs extended, but not from hunger. She leaned over him. “What more do I need to know?”
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      Hail beat at the single, blacked-out window of Grendel’s basement.

      Cherie was gone.

      Grendel was gone, too. He doubted either of them would ever be back. Grendel wouldn’t make it to Sunland. She’d set Vampire hunting dogs on edge, probably wind up pursued by the Queen’s security forces before the night was over, and be staked before sunset tomorrow.

      The men who served under him might call it a stroke of genius, ridding the city of Grendel and sending the fiend off to divert the enemy without lifting a stake. But without Grendel as a model of the city's changed attitude toward Vampires, how could other Vampires trust him? Would they be plunged into another Vampire War in another few years? Would the city last that long?

      Even if Grendel got to Cherie—a big if—would she bring her back? Grendel wasn’t … stable. He cursed under his breath. Vampires by definition were unstable. He’d never see Cherie again.

      His reverie was interrupted by the thump of boots on the basement stairs. He froze, and then relaxed as he recognized their rhythm. Moments later, Ashwin entered, a flashlight blazing in his hands. The beam swung around, illuminating photos of Cherie, Grendel, and spring flowers drying on a clothesline. The beam paused, and then flashed down to Jack, and he threw up his hands to shield his eyes.

      A faucet dripped somewhere, the sound loud and ominous in the silence that stretched between Jack, Ashwin, and Nimm. The rodent’s eyes glowed from Ashwin’s shoulders.

      “How did you know I’d be here?” Jack asked.

      The beam bounced as Ashwin shrugged. “Spiros said that if our forces were so small that we had no one to spare, the obvious choice would be to send Grendel.”

      Nimm chittered. “We didn’t know, but we hoped. Spiros said he’d try to find someone to help find Cherie, too.”

      “Who?” Jack asked, a fleeting hope that he might have connections with a useful demi-god.

      Ashwin shook his head. “He didn’t say.” The beam of light dropped to Jack’s wrist.

      Nimm squeaked.

      Ashwin inhaled sharply. “She bit you.”

      “No,” Jack replied, but didn’t feel like explaining himself further. He’d wanted Grendel to go to Sunland strong, stronger than she’d ever been, even if it wouldn’t be enough.

      Ashwin came closer. “There is something else.” Ash swallowed audibly. “Sparrow’s got news from migrating birds that troops are amassing in the south.”

      “So much for a Cold War,” Jack whispered. The city would need him. He’d been right not to go after Cherie. It left a bitter taste in his mouth.

      Smoothing his whiskers nervously, Nimm suggested, “The Queen could have them patrol the borders for show?”

      Jack and Ashwin’s eyes met. “We should be preparing for the possibility it will be more.”

      “Another thing …” Ashwin handed him a folded sheet of paper. “Those kids from Somer left this. I know you care about them so …”

      Opening it, Jack scanned the page. It was addressed to Ash. The “kids,” Geoff, Cillian, and Annette had gone off to rescue Cherie themselves. They asked Ash to relay that information to their parents. Jack rubbed his temple and huffed. Cillian was going to wind up captured by the Queen, enlisted or worse, Geoff and Annette might wind up in jail, Chance would be commissioned to find munitions or monsters, and Lucky the truck would wind up scrap. Their parents would know all this. Helluva thing to ask Ash, a guy they’d just met, to relay for them. “I’ll tell them if you want.”

      “I would appreciate that,” Ash said.

      Jack almost snorted at how easily his friend had relinquished that responsibility.

      Whiskers twitching, Nimm surveyed the compartment Jack sat in. “The Vampire didn’t make that hidey hole herself; it’s too old. I wonder if it is left over from the ancient times, when alcohol was outlawed? Some of the buildings around here are outfitted with cubbies like this to hide moonshine.”

      Pulling his vambrace down over his wound, Jack rose from the crypt—or moonshine storage space.

      Ash gave Nimm a scratch. “That’s an interesting history lesson.” To Jack, he said, “Ready?”

      Jack nodded. “Don’t worry, I’ll be good from now on.”

      The light from the flashlight danced in Ashwin’s eyes, making them appear almost orange. “Can we afford to be good?” On Ash’s shoulder, Nimm went absolutely still.

      Jack’s jaw got hard remembering the sluagh, but also, conversations about strategy from long ago that had been half-dark jests—strategies of how they’d defend a city that was spread out, on ground flatter than a pancake, with no external geographical barriers except the lake to the east. Since they’d awakened and knew they were a target, and that the armies of the south were mobilizing, the conversations had been more than jests, and even darker.

      The part of him that held onto the hope that Cherie would return and that they might start where they’d left off—even though he had done nothing to help rescue her and left her fate in the claws of an overprotective, but mentally unstable Vampire—those hopes winked out. Cherie would never forgive him for what he and Ashwin were planning.

      “No,” Jack said. “We can’t be good.”
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      It might have been good that Cherie's mouth was sealed. She couldn’t scream as her guards dragged her through an enormous hall lined with stuffed centaurs and fauns, displayed like hunting trophies.

      The horror of the sight remained etched in her mind as they dragged her into the dreary courtyard that housed the Keep.

      Cherie knew the Keep from newspapers and magazines. The walls of the courtyard were ostentatious, with elaborately carved stones and downspouts shaped like fanciful beasts. The Keep was utilitarian. It had a wide square base, about three stories tall, with a giant plain steel door, high and wide enough for a dragon. From the base, a tower protruded. Narrow window slits marked the walls. The only thing special about the Keep was the Ember that ran between its stones. The Keep didn’t appear very large on the outside, but every school child knew that it was larger on the inside and housed hundreds, if not thousands, of deadly Magickal creatures.

      A brightly colored passenger balloon floated in the brilliant blue sky. Cherie tasted bile. She’d heard that tourists paid to take balloon rides so that they could spy the prison. She’d always thought that was crass. She found herself taking a dull satisfaction in the fact that they were getting ripped off. The Keep was dull to look at, even with the Magick.

      The guards dragged her to the enormous metal doors. Up close she noticed a smaller, human-sized door set into the main door. Within the Sun Palace, the guards had been talkative, chatting about “silly” and “overblown” rumors of unrest in the city. Silent now, they gripped her arms tighter. One rapped against the door.

      A cloud moved across the sun, dimming the scene. One of Cherie’s captors muttered, “Taking longer than usual.” His hand tightened on Cherie, and she scrunched her eyes in pain. A clang resounded from within the Keep, and the painful grip slackened. She swallowed, remembering tales of interrogation in the prison. Cherie closed her eyes, and in the moment of respite summoned her Magick, letting it flow through her veins to every nerve in her body, imagining it wrapping around her like a cloak.

      One of her guards gasped. “She’s—”

      A window port in the small door opened, and an inhuman scream ripped into the courtyard, setting every hair on the back of Cherie’s neck on end. Her Magick fled. The guards inhaled sharply, and one of them gasped, “What the Hell?”

      Cherie blinked. Through the opening, she could make out the sharp jawline of a man, his head turned to the side. He shouted over his shoulder. “That’s the dragon on the thirty-third! She’s broken loose. Get the lieutenant!” And then a response. “What about the banshees, Sarge?” Another inhuman scream echoed in the courtyard. “Never mind the banshees!” shouted the man in the Keep.

      There were shouts inside, and Cherie made out, “What the Hell set them off again?”

      Through the small window, narrowed hazel eyes focused on Cherie’s captors. “Good. Reinforcements.”

      “Ah—” one of her captors started to say.

      But the window clanged shut, and the small door opened inward, revealing “Sarge.”

      “Get in!” he shouted, above the hair-raising wails of banshees. Her guards did not move. The face of the sergeant went bright red, and he shouted, “God damnit! Get in here.”

      Cherie’s captors hustled her inside. Even knowing that the Keep’s Magick involved spatial distortion, she wasn’t prepared for how much bigger it was inside. She found herself in a room as large as the throne room, the ceiling as high. But where the throne room had oozed opulence, the Keep oozed malevolence. The floor was the same rough, gray stone as outside, except for at the very center, where a wide circle of steel sat, its Ember glowing even brighter than the walls. Iron spikes as long as Cherie’s arms protruded from the Keep’s inner walls and ceiling. Rumors had it the spikes were to wound struggling beasts. She hadn’t expected for them to appear quite so wickedly sharp … or that the men and women on guard between the spikes—the famous, fearsome guards of the Keep, to appear so afraid. Their eyes were rolling to a point in the ceiling above the steel disk. There was an iron grate there, and shafts of dim light filtered through it. The place smelled like antiseptic and fear.

      The sergeant looked at the captor who’d sealed her lips and pointed to the center of the room. “Get to the ninth floor and lock those banshee lips up, soldier.”

      The man’s hand shook. “But sir, I’m only here to deliver the prisoner.”

      The sergeant fixed him with a glare. “You’re going to go seal that banshee’s lips, or I’ll find room for you in this place.” Before the man could even bark, “Yes, Sarge,” the sergeant began yelling at more guards and ordering them to accompany Cherie’s captor.

      The man let go of Cherie’s arm and joined the others at the center of the room. He stood ramrod stiff with them on the metal circle on the floor. One of the guards slipped what looked like a giant key, large as an oar, into the floor beside the disk. There was a click, a clang, and a flash of light and Ember. The scene rippled, like air over hot pavement: the grate in the ceiling vanished, the disk was no longer on the floor but was in the ceiling, replacing the grate, and then the steel disk was back on the floor and the grate was back in place. Cherie would have gasped, if she could. She’d heard rumors of “Intra-portals,” doorways through space-time that worked within a single realm. She hadn’t known they really existed.

      The sergeant barked at her remaining captor. “This is the prisoner I was told to expect?”

      “Ye … ye … ss, sir.”

      The sergeant bellowed at the man. “I was expecting a Magickal that could flatten dragons! Why are we wasting space on this … this …?” He gestured at Cherie. “She should go to the commoner prison.”

      Her captor shifted. The banshee wailing dropped to a low moan.

      “Gram said it’s the Queen’s orders, sir,” her captor said.

      The sergeant narrowed his eyes. “Gram.” He said the name like a curse. But, shaking his head, he said, “We can put her in a room next to Lady Penelope.”

      “We?” squeaked the man beside Cherie.

      “We’re shorthanded, so you’re coming with us,” the sergeant declared. Before Cherie could blink, the sergeant grasped her free arm. She inhaled sharply, expecting pain she wasn’t prepared for, but to her surprise, the man’s grip was gentle.

      At a pace that made Cherie stumble, he led her toward the center of the room and the steel circle in the floor, waving for other people to join them. Cherie’s first captor’s grip on her arm tightened, and he moved a half-step too slow. Cherie found herself pulled forward and back, and her body bowed and ached under the strain. The sergeant slowed, narrowed his eyes at Cherie’s first captor … and then above their heads came a loud thwang. Cherie craned her neck, and her eyes went wide. Lying on the grate in the ceiling was a woman, her armor cracked like an eggshell, her eyes wide and unblinking. The sergeant swore, and Cherie balked.

      The sergeant’s grip eased up. “You’ll be all right,” he whispered. Cherie’s eyes slid to him in disbelief. A dead woman lay above their heads.

      The sergeant said, “Creatures that aren’t supposed to, get loose from time to time. Some things are loose all the time to guard the halls and attack the unexpecting—”

      Cherie shrank back from him.

      Clearing his throat, the sergeant continued, “But as long as you stay in your room, nothing can harm you.” He began dragging her toward the disk. Cherie couldn’t make her feet move. She leaned backward, as though to sit on the floor. Tsking, the sergeant paused and said, “Don’t make me thunk you over the back of the head.”

      Cherie gulped. Blow to the head. Brain injury. She needed to be smart. Straightening, she managed to propel her feet forward. Banshees moaned.

      “What’s your name?” the sergeant asked.

      Cherie shook her head.

      “My partner sealed her lips,” said her captor. “She was talking about—”

      The sergeant cut him off with a gruff, “Don’t want to hear it, and you better forget it, or someone will silence us both permanently.”

      The other man’s hand on her arm went limp. If it were only him, she could bolt across the room … and promptly get caught by one of the other guards. Cherie stepped onto the steel circle, the “door” of the Intra-portal. A drop of water fell on her wrist. She looked down and was glad again she couldn’t scream. It was blood.

      The sergeant, not noticing or not caring, said casually, “Your lips will open before you die of dehydration, don’t you—”

      He was cut off by the banshee moan that turned to a scream. Every hair on Cherie’s head rose, and then, rumbling through the scream came a bellow so deep Cherie felt it in her bones. Around her, the guards raised weapons and looked upward with wide eyes.

      “That will be the Minotaur,” said the sergeant.

      One of the men lifted the Intra-portal’s oar-like key. It clanked as he inserted it into the lock in the floor. The lock clanged; light and Ember shimmered. Cherie blinked and found herself in the intersection of four hallways. Before she could get her bearings, her captors set off at a jog, dragging her along with them. The ones in front had their rifles raised, and the ones beside her, even the sergeant, constantly looked over their shoulders. They turned a corner, and then another, and another, each looking the same as the next. Something rumbled down the hall, and her captors broke into a run, her first captor shaking, making him dig his fingers more deeply into her upper arm. Cherie stumbled and would have fallen if the men on either side hadn’t held her up. She didn’t see anyone open the cell door, but a moment later, she was shoved inside a space about the size of a barn stall. There was a roar in the hallway and gunfire.

      The door slammed shut. She heard a key slide into the lock, but before it locked, there was a scream, and then a hideous crunching noise.

      “The Minotaur changed the maze!” someone screamed.

      More gunfire followed, and cries of, “Retreat! Retreat!” Boot steps thudded outside her door and receded.

      Cherie pushed herself to the far corner of her cell as quietly as she could, trying to keep her breathing even.

      From outside her cell came a rumble and a laugh. “I smell you, Fresh Meat. Why don’t you come out for dinner?”

      Something crunched, Cherie heard a slurp, and she fought the urge to gag.

      “Mmmm … delicious,” rumbled the beast. The Minotaur. It had to be. The monster outside had “changed the maze” and wasn’t the Minotaur the master of mazes?

      Cherie tried to not be scared, tried to ease her tension. She’d escaped Fairy and Hell, been by the banks of the River Styx, and faced the sluagh. A traitorous part of her brain whispered, but you had Grendel then.

      She swallowed. She had no Grendel now.
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      Grendel lay atop the semi’s cab. The cab’s roof had a “roof cap,” a sort of “wing” to reduce drag. Smooth at the front, the cap was hollow in the back. Grendel lay in that hidden spot, hands crossed over her chest. “Grendel, you have to help Cherie.” Jack’s words whispered in Grendel’s mind as his blood raged through her veins.

      She felt like she could travel all the way to Sunland in the out-of-time, but that was an illusion. She needed to save the power he’d given her for Sunland. Back in the basement, Jack had given her keys to an ancient MEV that she’d left on the back roads before slipping out-of-time and onto the roof of this semi. The semi had protested with a few indignant honks, but Grendel had lain quietly, hadn’t threatened its driver, and the truck now seemed content.

      Alone with her thoughts, Grendel replayed her conversation with Jack after she’d drunk his blood.

      “What do I need to know?” Grendel had asked him.

      Jack had huffed and shifted, dislodging some mortar from the ancient compartment in Grendel’s basement. “I don’t know, at least not everything. It’s been two hundred years for me, too. And two hundred years ago, Queen Rana couldn’t steal people through mirrors.”

      Grendel’s heart fell at his words. Stolen? Through a mirror? How could Cherie ever be safe in a world where such things were possible?

      Almost to himself, he said, “Mizuki thinks Rana’s talent is manipulation … what couldn’t that allow someone to do?”

      The drip of the basement sink seemed thunderously loud.

      Jack spoke again. “I can’t leave the city. If I do, it will fall, and too many will die. I can’t command any of my men to rescue Cherie. We’re stretched too thin as it is. For one person … if I did that … it would be known … and …” His voice cracked.

      “The people would lose their faith in you,” Grendel surmised.

      Jack nodded, still not looking at her.

      And Grendel saw the “trick.” “You don’t command me,” she said.

      Jack met her eyes and actually smiled. “Exactly.”

      In the present, Grendel’s stomach rumbled. She wasn’t hungry for blood, but for food. Her hand went to the deep pocket of the long, black woolen trench coat she wore. It had belonged to her husband and was far too large for her. She could curl up inside it and be completely shielded from the sun. She hoped. Her hand curled around packets of Ember Jack had given her before she’d left. She could use them to buy something at the next truck stop. She had yet to see a solitary car or truck, and hers traveled in a convoy of two other semis and a number of cars. If they all stopped together, she wouldn’t draw too much attention … if the shops weren’t warded.

      She peered around the roof cap and spied a sign that said, “Welcome to Kansas.” She frowned. Taking I-80 through Iowa, to Nebraska and Kansas before cutting across Oklahoma and Texas wasn’t the quickest way to El Paso from Chicago, but back in the basement, Jack had rattled off everything he did know about Sunland and the journey, and one of the things he’d told her was that I-55 had been abandoned due to “monsters.”

      “I’m a monster, too.” The reply had popped into Grendel’s brain and out her mouth before she’d stopped to think.

      Jack had stared at her too long, his face haggard.

      “Of course,” Grendel had ad libbed, “I am not an official member of the Midwestern Monster Association”—the probably fictitious organization didn’t provoke the huff of laughter it would have drawn from Cherie— “so, it might be best to try to avoid trouble.”

      He’d nodded faintly.

      The encounter with Jack had left her shaken. He’d sacrificed for Cherie. She hadn’t liked or disliked Jack before—he might have wished her dead, but she’d always put that in his pluses column. She wasn’t trustworthy. As sated as she was now, in a few days—less if she strained herself—she’d be hearing blood in veins again and the beat of hearts. Her fangs would be half-lowered, and she’d be constantly imagining the taste of everyone she met.

      Her demon or her conscience said, That’s why you miss Cherie so much. You know in a pinch, she’d donate.

      Now Jack had “donated,” and unlike Cherie, he wasn’t so foolish as to trust her. He hadn’t done it for Grendel, he had done it for Cherie. Jack had gone against everything he’d been brought up to believe for Cherie’s sake, but he also wasn’t abandoning his duty to his people. Someday, he would be given the opportunity to abandon his wife. Grendel highly doubted he’d do that either, and that changed how Grendel saw him. Cherie wanted marriage and a family, and Grendel wanted those for her because Cherie was Grendel’s granddaughter. She’s your donor! whispered the pesky demon-conscience. Donor or granddaughter, did it matter if Grendel did the right thing and the right thing was Cherie’s happiness?

      “I’ll bring her back to you,” Grendel had promised Jack.

      One side of Jack’s lips had pulled into something that was neither smile nor a frown. “Just bring her back.”

      Remembering that expression, Grendel had a moment of clarity. Jack didn’t think that Cherie would return to him. That wasn’t why he donated. He’d done it for Cherie’s life, not her love.

      “Damn it,” Grendel declared to the universe. “Now I care if their relationship works out.”

      Shaking her head, she drew her husband’s long trench coat tighter about her and felt a hollowness in her gut at its snug embrace. It was something Ron had picked up in a fit of nostalgia for his “punk days.” It smelled like dust and mothballs, not like a human being, and not like Ron. “Still looking out for me,” she murmured to Ron’s ghost, though she’d yet to see his spectral image. That was how marriage to a good person worked; they looked after you. Which Jack was trying to do now for Cherie.

      Grendel sighed. Lifting her head, she noticed an Ember station sign rising above a copse of trees. It was off the opposite side of the highway not five hundred meters away. Even through the trees, she could see the parking lot was crowded. Her stomach growled, and Grendel slid out-of-time and across the median to the northbound side of the highway. Slipping into the gully beside the road and crouching low, she slammed back into real time. Somewhere, a dog howled.

      Patting her stomach, she imagined the sweet taste of strawberry yogurt. “Cherie, you’ll be happy to know I’m not cutting a bloody swathe to your rescue.” She frowned. At least, not yet.
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      “Of all the times ... We can’t afford this right now,” Cillian said, and Geoff's skin prickled in irritation. As though Geoff didn’t know that. They’d left Chicago almost as soon as they’d made up their minds to make the journey south, leaving a note for Ashwin to deliver to their respective parents. They’d made great time, until almost midnight, when Lucky had inexplicably shut down. Now Cillian was being impossible because he couldn’t help, couldn’t even hold the flashlight without it sparking at his touch, and the orbs of glowing light he summoned were too unfocused for Geoff’s purposes.

      Leaning over the truck’s engine, Geoff said to himself as much as Cillian and Annette, “It has to be the intake valve from the Ember chamber.” In a lower voice, he added, “I’ve checked everything else.”

      “It’s always the last place you look,” Annette replied too cheerfully.

      It was a terrible joke, and Geoff glared up at her—or the shadow that was her. Annette held the flashlight, and he couldn’t see her well above its beam. He did see the strained smile she was giving him though, the shrug of her shoulder, and might have even seen her eyes roll in Cillian’s direction. His lips quirked, and he returned to studying the valve. He didn’t see any problems, but … He pointed his finger down. “Could you—?”

      She’d readjusted the light before he’d finished.

      “Thanks,” Geoff said, leaning in further. Some people thought Annette wasn’t Magickal, and maybe she wasn’t, but she understood him, and that was magic.

      He didn’t see anything wrong with the valve at first glance, but it did have to be the last place he looked. He squinted, and thought he saw a streak of shadow deeper than the others, but then Chance gave a bark from the flatbed. Tires crunched on the gravel behind Lucky, and Geoff’s head jerked up. Annette swung the flashlight around. Cillian said, “What the—”

      “Hell,” Geoff finished, coming around Lucky and seeing the convoy of Road Rangers pulling onto the shoulder behind them, three regular RRs and one limo style, all black.

      “Magickals are in the limo,” Cillian whispered. “I think at least two, and powerful.”

      “All the cars have emblems on them,” Annette said. “Tornados.”

      Geoff swallowed at the mention of the emblem of the Royal Protectors of the Kansas region, Lord and Lady Smythe. Their positions as Royal Protectors had been assigned by Her Majesty herself, Queen Rana. Both of them had a Magickal talent that allowed them to control tornados. There were unpleasant rumors about the married Magickal couple being cousins or even half-siblings. The rumor mill said they didn’t want their power “leaving the family.” They were said to be unscrupulous to the non-Magickals they protected.

      “Shit,” Geoff and Cillian said at the same time, and Annette said, “What do you think the Smythes want with us? And why are they out in the middle of the night?”

      Which was the question. The Smythes being lazy was somewhat legendary, too.

      “It might not be them,” Geoff said. “Could be people who work for them.” Other powerful Magickals.

      At that moment, car doors slammed, and four men got out of the cars.

      One of them switched on a flashlight with a bulb that shone bright as the sun. Geoff, Annette, and Cillian threw up their arms. “They’re not Magickal,” Cillian whispered.

      The bearer of the full-spectrum beam bellowed, “They’re not Vampires, my lord!” The light switched from blinding to normal, and Geoff noticed the other men had pistols aimed at them.

      Another car door slammed, and a voice that was deep and rich, and too smooth said, “Of course they're not Vampires, Williams.”

      No one lowered their weapons.

      “Fix Lucky,” Cillian whispered urgently. “I’ll handle this.”

      Nodding, Geoff turned back to the engine, Annette and the flashlight following.

      Geoff tried to find the shadow that might be a crack in the intake valve and tried not to concentrate on the conversation going on behind the truck.

      “What are you doing out here on the highway alone?” the man who might have been Williams said in a voice that rang with suspicion.

      Geoff leaned farther over the engine and gestured to Annette to get the light closer.

      “Didn’t have anyone to travel with,” Cillian said. “Leaving the sticks behind and heading to Sunland.”

      Williams snorted.

      Geoff shivered and glanced at Annette. She bit her lip and cast him a worried look.

      A too-smooth voice said, “The boy is Magickal, Williams. Be respectful.”

      In a worried, contrite tone, Williams said, “Yes, sir. Sorry, sir, didn’t know, sir.”

      Geoff thought he heard Smythe sniff.

      Cillian continued, “Going south to do my patriotic duty and enlist.”

      That was the excuse they’d chosen to use if they were ever questioned. Geoff held his breath. Smythe said, “Hmm …” but didn’t question Cillian further. Another car door slammed, and another pair of footsteps approached.

      Geoff leaned further in. “I see it!” he whispered to Annette. “The pipe is cracked. Duct tape. I need duct tape.” He lurched out from under the hood and went to the back of the truck, forcing himself not to look at Lord Smythe.

      Cillian asked Smythe conversationally, “You thought I was a Vampire?”

      Giving a reassuring pat to Chance, who was cowering at the end of Lucky's flatbed, Geoff retrieved a roll of silver tape from his toolbox, and a pressurized Ember canister.

      The man who was presumably Lord Smythe scoffed. “No one has seen a Vampire in over two hundred years.”

      Geoff had seen a Vampire last night, and the assertion made him glance at Smythe before he caught himself. That one glance made him stare. Smythe wasn’t particularly tall. He was fleshy with sagging cheeks, thin arms, and a soft round belly that he’d cinched with a belt, as though he thought that would hide his spare tire—or maybe he was showing off that the belt was studded with gold. His shoes had gold toes. His sister—wife, Geoff mentally corrected himself, lest he speak the rumor aloud—had joined her brother. Geoff knew it was Lady Smythe because she looked exactly like her brother—husband—right down to the gold studded belt, except her belt was thinner. Her gold toed shoes had thick, three-inch-high gold heels, and her thin, brown hair was long. Geoff pressed his lips into a thin line. He had never seen anyone like either of them. There were large people in Somer, of course, but thick middles were balanced by broad shoulders and strong arms, and in the women, wide hips. No one in Somer wore gold casually as buckles or heels, and metal toed boots were always steel. The two looked ridiculous in Geoff’s opinion. Fortunately, neither Smythe appeared to have noticed Geoff’s stare. Their eyes were focused on Cillian. It made Geoff’s skin crawl, and he hurried back to the front of the truck.

      Smythe said, “The commoners have got it in their heads that one is on the loose. Some dogs are barking along the highway, and we got called away from a party.”

      The hairs on the back of Geoff’s neck rose. Annette mouthed, “Commoners?”

      Geoff exhaled. He’d never heard the slur in person. Shaking his head, he attached the canister to the input valve and flipped the reverse pressure nozzle to recover any Ember left in the tank. While he waited, he looked back at the Smythes. Lady Smythe was tapping a finger to pursed lips, appraising Cillian through narrowed eyes. “You are too strong a Magickal to merely enlist. What is your talent, young man?”

      Cillian shrugged and raised his palms. Spheres of light leapt from either hand, and they joined together to corkscrew up into the sky, where they exploded like silent fireworks. Clapping his hands together, Cillian said, “A little of this, a little of that.” When he pulled his hands apart, a ball of fire briefly filled the air between them. Cillian clapped his hands together again, and this time formed a snowball. Smoothing it in his hands, he pitched it against a nearby tree trunk.

      The Smythes rolled back on their feet, eyes wide, and for a moment, Geoff swore he saw something like fear flash in their eyes. But Lady Smythe’s gaze grew sharper. She sniffed. “Those are mere parlor tricks. What is your real talent?”

      Cillian’s shoulders dropped, and he replied hesitantly, “Well, no one knows for sure—”

      At the evasion, Geoff’s gaze shot to Annette. Her lips pressed together, and he saw the rigid set of her spine. No one knew for sure, but Cillian, Annette, Geoff’s parents, and Geoff had an idea.

      “—but most think my talent is Charm,” Cillian said.

      Geoff’s shoulders relaxed, and Annette exhaled. That was the truth—it was what most people suspected—and it was also, most likely, a lie.

      Lady Smythe said, “Hmmm …”

      Lord Smythe guffawed. “Well, that would have been what kept the Commoners in line.” Geoff felt the hairs on the back of his neck rise again. The Ember canister clicked, and he released it.

      “What’s your name?” Lady Smythe demanded so sharply that Geoff raised his head as though he had been addressed. He noticed that Annette had as well. But of course, the lady hadn’t been addressing them.

      Cillian stood straighter. “Cillian. Cillian Jones.”

      Lady Smythe shook her head. “You shouldn’t enlist, Cillian. You should be presented at Court.”

      Lord Smythe visibly perked. “The Queen will reveal your true talent with her mirror.”

      “Yes! Exactly!” Lady Smythe gave Cillian a toothy smile and said enthusiastically, “You should be presented by us.”

      The lord’s perk, and emphasis on the last word, told Geoff that presenting Cillian to the court would be a coup for the two.

      “That sounds excellent,” Cillian said. Cillian’s thinking was clear: the Queen had taken Cherie, so Cherie must be within the palace complex. Getting inside had been their biggest worry, and now he was being given an invitation. This was the opportunity they’d hoped for when they’d begun their journey. Still, Geoff frowned. He didn’t like the Smythes. He cast a glance at Annette. She was frowning, too.

      “Good, good. You’ll come home with us, then,” Lord Smythe said.

      “Sure,” said Cillian. “Why don’t you give us directions? My friend is finishing repairs on Luck—his pickup. We’ll meet you at your place.” He turned back to Geoff and Annette. “You’re almost done, right?”

      Working on the roll of duct tape, Geoff nodded but kept his eyes on the Smythes. “Yep.”

      “Nonsense,” said Lady Smythe. “You must come with us while your boy finishes working on his … vehicle.” Her lip curled at the last word. Geoff narrowed his eyes. Cillian’s boy? He felt a muscle in his jaw jump.

      “Ah …” Cillian stalled. “You know, if it’s all the same to you, if there is any talk of Vampires, I’d rather stay with my friends.” Geoff’s eyebrow rose at the word. Cillian at least hadn’t forgotten that.

      Lady Smythe frowned. Cillian added hastily, “To protect them, you know. We could follow you, if you’re afraid of us getting lost.” Patting Geoff on the shoulder, Cillian all but shouted, “You’re almost done, right?” And under his breath, added, “This is our chance.”

      “Yep,” Geoff said again. Ripping off a piece of tape and handing the roll to Annette, he turned back to the engine. This was their chance, whatever Geoff’s personal feelings about the Smythes.

      The Smythes conferred amongst themselves in sharp whispers he couldn’t quite understand. Geoff duct taped the crack in the pipe, willing himself to stay calm. Ember’s effects on things were unpredictable, so he wasn’t too concerned about how the crack had got there. Mostly he was grateful that a few layers of duct tape would fix it. Straightening, he found Annette had already torn off another piece for him.

      “That simply won’t do,” said Lord Smythe. “You must come with us now.”

      Geoff looked at the lord and lady in alarm.

      Giving a tight smile, Lady Smythe said, “We cannot abide the thought of another Magickal, a powerful Magickal, out here alone—”

      “He’s not alone. He’s with us,” Annette protested, her voice soft but loud enough Geoff knew the Smythes had heard her.

      “You must come with us,” Lady Smythe finished without even acknowledging Annette.

      “You must,” Lord Smythe said.

      Cillian looked like he was going to protest, but then Lady Smythe smiled and cooed, “We need to find some proper clothes for you. You can’t be presented at Court looking like a country bumpkin.”

      Annette exhaled sharply. Geoff’s stomach sank.

      Cillian blinked. He sucked in on his lips and rubbed his chin, and Geoff knew that Cillian was going to go with the Smythes. Cillian was poorer than Geoff or Annette. His clothing showed it, and it had always been a source of embarrassment for him. He turned back to Geoff and Annette. “It’s a good idea. We can catch up later, at the Smythes’ place.”

      The Smythes exchanged glances at Cillian’s words.

      “I don’t think they will let that happen,” Annette whispered, echoing Geoff’s thoughts.

      Touching his chest and giving a roguish smile that worked on people who didn’t know him, Cillian said, “Leave that to me.” Dropping the smile, he said, “We could never have planned anything so perfect.”

      Annette and Geoff exchanged a glance. It was Cillian’s big chance, not theirs. Annette’s shoulders fell. “If it helps Cherie, it’s worth it.”

      Frowning, Geoff said to Cillian, “Sure, go. We’ll meet up with you at the Smythe place when I get Lucky fixed.”

      Cillian nodded and patted Geoff’s shoulder. “See you soon.” Striding to the Smythes, Cillian declared, “Ready to go.”

      Smiling so wide it looked like it might hurt, Lady Smythe placed a hand on Cillian’s forearm. “Wonderful.”

      Lord Smythe put a hand on Cillian’s opposite shoulder. “Call your animal, too.”

      “What?” Cillian said.

      Laughing musically, Lady Smythe said, “The Magickal animal you have in the back of your … truck. A dog, I presume?”

      Cillian said, “That’s—”

      “My dog,” said Geoff, striding toward the couple.

      Car doors slammed, and more of the Smythes’ retinue emerged from their vehicles.

      Williams stepped in front of him. “I wouldn’t come any closer, boy.”

      Geoff found himself staring down the end of a pistol, so close if he reached out, he could touch it. Chance, up until that moment, quiet and hidden behind Lucky’s tailgate, suddenly leapt up and growled. Williams’s eyes flew to the dog and widened, and he shifted nervously on his feet.

      Scenarios of self-defense flowed through Geoff’s mind. If he stepped toward the pistol and swept his hand so, took control of the weapon, fired at—

      “Control your dog!” a man ordered. Gravel crunched on either side of Geoff, and he realized Williams’s pistol hadn’t been the only one aimed at him. He was surrounded by at least half a dozen armed men.

      “It is Geoff’s dog,” Cillian said.

      “I’m sure you don’t mean that,” Lady Smythe said. “Keeping a Magickal animal from Her Majesty”—rubbing Cillian’s forearm with one hand, she touched her throat with the other—“or Her servants is a capital offense.”

      Chance whined, and his head drooped. How much of the situation did he understand? More than a normal dog, for certain. He always had, ever since Cillian and Geoff had found him as a puppy, washed up in Somer’s creek after a flood. Later, Dr. Anna had said it was a miracle such a small puppy had survived, and Geoff’s mom said if ever a dog had a guardian angel, it had to be Chance. At the time of Chance’s discovery, Cillian had declared, “He’s Magickal like me; he’s mine.” But the sopping wet bundle of fur had crawled over to Geoff instead and snapped at Cillian’s hand when he’d tried to take him away. Cillian wasn’t a bad guy, but maybe Chance had known that Geoff was steadier and always saw projects through, whether it was fixing a beat-up pickup truck everyone said would never run again or rescuing a weak, wet puppy that still needed feeding at night. Maybe Magick had let Chance know that Geoff’s parents, and Annette, would all help take care of him. Chance was part of Geoff’s family.

      Geoff bit the inside of his cheek to keep from shouting and locked his fists at his side to keep from striking out.

      A convoy of trucks and cars slowed, and then drove past without anyone saying a word. Geoff waited for Cillian to turn on the “charm” that he definitely had, even if it wasn’t his talent. Cillian could say, “Ah, nah, the dog’s Magick didn’t manifest until a few months ago. One of those rare cases of delayed development,” which would be unlikely, but not impossible. They’d believe it from Cillian or pretend to. Geoff knew they’d never accept it from him. Cillian could even suggest that Geoff was in the process of taking Chance to the Queen himself, and wouldn’t it be better to let a “boy” enjoy a last ride with his dog? Geoff didn’t believe the Smythes would really let him do that, but Cillian could try. With his Magick, it might be possible.

      All Cillian said was, “It’ll be all right,” and then snapped his fingers. “Chance, come here.”

      Chance didn’t move, and Geoff’s eyes got hot.

      Lord Smythe said, “Miller, convince that good dog that it would be in his best interest if he left the boy.”

      One of the Smythe’s entourage beckoned to two other men, and the three stepped closer to Geoff, pistols raised.

      Chance whined and looked frantically between Geoff and the Smythes. Geoff couldn’t make himself order Chance to go with them.

      The next thing he knew, Geoff slammed into the ground. Gravel bit into his chin, he bit his tongue, and blood welled in his mouth making him choke. A knee pressed into his back, and one of the Smythes’ crew twisted his arm. Annette screamed. The man holding his arm twisted harder, and Geoff screamed, too.

      Chance hopped out of Lucky and went to Cillian, head down, tail between his legs.

      Geoff tried to call to him, “Cha—” but the knee on his back knocked the air out of his lungs. Barking, Chance spun back to Geoff, but another one of Smythe’s henchmen slipped a rope around his neck and yanked Chance back. The bark turned to a yelp.

      “We’ll kill the boy if you don’t behave, Dog,” Lord Smythe said to Chance, poking him with a black prod that someone had given him. Chance yelped in pain.

      Lips curling, Lady Smythe said to the man holding Chance, “Put him in your car. He stinks.” Stroking Cillian’s arm, she said, “Don’t worry, he’ll be well taken care of. There are high bounties for animals like him.”

      Geoff writhed on the ground, and the man holding him hissed, “Behave or the lord will be after your girl next.”

      Chance whined.

      The Smythes and Cillian got into the limo. Cillian didn’t spare one glance back at Chance, Annette, or Geoff. That lack of a last glance cut. It made Geoff’s gut feel as though it had sunk below the gravel and made his limbs go heavy and numb.

      The lord and lady’s limo, and two of the RRs, including the one with Chance, drove off before the man released Geoff’s arm and got off of Geoff’s back. Annette was at his side a moment later. He stayed on the ground a moment longer, tears of rage and frustration blurring his vision.

      The Smythes’ henchmen went to their vehicle. Before getting in, one of the men turned back and said, “Do yourselves a favor and stay away from the Smythes,” and then got in.

      Geoff climbed to his feet. The car peeled away, headed south a few meters, and then turned onto the median, made a U-turn, and sped past them and north.

      Hopping to her feet, Annette slammed the hood. “I filled the tank while they weren’t paying attention to me.”

      Geoff noticed the Ember canister at her feet. He spit blood from his mouth. “We’re going to get Chance back.”

      “Yep,” said Annette, already opening the passenger door.

      Geoff swallowed the lump in his throat, not just for Chance, but for Annette, who he couldn’t quite express all his feelings for in a way that was adequate. She shut her door, and he slid into the driver’s seat, pressing the empty Ember canister beside them.

      A few minutes later, they were doing the same U-turn on the highway the Smythes had taken. He knew the odds were against them, but he couldn’t continue without trying to save his dog. Couldn’t save Cherie without Chance’s help finding her anyhow.

      But how could he get Chance away from all those armed men?

      “We’ll think of something,” Annette assured him, as though reading his thoughts. “Don’t worry. You know Chance has always had a guardian angel.”

      Geoff didn’t say it aloud, but he was thinking he’d make a deal with a devil if it meant getting his dog back.
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      The service station, judging by the shouts and the amount of light, seemed to be even busier than Grendel had anticipated. That was good. She was less likely to be noticed. But the bustle also made her wary, too. There were more people to kill if she was found out. To herself, she protested, “You wouldn’t have to kill them, Grendel, you socio—”

      An angry shout cut her off. “Piss out here, damnit!”

      Squatting lower in the gully, grateful that although she still looked old on the outside, Vampirism had made her knees younger, Grendel considered skipping this particular service station. And then she heard a high-pitched dog’s whine and a terrified-sounding bark. Grendel’s nostrils flared. She’d always had a soft spot for animals and children. One of the worst parts of being a Vampire was that the former now instinctively, and wisely, feared her.

      The same angry male voice she’d heard before shouted, “Get the shock stick!”

      Before there was a reply, Grendel left time and was light as a feather, racing and leaping toward the service station, her heart thumping hard in her chest. Remaining out-of-time, she slipped from a copse of trees and skidded to a halt behind the parking lot that encircled the business. There was a narrow strip of grass there with a half-dozen parked semis, but what caught Grendel’s eye was a black vehicle that reminded her of a Range Rover. It had an emblem on the side: a stylized tornado haloed by gold. On the strip of grass beside the Range Rover, frozen in time, yanking on a dog’s chain, stood a man in uniform that looked military-ish, though it wasn’t the uniform Grendel associated with the Queen. It was black and gold, with the tornado emblem on his chest. The man held out one hand as though reaching for something. Another man held out a long, wicked black prod, seemed prepared to give it to the first. Resisting a makeshift leash—just a rope tied like a noose—body angled away from the man with the prod, was a golden retriever-Irish setter mix, the whites of his eyes visible in his terror, spittle from his furious attempt to free himself hovering in midair.

      Grendel’s skin heated, her lips curled, and her hands balled into fists. The dog was Magickal. Grendel could hear it—or feel it—since there was no sound in the out-of-time Vampire plane. Whatever it was that was different about Magickals, the dog had it, and ...

      She blinked. She had weight, and sound came rushing into her ears. “Chance?” she blurted. “What are you doing here?” And why did the best dog ever, except for maybe Cerberus and every dog Grendel had ever owned, have a noose around his neck?

      The two men’s heads jerked in her direction. The mouth of the man holding the leash went slack. So did the hand holding the rope. Chance shot off in a blur of red gold, the “leash” trailing behind him.

      Regaining themselves, the first man shouted, “Get him!” and chased after the dog.

      “But …” The second man with the prod gestured at Grendel.

      “Never mind the hag!” shouted the first, halfway across the lot.

      “Rude,” Grendel sniffed.

      The second man looked furiously between Grendel and his companion. Chance was already out of sight, somewhere beyond the service station.

      Pausing at the opposite side of the lot, the first man shouted, “Get the car. The lord will have our hides if we don’t get that dog!”

      The second man sprang into action at that, racing for the black Range Rover-thing.

      Grendel looked around, trying to find a place where her “disappearance” as she slipped out-of-time wouldn’t be noticed. Across the lot, a trucker outside of his vehicle, holding a half-eaten apple, stared at her. Pushing up her glasses, Grendel smiled and waved.

      Eyes going wide, the man dropped the apple and backed toward his rig. Which was when Grendel realized that she hadn’t given him her closed-lip, grandmotherly smile. Also, at some point her fangs had extended. The claws at the end of her fingers probably weren’t helping, either.

      “Damnit, Grendel, you idiot,” she muttered. Cover gone, she slipped out-of-time and almost went after the dog. She stopped instead at the Range Rover-thing. She tried to open the door but found it locked. Muttering, “There’s more ways than one to skin an animal-abusing minion,” she picked up a rock by the side of the road and brought it down on the vehicle’s windows. Nothing happened. Not even a scratch. Grendel snarled, “Goddamn Magick.”

      Abandoning that project, she jogged after the dog—slowing to swipe her claws across the first man’s throat. Cherie would not be pleased, but why take chances?

      She caught up with Chance in what felt like a few minutes to her but had been milliseconds to the dog. Chance was headed for the southbound freeway, frozen mid-stride, mid-air, ears flowing backward. Grendel walked around the dog a few times and looked down the highway, wondering what he could be looking for—Cherie had said the dog could find anything and anyone. Grendel couldn’t see anything but a car in the distance coming north. She looked back the way she’d come. The black Range Rover-thing was coming around the service station.

      She looked back at the dog. Slipping through time, with Jack’s blood singing in her veins, felt easy as breathing. But slipping through time with another living thing would weaken her.

      On the other hand, would Cherie ever forgive her if she didn’t help out a doggo?

      Nope. Cherie would not.

      Jack would forgive you. In fact, he would insist you put Cherie first, her demon-conscience reminded her.

      “Which makes him a perfect balance for Cherie’s idealism!” Grendel replied silently to herself in the out-of-time. Leaning down, she gently wrapped her arms around the dog, touching him as little as possible, and then she took a deep breath, concentrated on the dog—the warm blood in its veins, the electricity captured mid-spark in its nervous system—and slowly eased her arms tighter. Righting herself, she lifted Chance. He was a large dog, but in the out-of-time, even with the drag, he weighed hardly anything. She tried to carry him. He squirmed like the Devil—not that Grendel was anyone to speak. Flustered, Grendel slammed back into real time and dropped him. Chance shot off like a rocket.

      Grendel chased after him. “Doggy, wait!”

      Instead, Chance galloped toward the median. In real time, Grendel was no match for him. She looked back and saw the Range Rover-thing pulling out of the lot, headed in the dog’s direction. Panting, she chased after Chance, shouting, “I won’t bite you!”

      If anything, Chance ran faster, which was understandable. Technically, Grendel had lied. She would bite Chance if she was really hungry. Gasping for breath, tripping over her trench coat, Grendel said, “Doggy, I want to help!” Which was true. Chance didn’t slow. Grendel sucked in a deep breath, slipped from time, and slowed to a walk. She gathered her wits and noted Chance ran diagonally across the median. She followed the path with her eyes. Unbroken farmland spread on the other side … and a single pair of unmatched headlights, one higher than the other, shone in the distance. Chance was headed straight for the lights.
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      “I see Chance!” Annette shouted.

      “What?” Geoff asked.

      “There on the median!” Annette said.

      Geoff’s heart leaped, and then he saw one of the Road Rangers making a break for his dog.

      “Oh, my God,” whispered Annette.

      Geoff’s attention jerked back to the median. He didn’t see Chance. He saw a specter with long white hair. He blinked. And saw nothing.

      Something thumped in Lucky’s flatbed. Annette turned and shrieked, “Chance!”

      Glancing in the rearview mirror, Geoff saw his dog’s snout squished sideways against the cab’s back window. The window slid open, and Chance jumped into the front seat as though his paws were on fire. A voice, a little high and a little reedy, as though it came from an older woman, shouted over the wind’s roar, “Turn around, turn around!”

      Geoff looked ahead, saw one of the Smythes’ vehicles crossing the median, hit the brakes as much as he dared, and began spinning the wheel to turn them south, trusting Lucky to keep them from toppling over. “Lean right!” Geoff ordered, trying to help the truck out. Annette, Chance, and the shadow in the flatbed did. Lucky wobbled, pulling into the southbound lane a dozen or so yards from the RR. Geoff held his breath. Lucky didn’t topple. He hit the accelerator—or Lucky accelerated on his own. Sometimes it was hard to tell.

      “The Smythes’ car is slowing … he stopped and pulled out a rifle!” Annette whispered urgently. “He’ll shoot out the tires!”

      “Get down!” Geoff shouted, hunching as low over the steering wheel as he could. Annette and Chance dived for the floor.

      In the flatbed, the same voice that had urged them to turn around shouted, “I’ll handle it!”

      Startled, Geoff looked in the rearview mirror, and then over his shoulder, but no one was there.

      Hunching over the wheel, Geoff braced himself, waiting for the bullets to strike the wheels or him. An enchanted rifle could take out a target two and a half miles away.

      He heard shots. His muscles tensed. Nothing happened. How did one “handle” being shot at? He had a sinking feeling in his gut.

      Crawling back into her seat, Annette whispered, “Geoff, I think—”

      “Handled!” said the grandmotherly voice, too cheerfully. Bullets fell on the seat. “Also, I killed the shooter, so no worries, we’re in the clear.”

      Chance growled, and all the hairs on the back of Geoff’s neck stood on end. Sitting sideways, Annette gaped at their mysterious passenger.

      The grandmotherly passenger said, “Doggo, that’s no way to say hello after I got you back to your humans.”

      Geoff peeped in the rearview mirror.

      His grandmotherly passenger smiled, revealing sharp white fangs.

      Geoff screamed and slammed on the brakes. He might have caused them all bodily harm, except Lucky resisted the sudden command, and they gradually rolled to a halt.

      Geoff’s eyes remained riveted to the mirror, his brain cataloging a few things at once. Firstly, like Dr. Anna had always said, usually with a dry harrumph, “Of course Vampires are visible in ordinary mirrors. How would they get dressed otherwise?” Secondly, it explained the rumor of the Vampire on the road that had bothered the dogs along the highway. Lastly, this explained the speed at which Chance had gone from the median to the back of the truck and how there were now bullets lying on the front seat. He sat paralyzed. He had no stake, or a cross around his neck, or anything to protect Annette or him.

      Recovering faster than him, Annette asked, in her most polite, softest voice, “Are you by chance Cherie’s Vampire?” And Geoff silently thanked her for buying them more time.

      “By Chance I am!” The Vampire snickered and Chance groaned.

      Geoff blinked in the rearview mirror. The Vampire was vaguely familiar. He blinked again. She was the old woman who’d followed Cherie to Baba Yaga’s realm.

      Touching her chest with a clawed hand, the Vampire said, “I am off to rescue Cherie.” Her furrowed brow furrowed deeper. “She was abducted by the Queen. Have you heard?”

      Annette nodded. “We did and are off to do the same. This is Geoff, I am Annette, and you already seem to know Chance.”

      Chance growled.

      The Vampire nodded. “We have met. I am Grendel.”

      Geoff’s skin prickled at the monster’s name, and Annette audibly gulped.

      Looking over her shoulder and then back at them, the Vampire said, “Perhaps, Geoff, you’d like to start moving again? A convoy is approaching, and it might look odd if—”

      Lucky started moving without Geoff’s foot hitting the accelerator.

      In her most respectful tones, Annette asked, “Maybe we should work together?”

      Geoff’s eyes went wide, and his jaw went slack.

      Grendel canted her head. “Maybe we should. I had no idea how I would find Cherie once I reached Sunland. But Chance can find anyone.”

      Chance growled again.

      Clearing her throat, Annette said, “Can we trust you, Grendel?”

      It was a good thing Lucky had control of the car, otherwise Geoff might have driven off the road before he could shout, “No, we can’t trust her!”

      Grendel said, “Oh, no dear, of course not!”

      Chance gave a startled, “Rup?”

      Geoff made a similar sound.

      Annette scrunched farther away from the Vampire.

      Tapping her lip, Grendel said, “Oh, I am not hungry right now. I drank from the man I just killed.” She frowned. “Cherie won’t be pleased about that, or that I killed his partner. I didn’t drink from him, though.” In a lower voice, she muttered, “I should have. Neither of them was Magickal, and their blood didn’t have the same power as a Magickal’s blood.” She frowned. “I’ll get hungry again, and all three of you will look more and more delicious.”

      “Oh,” said Annette. Geoff nervously adjusted his hand on the steering wheel. Chance resumed his growl.

      “I think that you can trust me not to kill you though,” Grendel continued. “I won’t promise I wouldn’t under any circumstance. That would give you way too much power over me. But ordinarily, I can’t imagine it. I must admit, at the moment, I am somewhat peckish—”

      Snarling, Chance lunged at the Vampire.

      Ducking from view, shouting over the wind, Grendel clarified, “For food! Do you have any yogurt?”

      Chance fell back with another confused, “Rup?”

      Geoff blinked.

      “Yogurt?” Annette asked.

      Poking her head back in, Grendel said, “Anything non-fibrous, really.”

      “Would UHT milk do?” Annette asked.

      The Vampire pursed her lips. “Yes, I suppose.”

      Annette ducked down and retrieved some of the snacks she kept at her feet. She handed the Vampire an individual-sized glass jug. Ripping off the foil seal, Grendel settled back in the flatbed. Geoff’s eyes slid to Annette. She shrugged.

      A moment later, Grendel poked her head back in. Licking away a milk mustache, she said, “Those cars behind us are coming up awfully fast.”

      Geoff looked into the rearview mirror. There were new headlights visible behind them.

      “The Smythes’ men probably called in for help at some point,” Annette said.

      Grendel leaned in farther and protested, “How? It’s not like they have cell phones.” Geoff’s mind sputtered at mention of the ancient electrical devices he’d only read about: they’d been Magick that anyone could use.

      “The Smythes are agents of the Queen,” Annette said. “They would have some Magick mirrors.”

      Muttering, “I hate Magick,” Grendel sat back down.

      Geoff checked Lucky’s mirrors. “They are getting closer.” He checked the speed gauge. Lucky was going seventy-five miles per hour, the maximum speed allowed. Geoff put his foot on the accelerator, gripped the steering wheel tight, and whispered, “Keep us from tipping over,” to the truck.

      “Well,” said Annette, “they can’t shoot us.”

      “Nope!” Grendel shouted. “I’ll catch any bullets.”

      Annette tapped her chin. “We’ll think of something. Find a hidden side road, maybe.”

      Grendel poked her head in with inhuman and ungrandmotherly speed. Cold raced along Geoff’s spine.

      “I have very good night vision,” the Vampire informed them. “I’ll keep an eye out.”

      “Thank you,” Annette said.

      “You’re welcome, dear,” Grendel replied, retreating again.

      Annette smoothed Chance’s fur. “We’ll need your help, too, Chance.”

      Geoff met her eyes, and then ran one hand between his dog’s ears. “We need your Magick. Which way do we need to go, Chance, to find Cherie and not get caught?” And hopefully not get bitten by a Vampire.

      Chance looked at them both, and then went very still. If Cillian were here, he would joke, “Pointer powers engaged!” Even though Chance was most likely part setter and part retriever. Chance aimed his nose straight ahead, and his ears perked.

      Geoff gave a last scratch to the dog and stuck to the highway. He checked the rearview mirror—the headlights behind them were larger. His heart beat faster, and his hand on the steering wheel got clammy.

      Annette said weakly, as though she were trying to encourage herself, “You know as scary as this all is, it must be more frightening for Cherie. Kidnapped and alone without anyone she knows.”

      Beyond terror, in a place of numbness, Geoff replied, “Who is scared?” He sounded sterner and stronger than he felt, and like a stranger to himself. They knowingly had a Vampire in their vehicle—they had given her milk, technically “aiding and abetting a fiend.” They’d hang for it. The thought of Annette hanging was worse than the thought of his own death. It would mean he’d failed to protect her. It made bile rise in the back of his throat and made his body feel like lead. Strangely, he found himself not thinking of Cherie, but of Jack missing Cherie, and wondering how he managed it.
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      Jack scanned the city below from an expansive office in the Tower. There were floor-to-ceiling windows on the North, West, and South. From his vantage, Ember lights spread out like a sparkling blanket, bright near the core, dimmer farther away, fading into darkness in the surrounding suburbs. They’d sent out scouts to those communities: Oak Park, Homewood, Evanston, Skokie, and more, and found them overrun by nature. The sluagh hadn’t been sent to destroy them, but in two hundred years, the sluagh in the city must have been too close for people to live safely.

      “You sure you know where his Gate is?” Jack asked the man standing beside him. Chef José Luis Hernandez was a Magickal whose talent was in his rendition of traditional Mexican mole sauce. The lines in the older man’s face were deep. He’d been older when the Change happened but had become Magickal, been conscripted, and torn from the restaurant he loved. Hernandez made food that wasn’t only delicious but that could heal any ailment, though he’d been known to make the cures painfully spicy for those he disliked. “There may be more. There are places we don’t know for sure, but we avoid. Places the gangs won’t even go.”

      “They’ll fight for us?” Jack asked.

      “The gangs will fight for their neighborhood. Not you or me,” Hernandez replied. Jack wondered if that was entirely true. On Nimm’s intelligence, the gangs in Hernandez’s neighborhood respected, admired, and loved Hernandez in equal measure. There were rumors that if you ever crossed him or his, you’d wind up with an inescapable craving for a dish that would be your last, but he also trained and employed former members. The gangs in his neighborhood protected Hernandez and his restaurant from rival gangs.

      Hernandez hummed. “You know Pilsen used to be a neighborhood of mostly Polish and Czechs. There might be Gates to other worlds, too.”

      “You have evidence?” Jack asked.

      Hernandez grunted. “There are rumors of half-man, half-frog creatures in the canal and South branch of the Chicago River. The Polish people call them wodniks. The Czech call them vodnik. A few of the remaining Czech and Polish families offer bread to appease them.”

      Jack considered this. “Could be useful.”

      Hernandez cocked his head. “Or dangerous. Keep our defensive forces out of the rivers.”

      Clearing his throat, Jack mentioned casually, “We’re offering amnesty to any Vampire that helps defend the city.”

      Hernandez turned to Jack. “We killed all of those, remember?” There was something challenging in his tone. Had he been a sympathizer forced to fight against his conscience? Did he know any Vampires, loners that had avoided the covens? Would they help defend the city? Or were they like Jack had always suspected—irredeemable? And you sent one to rescue Cherie, a voice within him whispered. He’d had no other choice.

      “As I said,” Jack reiterated. “A Vampire helped wake the city.”

      Hernandez raised an eyebrow.

      A cheep sounded behind them, and Nimm came scampering in. Rising to his hind legs, the rat straightened his bowtie. “Jack, those guests you requested have arrived.”

      “Send them in,” Jack said.

      Heading over to Nimm, Hernandez bent down and offered his hand. “Mi amigo, I have not seen you in my restaurant since before our nap. I have a fresh queso waiting for you.”

      Hopping into his hand, Nimm exclaimed, “That would be marvelous. I have a new lady friend who adores cheese and cream. Might I invite her along?”

      “Of course! What is this rata’s name?” Hernandez asked, striding to the door with Nimm in his hand.

      “She is actually a cat,” Nimm declared.

      Hernandez did a double take and shook his head. “You like to live dangerously, Rato.”

      “Oh, no, Hernandez, loving Nefertiti is the wisest thing any rat could do.” Nimm began listing all of Nefertiti’s virtues as they left the room.

      For a moment, Jack waited alone, beneath faintly buzzing Ember lights—how had they managed to recreate the most annoying feature of fluorescents? Through floor-to-ceiling windows, he stared through his reflection to the city below without really seeing it. He saw Cherie, his real mother, Nevin, Bianca, and so many more whose deaths he couldn’t have prevented.

      Wind howled past the Tower, and the floor trembled beneath him. He almost didn’t hear the three sets of footsteps entering the room. He turned to find Ashwin with John Bacquet, editor of The Chicago Post and Janet Melnik, writer, editor, and founder of The Chicago Beat.

      The downfall of the internet had led to the revival of local newspapers. Founded in 1847, The Chicago Post was the oldest and most prestigious daily newspaper in the region. Bacquet, the Post’s editor, looked as though Jack had bumped into him at a country club: tall, in his early sixties, dressed in crisp khakis, white shirt, and a sport coat, silvery hair and beard neat and trimmed. Coffee Thermos in hand, he nodded respectfully at Jack—they had met on several occasions. An alumnus of Yale and the Columbia School of Journalism, from back when those institutions still existed, he couldn’t be more different than Melnik, founder of The Chicago Beat. The Chicago Beat had been founded out of the frustration of the city’s working class in the early days of the Change when the mainstream press ignored the crime, mysterious disappearances, and wild “conspiracy theories” of Vampires. The city’s upper crust looked down on the Beat and Melnik—even after the “conspiracy theories” she’d proposed on its digital and then paper pages had turned out to be all too real. Wiry, in her late thirties, Melnik wore a t-shirt and a baseball cap with a dark ponytail protruding through it. She’d served in the United States Marine Corps when it had existed but had never been to college. Before founding the Beat, she’d worked for her father’s car repair chain. Arms across her chest, she regarded Jack with a wry smile that broadcast contempt for him and likely for Bacquet. She’d called the Post a “mouthpiece for the Queen” on many occasions. She’d called Jack “the Queen’s lap dog,” among other less polite things.

      Earlier, Ashwin had asked, “Why do you want Melnik here?”

      Jack had replied, “The Post doesn’t have as broad a following, and Melnik criticized us, justly.” Though Jack hadn’t considered it so at the time. Melnik had condemned the drafting of Magickals, Rana’s coronation, the National Guards of Illinois and other States for not resisting her coronation, and Jack in particular, because he’d been the highest-ranking member of the guard in Chicago at the time. Jack had criticized Rana’s schemes too, but only privately. The Beat also hadn’t been afraid of calling out Magickal Guard violence that injured and killed civilians in pursuit of Vampires. Jack remembered a line from the Beat: “If the Queen casually kills innocents while ‘protecting’ us, what would she stoop to if she ever was against us?” Once Jack had thought the woman hopelessly naïve. Now he thought her prescient.

      Jack had never met Melnik before—she’d never been allowed to any official press conferences—so the sweetness of Melnik’s voice surprised him when she asked, “So why did you get me out of bed in the middle of the night?”

      Clearing his throat, Bacquet said, “I’m wondering that myself.”

      Jack spread his hands. “You both wanted to interview me, to hear exactly what happened in the last two hundred years in my own words. I had an opening in my schedule.”

      Melnik snorted. Bacquet raised an eyebrow. Both took out notepads and pens. Melnik dug into the pockets of her jeans and pulled out a tiny gold paper clip that she attached to the top of her notebook.

      Jack’s eyes widened at the flicker of ambient Ember around it.

      Melnik’s expression became stony. “It’s enchanted.”

      “I see that.”

      Her jaw ground. “It will let me know if you lie.” There was no disguising the defensiveness in her voice.

      “Now, there’s no need for that.” Bacquet smiled condescendingly and exchanged a glance with Jack, as though they were in on a private joke. Such devices weren’t used when interviewing public officials. It was accepted that during wartime, officials would need to lie. Or maybe it hadn’t been accepted so much as tolerated—Jack and others had always insisted on the things being taken away.

      Jack interjected, “There’s no problem, then. I don’t intend to lie.” Deflection or evasion were another matter.

      Bacquet looked faintly offended. Some of the press declared Magickal truth devices as “lazy” and for second-rate reporters who couldn’t discover the truth for themselves.

      Jack continued. “As you know, the Queen sent sluagh to Chicago—”

      Bacquet shook his head. “It hardly seems in character. Rana does have her faults, but she has always considered the safety of citizens.”

      Jack reeled for a moment. He’d expected a challenge from Melnik, not Bacquet who Ashwin had pegged as “white bread, upper crust, goes along to get along.”

      Melnik snorted. “Maybe the major knows his mother better than you do.”

      “Stepmother,” Jack said, the venom in his voice loud in his own ears.

      Bacquet’s eyes went wide, Melnik’s nostrils flared, and Jack realized sparks danced along his fingers. Remembering Ash’s stern admonishment, “Don’t scare the reporters; they’re not Magickal,” he willed them to subside.

      Jack began again, “She sent the sluagh to Chicago because I protested her desire to start a war with the Fae.”

      “What war with the Fae?” Bacquet asked.

      “It didn’t happen,” Jack said. Because he and others had protested? Because Ember had been discovered in Mexico, and it was an easier target?

      Scribbling in her notepad, Melnik lifted an eyebrow.

      Jack answered her unspoken question. “I did protest Rana’s actions from time to time. Privately.”

      Her eyes darted down to the paper clip. Its Ember halo hadn’t changed.

      Jack continued. “My advisors and I all agreed a war with the Fae would be destined for failure. We thought it would be better to form alliances—”

      He broke off at the sound of fast, light footfalls. Mizuki dashed into the room, out of breath. From her shoulder, Nimm squeaked, “Major, Major, the Queen is in your mirror, demanding to speak to you!”

      The reporters looked from Mizuki to Jack and back in alarm.

      Mizuki nodded. “The guards outside your door heard her. I … I haven’t spoken to her.”

      Jack gazed past the reporters to the city’s nighttime sky. The only reason Rana would try to contact him at such a late hour was so she could catch him alone, and in private.

      Ashwin said to the two press members, “Come with me.”

      “No,” said Jack, an idea coming to him as fast as the sparks he couldn’t contain jumping from his fingers. Pulling Cherie through a mirror had tired Rana. That was why she was making this mistake. “They come with me.”
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      During the Vampire Wars, every officer had a mirror specifically for communication with the Queen. Jack had placed his in a windowless storeroom within the Tower. The only light in the room came from the mirror itself. On the other side, Rana spoke, “I know you’re there, Jack. Are you so hard-hearted that you would sleep after I’ve kidnapped your lady love?”

      Jack wished he could protest that and be believed. But even without Magickal devices, Rana was surprisingly good at sniffing out lies. It made sense if Rana’s true power was manipulation of people and events, as Mizuki believed. “How else,” Mizuki had argued, “could she be so beautiful, have herself crowned Queen, manage to target the sluagh at us, and get our father who was usually so sensible to fall in love with her?” The last was always said with anguish. Jack had seen men become helplessly besotted with women of lesser beauty and intellect but hadn’t argued.

      Jack let himself appear in the mirror’s reflection. He’d taken off the upper portion of his armor, and on his top half wore the long-sleeved standard issue t-shirt all Vampire hunters wore beneath. He’d also rumpled his hair. He might look like he had been sleeping, as Rana had first accused. Her manipulative abilities might let her see through that, but as long as she didn’t see that Melnik and Bacquet were in the room, this plan might work.

      “What do you want?” he asked, noting that she sat in private quarters. She slouched in a chair either nonchalantly or because of exhaustion. It was impossible to tell which from her face. Her makeup, as ever, was flawless.

      She rolled her eyes. “We all know what you want, and I have her.”

      Her words had the effect on Jack of nails scraping concrete. He wanted to shout. He wanted to demand Cherie be returned. Lightning sparked along his fingers, and through the Tower’s glass and concrete walls and the room’s steel door, he heard the wind outside moan. He kept his hands out of Rana’s sight and sat as still as stone. “Of course we would like Cherie back,” Jack said stiffly. For the benefit of the reporters as much as Rana, he added, “By bravely allying herself with a Vampire, she helped wake the city and helped drive off the sluagh you sent.”

      Rana did not confirm or deny that she sent the sluagh. Jack wracked his mind, trying to think of a way he could prod her to do it while Bacquet and Melnik were here to bear witness.

      The Queen’s lip curled. “A city that slept because you killed my daughter, your own sister.”

      It was a struggle for Jack not to let his eyebrows rise. That was how she explained the two-hundred-year sleep to herself? A human sacrifice of his sister?

      Forcing himself to shrug noncommittally, he remembered Mizuki saying earlier, “Mother can tell when people are being truthful generally, but sometimes people want to believe in a lie.” Picking at her sleeve, Mizuki had avoided Nimm’s, Ashwin’s, and Jack’s gazes and added, “At least that’s something—it hurts her to believe that I’ve aligned with you.”

      Rana imagined he was capable of sacrificing Mizuki? He was grateful that the two reporters taking notes out of the mirror’s sight didn’t make a sound of surprise.

      Mizuki, Ashwin, and Nimm had discussed at length whether or not they should prove to Rana that Mizuki was alive and working with them, and that it had been Mizuki who had devised the spell that put the entire city to sleep for two centuries. In the end, they agreed that Rana would not spare the city even if she knew. But as soon as Rana knew that Mizuki lived, the Queen could work on spells to counteract Mizuki’s Magick. The city would depend on Mizuki’s power as much as Jack’s for its defense.

      “I put her in The Keep, you know,” Rana said.

      Jack stared at her, his mind fumbling to put the words together

      Rana sneered. “Your woman, Jack. She’s in the Keep.”

      The Keep. Your woman. The words hadn’t made sense because they were too preposterous to believe. Cherie, his woman, in the Keep? The first was wishful; the second was too monstrous to be believed. The Keep was for the irredeemable and deadly. Cherie was neither. His skin went hot. He clenched his fists to keep from shooting lightning. If he moved, he’d blow down the walls with his rage. His lips clenched, afraid of the roar that would rip from his throat and topple the Tower.

      Rana spoke, and he didn’t have to. “Come get her, and I’ll spare the city and her people.”

      Jack’s nails bit into his hands, and sparks seared his flesh.

      In the shadows behind him, Janet gasped, the sound light and feminine.

      Rana’s gaze shot sideways, as though she’d be able to see the source of the utterance, but quickly returned to Jack. He’d made himself look as though she’d woken him—and now she thought he hadn’t been sleeping alone.

      Rana’s lip curled, and her eyes blazed. “You moved on quickly. I thought you couldn’t be any lower.”

      The mirror went black before Jack could protest. He released his fists, palms up, and let sparks light the room.

      “She lied,” Janet said. “She won’t spare the city.”

      Bacquet coughed.

      “No, she won’t spare anyone,” Jack replied. Bowing his head, he put his hands through his hair, sending electrical shocks across his scalp. She wouldn’t spare Cherie.

      He swallowed bile. Rana had been right. He was capable of human sacrifice.
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      In the back of the pickup truck, wind whipped Grendel’s face. Behind them, their pursuers’ headlights grew dangerously close. But those lights weren’t the ones filling her with dread. The glow on the Eastern horizon made her heart sink, and her skin heat with rage. She cursed like a sailor, vaguely aware of Annette turning in her seat, eyes wide and mouth agape.

      Pulling a tendril of hair from her mouth, Grendel growled in frustration. “I’m going to have to sleep soon.” Shadows emerging from the sunroofs of their pursuers’ vehicles made her curse again. The shadows raised rifles. Leaving time, she caught the bullets. Leaping from the pickup, she raced backward through the scene caught on pause, ripped the rifles from the hands of two of the shooters, lifted them out of the skylights, and bashed their heads in. Jumping onto the hood of the third vehicle, she gasped as she felt a familiar drag. The last man wore Vampire Armor, and he aimed his rifle at her. Grendel leaped up and backward, doing a backflip in the weightless world, catching the bullet he’d shot at her on the way down. At five meters away, his armor’s effectiveness dropped, and his motions were in slow motion. Grendel hastily scampered backward until he was another statue in time, and the drag disappeared. Spinning, Grendel raced back to Lucky and jumped into the flatbed. Slamming back into time, she gasped for breath, her heart racing.

      Popping her head into the cab, she panted. “One of them has Vampire Armor. I can’t disarm him. I can catch any bullets he shoots.” She gazed at the faint glow to the east. “But the sun is rising and—”

      “That’s not the sun,” Geoff said, and Grendel half heard that, and half heard the pound of blood in his neck. Why hadn’t she drained the two men she’d killed?

      Gazing past Geoff to the brightening east, Annette’s eyes went wide. Her heart was smaller, not so strong, but still, she was delicious. “That’s fire,” Annette finished.

      “Fire?” Grendel forgot blood.

      She pulled out of the cab, lifted herself higher, and gazed to the east. She almost told them they were wrong, but then she smelled smoke. Fire was one of the things she’d been reliably informed could incapacitate her for the long term. Cherie had said there was some potential that if enough of her ashes were recovered, and enough blood was spilled over them, she might be able to reanimate. Burning and reanimation sounded like agony squared. Grendel had no desire to try it. Sitting back down, Grendel said, “That gives us a little more time before I have to hide—”

      She heard gunfire, slipped out-of-time, and caught the bullet a handsbreadth from Geoff’s head. Coming back into time, she threw it into the cab and said, “I won’t be able to do this after sunrise.”

      Geoff and Annette didn’t respond. Annette had an arm around Chance. The dog gazed eastward, directly into the flames. “We have to go into the fire,” Annette said.

      “What? What?” said Grendel.

      Spinning the wheel, Geoff said, “Hold on.” Grendel went flying sideways but slipped out-of-time and caught hold of the window edge, swatting a bullet hovering near her ear in the process. She came back into time to the squeal of tires. The next thing she knew, she bounced half out of the flatbed as the pickup dipped into a gully and bounced up the other side. Young corn slapped at the wheels and fenders, too low to provide any cover. Grendel blinked out-of-time, caught a few bullets, and threw them into the cab.

      “What are you doing?” Grendel screamed.

      “Chance says we have to go this way,” Annette shouted back.

      Grendel glanced at the dog. His snout pointed straight ahead. Straight into the flames.

      Grendel looked back. Geoff had needed to slow down to turn off-road, and their pursuers were much closer now. She snapped out-of-time and caught a few more bullets. Still out-of-time, she turned back to the rapidly approaching orange horizon—it would be impossible to not recognize it as fire now.

      Returning to real time, Grendel said, “Chance wants me dead!”

      “You already are dead,” Geoff shouted at the same time Annette replied, “I’m sure that’s not true.”

      Grendel couldn’t miss both Chance and Geoff briefly turning in Annette’s direction, their body language clearly broadcasting, “Say what?”

      Annette started to cough.

      “Close the windows and the vents,” Geoff said. Annette rolled up her window and began frantically shutting the vents. She turned to Grendel and said, “I’m sorry,” and then slammed the window between them shut.

      Grendel glanced toward the wall of flame in the east. She wouldn’t have thought that young corn could burn so much or so high, and the flames were loud. Very loud. They crackled and roared, almost like music.

      Startled, Grendel retreated out-of-time, as she did when she was afraid. A bullet collided against her head. In the out-of-time, it was with less force than a determined bee. She slapped it away. The fire’s crackling roar had not stopped even out-of-time, nor had the fire. It was advancing toward the pickup truck at a speed that caught Grendel’s breath.

      She briefly thought about running, but her mind played a scene of Cherie saying, “And then what happened to Geoff, Annette, and Chance?” She froze in indecision. A blink later, and it was too late. The fire swept around them in a circle that reached to the stars. Grendel choked on smoke, and her eyes burned. She looked front and back for an escape … and then she saw him. He stood in front of the pickup, naked from the waist up, his skin the orange of the flames, his pupils the same. His long black hair twisted and fluttered in the wind, like smoke.

      Grendel fell back into real time. The fire’s roar boomed in her ears, and its heat assaulted her. “Stop!” she shouted and coughed. Geoff hit the brakes, and Grendel slammed against the cab.

      The fire roared louder and so did the music of Magick. Coughing and wiping away tears, Grendel poked her head over the roof, not sure if she had imagined the man.

      He was still there, his bare torso inches from the hood. Casually hooking his thumbs into pockets of pants that looked like buckskin, he beamed up at her. With slightly hooded eyes, full lips, and a strong nose and cheekbones, Grendel would have described him as being of Native American descent, though she had a feeling Native Americans might have descended from him. His fiery eyes and smoky hair compelled her to approach in the same ways vistas from high mountain peaks, thunderstorms, and flames did. Grendel knew somehow that his blood wouldn’t offer her any sustenance, and yet she found herself wanting to bite him, just to sip fire.

      His voice rang above the din. “Grandmother Death,” he said. “Because of your service to my grandpuppies, I offer you warning: you better hide. The sun is about to come out.” She barely had time to duck before it did.
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      The flames disappeared, and sunlight spilled through the sky, but the scent of smoke lingered in Geoff’s truck. The man still stood in front of them, the orange fading from his skin and replaced by deep tan.

      A thump sounded from the flatbed. Grendel appeared to have curled herself up under his tarp. The tarp wiggled, and Grendel shouted, “Be careful. He’s Magickal!”

      Geoff didn’t need to be told that. The stranger’s pupils flamed, shifting between orange, blue, purple, red, white, and black.

      “Oh,” said Annette, touching her throat.

      The stranger held up his hands, palms out. “I am Coyote, and I come in peace.” He cackled. “And I mean it, unlike some of your ancestors.”

      “The Coyote?” Geoff murmured under his breath. He glanced at Annette. Coyote was a Native American trickster. He wasn’t known as evil precisely, but he was definitely known as unreliable and lazy, obsessed with food, sex, and mischief—not necessarily in that order. Annette met Geoff’s gaze and shrugged helplessly. Geoff exhaled. The man had obviously dragged them into another world, one where their pursuers weren’t. That didn’t mean that they were safe.

      The man who might be The Coyote of Native American legend waved in their general direction and said, “Good boy, Chance.”

      Chance thumped his tail weakly, the fur on his haunches standing on end.

      The window between the cab and the flatbed slid open with a crack behind them, and Annette, Chance, and Geoff all twisted around. Coyote was where Grendel had been. He’d gotten there so quickly. Geoff checked the front of the truck to make sure the man didn’t have a double. He didn’t; he had moved very fast. Vampire fast.

      Coyote continued addressing Chance. “I really liked how you tricked the Smythes’ henchmen into letting you out.”

      Chance ducked his head and whined.

      “What? No!” the stranger said. “Peeing in their car was brilliant.” He winked at the dog and flashed a smile of gleaming white teeth. “Tricky even!”

      Chance shivered and whined. Coyote rolled his eyes. “It is not embarrassing if you do it on purpose.”

      Chance made a rawling noise and shook his head.

      “Don’t give me that ‘It’s different for your kind’ bison dung,” the stranger admonished, sitting back against the side of the flatbed and stretching out his legs.

      Beside Geoff, Annette asked in her softest, politest voice, “Are you talking to Chance?” It was the same voice she used when she was trying to distract the librarian at closing time so Geoff could fetch the book he needed, or the janitor when Geoff needed to slip back to his locker to pick up something he’d forgotten after school closed, or the Queen’s Agent that had almost detected Cillian when they’d bumped into him at a diner … or Grendel. She was buying Geoff time to figure out where they were and what was going on. He scanned the horizon. They were on a plain; that hadn’t changed, but it was grassland, not farmland.

      Coyote said, “Anyone can talk to Chance. He always understands you.”

      Annette nodded politely and said, “I’ve always thought that.” Chance thumped his tail, and Geoff focused over her shoulder. There were herds in the distance that might be bison, but Geoff might be reading their position wrong because they looked huge.

      Coyote touched his chest. “I think what you meant to ask is if I understand him. The answer is yes, I do.”

      Chance barked.

      Coyote nodded politely at the dog. “You tell them.” To Annette, he said, “I speak and understand all languages. That’s why I’m sometimes called ‘Silvertongue.’”

      Geoff let his eyes slide sideways over the rear of the truck and northward, in the direction they’d come from in their world ... and saw a sheer cliff face of ice.

      “I thought that was Loki,” Annette said. Her tone had changed from polite to genuinely confused.

      Coyote shrugged. “You say tomato; I say tamahto.”

      Under the tarp, Grendel started to sing about potatoes and potahtos.

      Geoff’s eyes dropped from the glacial heights to the plains and saw mammoths at the glacier’s foot. He tried unsuccessfully to keep his jaw from falling open.

      “You and Loki are the same person?” Annette asked in a small voice.

      “Same archetype,” Coyote responded casually, pointing at Geoff. “Does your boyfriend have a question, or is he trying to catch a fish with his mouth?”

      “Are you helping us?” Geoff asked, forsaking politeness. Snapping his jaw shut, he scanned the horizon again, needing to know where they stood, and if where they stood was going to mean spending the rest of their lives wandering through an Ice Age world.

      Coyote smiled. “I’m helping myself.”

      Grendel hissed.

      Giving her tarp a side-eye, Coyote said, “Which for the moment means helping you with a longcut.”

      “A longcut?” Annette asked.

      Coyote’s expression hardened. “I have a Gate in the Franklin Mountains, northeast of Sunland. But it will take days to reach it, not the twenty-eight hours you planned on.”

      Grendel hissed.

      Geoff’s brow furrowed, picturing the map of Sunland in his mind. He remembered the Franklin Mountains highlighted in green beside it. It was a state park. The Fischers had been there and called it “dry as a bone.” He remembered they’d taken Ruth, their Magickal child, through there on their way north, so she wouldn’t be forced into a boarding school. “Indoctrination houses,” is what Mr. Fischer called those schools. “Where they learn to look down on us commoners.” Geoff had thought that Mr. Fischer had been exaggerating and maybe bitter when he’d used the words “commoners” as a descriptor. He hadn’t understood how commonly the slur was used outside Somer.

      “We have to reach her as soon as we can,” Grendel snarled under her tarp.

      “Our friend is being held prisoner,” Annette said.

      “Do you think you’ll be so lucky as to be prisoners?” Coyote’s gaze slipped over Geoff, Annette, and Chance.

      Geoff swallowed.

      “Take me back to our world and let the kids stay here,” Grendel said from beneath the tarp. “Or better yet, take them to the Franklin Mountains place, and I’ll meet you there after I rescue Cherie and we’ll come back your way.”

      Geoff sat up straighter. There would be no need for them to risk their lives in Sunland then.

      “That wouldn’t be a bad plan—” Coyote said.

      Geoff clenched his teeth. “You won’t make it. They already suspected there was a Vampire heading south when they took Chance. As soon as daylight comes, and you can’t slip through time, one of their dogs will find you.”

      Grendel growled and then made a sound suspiciously like a yawn. “Cherie won’t like it if you kill me.” The tarp shrank, as though the Vampire had curled into a ball.

      “We won’t kill you,” Annette assured her and turned to Geoff. “You’re right. Coyote’s right. We have to take the longcut even if it does take days.”

      Geoff flexed his hands on the wheel. Despite the strange world, the Vampire stowaway, and the strange character in the back of the truck who could be lying—but why would he be, and even if he was, did they really have a choice?—Geoff was less frightened than he had been minutes ago, facing the long stretch of Kansas highway.

      Geoff looked out at the plain. East, south, and west, it looked endless and the same. The day would be strange but monotonous.

      He hoped Cherie wasn’t in immediate danger, and that she’d have the fortune to have the same.
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      Cherie awoke to a thump on her door and a muffled swear. “This wasn’t locked!”

      For a moment, her heart raced, but then she realized the swear came from a human and not the Minotaur. The Minotaur had rattled the doorknob a few times but hadn’t opened her cell. Maybe he couldn’t. At some point during the night, the sounds of his crunching and slurping had stopped. She’d figured he’d left. She could have peeked to be sure, but she’d been too frightened.

      Her back hurt. Sitting against the wall, arms wrapped around her knees, she’d made herself as small as she could all night long. Now, groggily lifting her head, she blinked as four soldiers barged in. She didn’t have time to wrap her Magick around her before they hauled her to her feet.

      Another guard stood in the doorway, staring down the hallway. “Lady Penelope’s door is open again.”

      Someone swore.

      The guard at her left elbow said, “Leave it be.”

      “But the Minotaur …” said the first.

      “Can’t attack her but it can attack us.”

      The first man looked up at the tiny window in Cherie’s cell. “It’s morning, and he doesn’t like the light.”

      “Doesn’t like it doesn’t mean he can’t face it,” muttered the man at her right side, shoving Cherie into the hall. Four more guards waited there. She wished she could be cocky, like a character in a book, and say something like, “Eight guards just for me?” Their terror, visible in their nervous glances, kept her silent. She swallowed convulsively, even though her mouth was dry.

      They dragged her left. No blood marred the floor, and no bones. It might have been part of the place’s Magick; she could see threads of Ember in the stone—

      One of her guards squeezed her arm too tight. She gave up pondering the Keep’s clean floors and began counting the hallways they passed before the guards at the front turned right.

      “You’re sure this is the right way?” someone muttered. “It might have changed since we came in.”

      Cherie briefly forgot her count. They’d said before the Minotaur changed the maze. The horrible implications of that set in.

      “The Minotaur normally can’t change it that fast,” one of the guards at the front said, a woman not much older than Cherie. Despite the guard’s words, the procession stopped.

      “Yesterday, nothing in this place was normal,” whispered the guard at her left.

      “Or anything outside,” whispered another. “Did you hear about the commoner setting himself on fire outside the gates? Started a small riot.”

      Cherie's jaw dropped open at the story and at the word “commoner.” Only fictional Magickal villains with delusions of grandeur used that term … at least where she was from.

      “Maybe they’re upset because we put one of their own in this place,” one of the guards said, giving her an odd look.

      “Quiet,” said the guard in the lead. Ambient Ember hovered around the woman, and a sphere of flame hovered in her outstretched palm. It was a trick Cillian could do, too. Cherie had never even mastered a spark. The woman studied the flame. It flickered as though caught in a breeze. “It's still this way, fresh air.”

      They continued down the new hallway, moving quicker as the flame’s dance became wild. They turned right again, and light burst from the end of the hall. The guards broke into a run, shoving Cherie along with them. She bit her lip so she wouldn’t sob or laugh hysterically. All she had to do to escape this place was unlock her door—in the event it was locked—find her way through the maze that was constantly changing to the Intra-Portal, avoid the Minotaur, and activate the Intra-Portal with the oar-like key. Of course, she’d have to steal the giant key first. Her feet came in contact with the Intra-Portal, and a guard grabbed her arm, bringing her to a halt.

      One of the guards jammed the oar-sized key into the lock. The lock clicked and clanged. Ember and light shimmered, and Cherie found herself gazing at the wide entranceway to the Keep. The Queen’s Crimson Guard filled the nooks between the spikes on the walls this time. Standing at attention, unmoving and faceless behind their visors, they might have been statues, but Cherie knew there were living and breathing men inside the armor.

      The Queen herself sat before her on a golden chair with a high back. Golden skirts spilled over her knees in an artful cascade. Beside her stood Gram, and once again, he was the only non-Magickal in the room.

      “Bring her here.” Gram’s voice rolled through the room like thunder, echoing on the chamber’s walls.

      Cherie’s guards drew her forward. Gram touched his chest as she approached. Gold and Ember glinted beneath his fingers, and her eyes went wide. He had her grandmother’s charm! One of her guards smacked her head and said, “Pay attention to your Queen!”

      Scowling down at her, Rana flicked her wrist. “Dismissed.”

      Cherie’s guards fell away. Cherie stared up at the Queen. This woman had sent sluagh to destroy a city, risking the lives and souls of over a million civilians in a quest to bring one man to heel. Rana was Magickal, but not as Magickal as Cherie had expected. Ambient Ember flickered around Jack, Mizuki, Nnenne, and Cillian more brightly. She blinked. In the throne room, someone had said dragging Cherie through a mirror had weakened the Queen. Maybe she was still weak from that?

      “Bow to your Queen,” Gram ordered.

      Cherie hadn’t bowed to Baba Yaga. She wasn’t going to bow to the Queen. No, not “Queen” … her name was “Rana.” The people of Chicago did not accept her as Queen.

      Gram walked around behind Cherie. The next instant, his hand connected with the back of her shoulder, and her knees slammed on the floor. She caught herself before her chin impacted with the stones. Pain ricocheted through her, from her shoulder, knees, and her palms to every vertebra of her spine. Her vision went momentarily white. When it came back, she was bowing between long poles. Rana sat on a litter; she hadn’t walked here in the delicate golden shoes peeking beneath her skirts, radiating Ember. Cherie’s jaw dropped open, and she almost laughed. Those were the shoes Cherie had come to Sunland with … a Queen stooping to steal an orphan’s shoes. Pathetic.

      The Queen bent low, and the ambient Ember in the air began to flicker around her madly, spreading out from her in a web-like lattice, as powerful in that instant as Cherie had expected. In a voice as smooth as silk, Rana whispered, “You will obey me, Cherie Charmaine Min Attuegbu Shaw.” The syllables of Cherie’s whole given name, spoken so languidly, slithered through the space between them and wrapped around Cherie’s heart. She felt it constrict, as though by a physical chain, and any laughter she might have had turned to dust in her mouth.

      Her eyes fell to the shoes that made you more of what you were. What was Rana? A scheming witch, a little voice in her head said. Somehow, she knows your full name, another voice whispered.

      Rana lifted a finger as though conducting an orchestra. “Now, tell me—”

      Cherie’s lips began to twitch helplessly, ready to speak before the question had even been asked. How was Rana doing this? Cherie had never given the Queen her full name. Or not that she could remember. Had there been a day before Jack had clouded the mirrors of Somer when a young Cherie said her full name in front of her reflection? Possibly … likely even. She could picture her childhood self in Nnenne’s fancy dresses in front of the closet mirror saying her full name aloud.

      “Who are you to Major Yukio DeWitt?” the Queen asked.

      For a moment, Cherie’s lips kept moving but no sound came out, her mind slipping over the name, Major Yukio Dewitt—

      “Answer,” Gram growled.

      —the name fell into place. Major Yukio DeWitt was Jack. “I don’t know,” Cherie blurted against her will, and then pressed her lips together.

      Somewhere, at the corners of the room, someone coughed.

      Cherie raised her head. Rana was studying her. “You’re not lying, but you are a fool.”

      It wasn’t a question; Cherie clamped her lips shut.

      Rana said, “He’s not going to rescue you, you know.” Her words dripped venom.

      Was this a trick? It had to be a trick. Jack would come for her … somehow. In a way that was clever, out of sight of mirrors, and in a way that the Queen couldn’t foresee. He wouldn’t abandon her here.

      “He told me so himself.” Rana gave Cherie a thin-lipped smile. “And I can sense lies.” The Queen’s fingers drummed against her armrest. Leaning forward, Rana said, “He’s sacrificing you to protect his precious city …”

      Cherie’s head jerked back, her heart sinking. Part of her screamed it had to be a lie—Jack wouldn’t let her rot here. But another, traitorous part of her whispered, It would be like him to abandon you. He’s done it a few times.

      Rana sneered. “His city of monsters, where Fae, Vampires, and all the fiends of Old Magick walk the streets.”

      Cherie almost whispered, “Good,” but the word hadn’t left her lips before Rana said, “He already has another woman in his bed.”

      Cherie went cold. Finding nighttime company wouldn’t be hard for Jack, and it wasn’t as though that woman had taken Cherie’s place. Cherie had only been in Jack’s bed in a dream … Her fingers shook. He’d asked her to stay there with him forever, to be safe together; she’d turned him down to save the people of Somer and her city.

      Had he felt abandoned, too?

      Cherie bit her lip. She didn’t know if anything the Queen said was a lie or the truth. Jack wouldn’t be one to toy with Cherie’s heart; at least the Jack Frost she knew wouldn’t. But Jack wasn’t just Jack the Friendly Ghost of Somer, he was Major Yukio DeWitt, the Storm King, and unlike Jack Frost, he had women falling over themselves to be near him. He lived in a world that she didn’t fit into or understand. Maybe he was seeing other women. Maybe in the city you did that until you got a firm commitment. Maybe you did that afterward …

      “... and yet I was so sure,” the Queen murmured.

      At that utterance, Cherie’s attention jerked back to the Queen.

      Brow furrowing, the Queen studied a point in space above Cherie’s shoulders. “So sure.” The words were almost inaudible, but Cherie read them on the Queen's lips. Rana’s eyes widened a fraction, and she looked quickly back to Cherie. Cherie had the feeling she wasn’t supposed to have heard—or rather, seen that admission. It had been a slip. Cherie’s own lips were no longer moving and hadn’t been for a while. The ambient Ember web no longer flickered around the Queen. Rana sunk further into her litter chair, and Cherie swore she saw dark circles under her eyes.

      Gram moved to Cherie’s elbow. “My Queen is never wrong. Perhaps the major needs a more compelling reason to rescue the girl?”

      The Queen stared past him, as though she hadn’t heard.

      Sitting on his heels beside Cherie, Gram continued, “You’ve been overly generous in your treatment of the prisoner. Perhaps if he were to see her suffer?” He dragged a finger down the back of Cherie’s neck. The meaning of the words sunk down to Cherie’s bones, and she went cold. Torture. He was talking about torture.

      The Queen’s eyebrow hiked, and she regarded Gram for a moment. She didn’t deny the threat. Cherie swallowed. A woman who treated millions as pawns wouldn’t be above torturing one. She exhaled. Rana called the Fae and Vampires monsters, but the real monster sat before her.

      The Queen’s mouth moved strangely, as though she were stifling a yawn. To Cherie, she said, “It seems the Keep is now your home.”

      Her home. Here. Forever. Monsters in the hallways and a lonely cell.

      The Queen flicked a finger, and Gram hauled her up by the back of her dress. She scrambled to right herself, but not before the fabric ripped. Spinning her around, Gram did not release her. Stumbling, Cherie tried to stay upright as he pushed her to the Intra-Portal where her guards waited.

      Behind her, the Queen said, “The city will fall. He’s sacrificing you … for nothing.”

      Cherie swallowed. This place was her home.

      Her home.

      If Jack wasn’t coming, there was one person who would. Tripping over her feet, she murmured, “Grendel, wherever you are … Grendel, I invite you in.”

      Hissing, Gram smacked her charm, as though it had gone cold.
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      “Bring her home,” Jack said to Grendel, and it was hard to hear over the magic of his blood pounding in his veins, the music of his Magick like thunder.

      The sky above her on the wide plains of Coyote’s world loomed storm dark.

      “Grendel, wherever you are—” Cherie whispered.

      Moonlight pierced the storm dark clouds, and Mizuki sat beside Grendel in the flatbed of Geoff’s truck. “Where are you, Grendel?” Mizuki asked. “Have you reached Sunland?”

      Coyote materialized beside Mizuki. Smirking at Jack’s younger sister, he winked a fiery eye. “Hello, Dreamer. Dream a little dream with me?”

      “Oh …” Mizuki’s eyes went wide.

      “Tell Spiros hello,” Coyote said with a smile.

      “I haven’t reached Sunland,” Grendel said quickly. “I … we … had to take a longcut.”

      Mizuki’s attention returned to her. “A longcut?”

      But then Cherie’s voice whispered across the plain. “Grendel, I invite you in.”

      Mizuki and Coyote vanished. Weights lifted from Grendel’s eyes, and her lids sprang open to the dark ceiling of the tarp. A tightness around her chest loosened. She felt lighter. Optimistic. Though she shouldn’t be. That might have been the real Mizuki, checking up on her, and she hadn’t had a chance to explain that she hadn’t come the long way by choice. Grendel didn’t mean to leave Cherie at the Queen’s mercy for so long.

      “Cherie, forgive me,” Grendel whispered.

      Outside the tarp, she heard Annette say, “They’re both sleeping,” and Geoff say, “Why is he helping us?”

      An exaggerated yawn that could only be from Coyote made Grendel roll her eyes.

      Coyote declared, “I’m helping you for wine.”

      The truck bounced. Grendel blinked. She peeked out from under the tarp to find Coyote stretching in the falling twilight.

      Canting his head, he said, “Don’t give me that look.”

      Grendel blinked again. “What look?”

      Coyote shook his head and lifted his palms heavenward. “I know what you’re all thinking, that a Native American trading a service of incalculable value for wine is terribly stereotypical. You probably think I am a drunk, a”—he made air quotes—“typical Indian.”

      Annette said, “I’m sure that you’re not going to—”

      “Oh, I want to get drunk.” Coyote pressed a palm to his chest. “I want to get sloshed, toasted, absolutely wasted.”

      Grendel’s brow furrowed.

      Inclining his head, Coyote said, “But I am not a drunk.” His brow furrowed, and his hair, billowing like a smoky plume in the breeze, began to literally smolder. “My people are not more prone to alcoholism than any other. That is a myth. Addiction is often an affliction of despair, not biology. My people had obvious reasons to despair on your world.” He became too still, his hair sending tendrils of smoke out behind the truck, the flames in his eyes going from orange, to blue, to no color at all, so that his irises were completely black. But then the color returned once more—and Coyote waved a hand. “I don’t normally drink alcohol at all, but I like to get crocked every century or so, and the wine I’ll be drinking knocked Odin and Zeus flat.” He scanned the sky. “Maybe I’ll invite Loki …” His eyes narrowed. “But he may be in a sober phase, or in a destroying the universe phase if he and Odin are on the outs.”

      “So, you aren’t the same person,” Annette said.

      “'Person' might be stretching the definition of what we are.” Coyote rubbed his chin. “But no, we’re not the same being. We both go to extremes. Eating sparingly for days or weeks, and then feasting like fiends when we get the chance. Faithful husbands when we’re married—” For a moment, his face lost all expression, and he looked very human.

      An inner voice whispered, “He’s lost someone.”

      Before Grendel could offer condolences, Coyote smiled, thin-lipped and wicked. “—absolutely shameless when we’re not attached. Shiva is the same.” Coyote winked at Annette, gave a lecherous grin, and declared loudly, “I am not married right now.” Annette drew back, lips parted. The truck came to a halt that sent canisters of Ember, Coyote, Grendel, and the tarp sliding forward. Geoff turned around. Before he could speak, Coyote blew Geoff a kiss. “So, what do you say, Geoff, want to get it on?”

      Geoff narrowed his eyes, shook his head, and turned away.

      Annette’s jaw snapped shut and she snorted, returning her attention to the sprawling prairie before them.

      Coyote fell over laughing. Despite everything, Grendel found herself smiling, too.

      The ground became rockier, and no one spoke as Lucky bounced along, Coyote, supplies, and Grendel thumping and rattling in the flatbed.

      Without Coyote’s antics, Grendel’s thoughts returned to Jack, Cherie, and Mizuki, and her dream. Or had it been a dream? They were Magickal, and they’d given their blood to her. How much of their Magick stayed with her? Was she still bound to them in ways she didn’t understand?

      Lounging across from Grendel, eyes glowing with fiery light, the music of Coyote’s Magick thumped like wild, distant drums. He’d been in her dream, too. She hadn’t drunk his blood. Unconsciously, she licked her lips.

      Waggling his eyebrows, Coyote said, “I’d provide absolutely no sustenance, but I’d make it fun.”

      Grendel blinked, wondering if she’d just received a come on, and decided she didn’t care either way. “You were in my dream, too.”

      He shrugged. “Tricksters are masters of the In Between.”

      Was that a convoluted Magickalese way of saying yes?

      Grendel looked southward in the direction Lucky traveled. Cherie’s message made her feel lighter—Cherie knew that she was coming, knew that although Grendel was a monster, she wasn’t that kind of monster.

      But Jack’s message, “Bring her home,” brought an ache in her heart. Grendel was farther from that than she’d been when she’d left Chicago. “Jack worries about Cherie so much that he was in my dream,” she murmured.

      Coyote snorted. “But he doesn’t rescue her himself.”

      “If he leaves Chicago, the city will fall. Millions will die,” Grendel said.

      Coyote snorted again. “I would travel to the land of the dead for my woman and curse the rest of the world.”

      Grendel drew back. She was doing exactly what Coyote described: abandoning her city, her world, to save someone she loved. Once upon a time, when she was alive, she thought … that she’d been more like Jack, sacrificing for the greater good. It hadn’t been at a time of Ember and Magick, death and danger, and it had been little things that she’d sacrificed. Donating her time and her money to fixing a broken city, even before Magickal monsters prowled its streets—because her city, broken as it was, had been her home, and a place where families of all races and income levels could find their way if they knew how. That knowledge had been the hardest thing to spread. Harder than money, harder than food or clothing.

      For a moment, she was immobilized, caught up in hazy memories of a time when she’d had no lust for blood, when her greatest want had been to see her children happy, healthy, learning, and doing, and to be with friends and family and doing nothing. She wasn’t quite sure if she remembered her family’s faces or if she remembered photos of their faces, but she thought she remembered the person she’d been. She’d been a person who believed in order, in doing things the correct way, a person who had respect for people in positions of authority, even if some of that respect had been self-serving, knowing if she flattered their egos, she was more likely to get what she wanted. She’d also known that powerful people were pulled in a thousand different directions; they couldn’t please everyone and always had to sacrifice someone or some ideal.

      Grendel thought back to Jack, who overcame his disgust for her, who gave his blood to save Cherie so he could stay in Chicago and build a world for Cherie to return to.

      Grendel looked out at the vast plain. It looked no different to her than it had when they’d first arrived. They might be going in circles. She hoped Jack’s defense of the city was more successful.
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      The elf smiled thinly, Ember cascaded down his body like rain, and he vanished. Jack stared at the empty air he’d just occupied, and the south side park where Grendel and Cherie had entered the city.

      On Ashwin’s shoulder, Nimm sighed. “Well, we didn’t think we’d win over the Fae, anyway.”

      Jack’s fists clenched. They hadn’t, but the words of the Fae still stung. “Help you defend your city, Storm King? We already gave you the Peacekeeper, and you lost her.”

      A mad chirping filled the air. Jack spun. A cloud of tiny birds swarmed behind the Military Ember Vehicles waiting for them. A motorcycle and a familiar petite figure skidded to a stop beside the vehicles. Sparrow, their Magickal bird talker, leaped from it, lifting her visor and running to Ash and Jack, a cloud of birds behind her.

      Jack strode to meet her. “Has the troop movement changed?”

      Shaking her head, Sparrow said, “No, it’s worse.” Sparrows landed on her narrow shoulders, chirping like mad.

      Nimm squeaked. “Monsters. In the city. Van Buren and Peoria.”

      Sparrow nodded. “My birds keep saying that over and over.”

      “That’s close to the gate to Elysia,” Ashwin said.

      “What type of monsters?” Jack asked, jogging to the MEVs. Greek and Roman mythology had more than their fair share.

      The sparrows chirped louder. Nimm squealed, and Sparrow shouted to be heard. “They’ve already eaten Chicagoans!”

      Jack and Ashwin broke into a sprint, Sparrow behind them.

      Leaping into the MEV a moment later, Jack maneuvered around Mizuki’s sleeping form. His sister searched in dreams for Grendel, Cherie, Geoff, and Annette. As the MEVs accelerated from the parking lot, Jack’s sister mumbled, “Oh, you’re back,” lifted her head, and promptly slumped against his shoulder. She didn’t wake up when the MEV blasted a siren, wove in and out of traffic, or braked and accelerated through corners. They passed dozens of cars and vans loaded up with belongings. People fleeing the city … possibly because their fellow citizens were being eaten by monsters. He swore under his breath.

      Ashwin gripped a handhold as they flew around a corner. “What do you think it is?”

      Jack shook his head. “Too many possibilities to speculate.”

      Mizuki stirred.

      Jack’s heart rate picked up, and his hopes lifted dangerously. “Did you find her?”

      Rubbing her eyes, Mizuki replied, “I couldn’t reach Cherie. The Keep’s Magick is designed to prevent intrusion.”

      A muscle in Jack’s jaw jumped. It could be that Cherie couldn’t sleep or dream within the Keep with its horrors.

      Mizuki continued. “I found Grendel, but I don’t think she is on Earth. She said something about a longcut.”

      Jack’s heart sank, and then his skin grew hot in anger. There wasn’t time to lose.

      Mizuki put a hand on his arm. “This might be better. She’s with someone—someone Magickal and powerful.”

      “Who?” Jack demanded.

      Mizuki shook her head.

      Nimm said, “We’re almost there.”

      Electricity prickled along Jack’s spine. Looking out the window, he saw what looked like a normal spring day in the West Loop: a few people with strollers and walking dogs. They went wide-eyed at the sight of the MEVs.

      The vehicles swerved into a cul-de-sac between a small, abandoned warehouse and a condo building. Ash and Jack leaped out before they parked, Ash with his rifle raised, and Jack releasing sparks through his fingers.

      Peering through his sights, Ash said, “Nothing to the north.”

      Lifting his bewhiskered nose, Nimm hopped on Ashwin’s shoulder and cried, “S … s … south! Snakes!”

      Ash and Nimm turned south to the pedestrian and bicycle ramp crossing Interstate 290 and the old Blue Line tracks. Beyond the ramp, mighty oaks and walnuts rose in the area reclaimed by the Elysians. Nothing, monster or human, walked on the ramp. The sun shone cheerfully overhead.

      “In … in … the forest,” Nimm whimpered.

      Eyes on the trees, Jack gestured for the team to follow him.

      Cocking his head, Ash whispered, “Do you hear that?”

      “Cicadas?” Mizuki whispered.

      “Too regular,” Nimm squeaked.

      “Too early,” muttered Jack, dropping to a crouch and moving across the ramp.

      One of the Chicago Corps said, “It almost sounds like a rattler.”

      Jack froze. His eyes slid to Ash, whose eyes slid to Mizuki, who gulped.

      From the forest came a scream. Trees shuddered. Branches cracked and fell. The rattle grew faster, louder, and then an immense, brown-green, whip-like shape exploded from the forest out onto the ramp. The world shook. As did the tip of the whip—the rattle increased to deafening volume. “Yep, rattler,” shouted the same Corpsman as before. Moore was his name. He came from downstate … where there were swamps … and snakes.

      The “rattle” was half as long as Jack was tall. Swallowing, Jack followed the snake’s coils to where they disappeared in the trees. It was larger than any python he’d ever seen. Definitely large enough to consider humans as snacks.

      Ashwin asked, “Should we shoot it?”

      “Moore?” Jack asked.

      “Might piss it off,” Moore replied.

      A woman called from across the bridge, “At last, you’re here!”

      Running across the ramp, Jack shouted, “Get out of the forest!”

      “You don’t have to ask me twice,” she declared, drifting out of the trees, the hem of her long dress dragging the ground. “It’s so cold in there.”

      “Hurry,” Jack shouted, feet pounding on the pavement.

      Not moving any more quickly, she pushed the sunglasses she wore up her nose. “Well, I —”

      “Jack, stop!” Mizuki screamed. Jack slid to a halt, halfway between his sister and the mysterious woman. He looked back to his sister, standing behind him, hand outstretched. Then he looked back to the strange woman.

      Mizuki said, “She’s the snake.”

      Jack’s mouth dropped open, and his brain caught up with his eyes: greenish skin behind her sunglasses, hair beneath a scarf that moved, feet covered by the long, pale-yellow dress … and a scaley train, thicker than he was at the waist.

      His team lifted rifles.

      The woman touched her sunglasses. “I don’t want to hurt you!”

      “You killed humans!” Mizuki said.

      The woman shook her head. “No! I didn’t. Who told you? They’re lying!”

      Behind her, a flock of sparrows cheeped madly.

      Jack counted the twelve steps remaining between him and the … woman … His eyes met her sunglasses.

      Tiny sparrows alighted on the snake woman’s tail. She cried out in pain and her rattle trembled. “Shoo! Shoo!”

      Behind him, Sparrow called out, “The birds say she killed Chicagoans!”

      The air between Jack and the woman became frosty. She was huge, but if he froze her head and torso, she’d die, though her tail might lash out and injure him in her death throes. He took a step forward, drawing ambient Ember in the air to him, old instincts kicking in. Along with frustration. Anger. The desire to lash out at someone.

      The snake woman put a hand to her headscarf. “They can’t help it! They’re snakes, and they’re birds … were birds.” The headscarf fell away, and thick braids writhed to her shoulders, two of the braids visibly fat.

      Jack blinked. “Wait, what?”

      The woman petted a fat braid. “My hair ate some sparrows.”

      Jack exhaled. Fog lifted from his eyes. “You didn’t eat a human?”

      Putting a hand to her chest, the snake woman drew back. “No! I came to help you.” She winced and said to Sparrow, “Would you please call off your birds? They hurt.”

      Jack gave Sparrow a nod. She snapped her fingers, and the birds that had alighted on the snake woman’s tail took off.

      Sighing, the snake woman slithered forward. Suddenly beside Jack, Ash said, “No closer.”

      Her tail rattled faster. “I don’t eat humans!”

      From behind her came Spiros’s familiar voice. “No, Medusa turns them to stone.” A moment later, he appeared at her side.

      “It was too cold in the forest, Spiros. I was shivering.” She gestured at her possibly shivering, tail. “I needed to warm up.”

      “Snakes are cold blooded,” Mizuki said.

      Nimm squeaked. “Her hair is smelling me.”

      “Oh, look, their little tongues are flicking at him!” Mizuki exclaimed, her fear of Medusa apparently gone.

      “You’re here to help?” Jack asked.

      Medusa nodded, sending her glasses sliding down her nose. Jack threw up an arm. A fly he’d barely noticed turned to stone, fell to the ground, and shattered.

      “Oops,” she said. “Yes, I am.”

      Spiros hopped forward. “Major, Zeus won’t officially commit any Elysians or Olympians to your city’s defense, but that doesn’t mean that some of us don’t want to volunteer.”

      Holding her glasses up with one finger, Medusa gushed, “Cyclops, titans, all of us gorgons, sirens, harpies, giants.”

      They were all monsters. And they wanted to defend his city.

      Medusa’s tail rattled. “We’re all excited that all Magickal creatures will be welcome and treated as equals here.”

      Hadn’t Zeus banished the titans? Wasn’t Medusa transformed to a gorgon because of a Goddess’s jealousy? Was Chicago going to be a destination for the underclasses of the Magickal worlds, as it had been for the underclass of Earth? None of the previous influxes of immigrants had ever gone easily. There had been violence on both sides. The city had depended on those immigrants just the same. Chicago needed them now.

      “You will have to abide by our laws,” Jack said.

      Medusa nodded. “Of course.”

      The birds in the trees started chirping again. Jack turned to Sparrow. “Were Magickal birds eaten?”

      Her brow furrowed. “No.”

      Thank the universe for small favors. Jack pressed on. “Your snakes cannot eat any Magickal creatures.” It wasn’t a fair rule. Not all Magickal creatures were sentient, and some non-Magickal creatures, like crows, probably deserved a status closer to personhood. It wasn’t even a smart rule. Eat only non-Magickal creatures, and there would be an explosion in the populations of Magickal animals. Jack dismissed that as a problem for a later date—if there was a later date.

      “But I can’t control my snakes,” Medusa said, patting her serpents like an elaborate updo.

      “Find a way,” Jack said.

      Medusa frowned.

      “Or you will be tried for murder,” Jack said. No one could be excused from the law, even for a head full of snakes.

      “Oh,” Mizuki exclaimed, bouncing on her heels. “You could put ultraviolet collars on them! Like we do for house cats.”

      Everyone blinked at Mizuki. For a moment, there was nothing but the sound of still-furious sparrows.

      And then, clearing his throat, Spiros said, “I informed my contact of Cherie’s plight.”

      Mizuki stopped bouncing. She focused on Spiros with laser-like intensity. “I saw him with Grendel on another world. He was … very friendly.”

      “I’m sure he was friendly to you.” Spiros winked at Mizuki.

      “Who is he?” Jack ground out.

      Spiros blinked at him. “Coyote, of course.”

      A cold wind gusted in from the lake. Cherie’s fate was in the hands of a trickster?

      “Why not send Loki and invite Ragnarök?” Ash asked, referring to the end times Loki was foretold to bring.

      Spiros gestured with a hand to the abandoned warehouse and to the skyscrapers of downtown that were half-empty. “That hasn’t already happened?”

      “Was the Change Loki’s doing?” Mizuki asked. Mizuki and Jack had lost their friends, lovers, and their father in the Change. But Mizuki had lost more. Her dreams had died with the old technologies.

      Spiros’s ears drooped. “I don’t believe it was Loki, and it wasn’t my people.”

      “Who, then?” Mizuki demanded, and Jack’s skin crawled. She sounded like her mother.

      Spiros shook his head. “I don’t know.”

      “You have an idea though,” Mizuki said, and it was as if the Queen had spoken, not Jack’s slightly scattered little sister.

      Spiros pulled back.

      Jack squeezed his sister’s arm. “That isn’t the issue that’s most pressing right now.”

      Frowning, Mizuki looked away.

      Spiros’s ears perked. “How did your meeting with the Fae go? I’m sorry I was unable to attend.”

      Jack’s jaw got hard.

      Warily eyeing a snake, Nimm replied, “Solien’s exact words were, ‘We reject your offer. Any human who crosses over a Fairy Gate shall be forfeit to us.’”

      “Excellent,” said Spiros, and Medusa nodded.

      “Excellent?” Ashwin asked.

      Spiros’s lips curled up on one side. “You must make sure your enemies wander over Fairy Gates.”

      Jack hadn’t thought that Spiros was capable of such brutality.

      Ash’s eyes slid to Jack. “It’s not worse than anything we had plans for already.”

      It wasn’t. The Queen was determined to make Cherie into a sacrifice. Jack would make sure her sacrifice was worth it.

      He would win.
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      Cherie paced her cell. She was to be a sacrifice, a pawn to the Queen, a thing to be used, to be tortured.

      Better to be eaten by the Minotaur than to be a pawn of the Queen. She tried the door of her cell. Again. It was locked. Crying out in anger and despair, she threw herself against it. Her teeth rattled. Her bones protested. But no response came from the guards or the monsters of the Keep.

      Gram had said specifically that Jack—Major DeWitt—should see Cherie’s pain. Which meant a mirror, and Magick the exhausted Queen didn’t have … not yet.

      Cherie sucked in a long breath. She should rejoice in this reprieve, no matter how short, but knowing what would come made it impossible.

      Sitting down and wrapping her arms around herself, she bent her head to her knees. A sob wracked through her, and then another, and she found herself rocking helplessly on the cold floor. She’d never felt so hopeless. So alone. She was overwhelmed. The Queen had won.

      Lifting her head, she wiped her nose. A flicker in the cell’s single mirror caught her eye. Her head jerked up and her heart beat wildly. She shivered, though the room had grown no colder. Was the Queen spying? Was Rana witnessing Cherie’s despair and enjoying it, or worse yet, playing it for Jack?

      Cherie fiercely wiped her eyes, faced the mirror and attempted to scowl, but there was nothing in the glass except her own reflection. It was as though a ghost had walked by. She blinked. Grendel said that Nnenne’s ghost was always with Cherie, that Nnenne had drawn Grendel to her that night in the snow, and Cherie had seen Nnenne’s ghost when the Vampire pulled her into the out-of-time. Rising, Cherie approached the mirror cautiously, hand extended. The glass felt colder than it should, but she didn’t see her grandmother, just herself. Cherie swallowed. Which didn’t mean Nnenne wasn’t here.

      What would her grandmother think if she saw Cherie now? What would Nnenne do in her place? Nnenne wouldn’t crumble. Nnenne knew the pain cancer would bring her, and she’d joked about it. She’d been brave.

      Cherie stared at her reflection. Sometimes she could take away her own pain. She hadn’t been able to when she’d been attacked in the forest by the bus driver, but she had been able to when she’d first been abducted here. It took concentration …. She couldn’t maintain that concentration for very long.

      Nnenne’s voice whispered, “You’ve never tried,” so clearly Cherie was sure her ghost stood next to her. Fiercely wiping the remnants of her tears away, Cherie imagined it: the Queen torturing her and not provoking any reaction … no screams, no tears, and no begging for mercy. Cherie lifted her chin. She wouldn’t be a sacrifice. Not the way the Queen intended.

      She would practice now. She slid her bare foot across the floor. In the Keep, she’d never want for Ember—it flowed through the Keep’s stones. Taking a breath, she drew all the ambient Ember in the air into her. She felt her Magick flicker, grow stronger. And then she imagined the Ember in the stones seeping up through the soles of her bare feet. Ember flowed into her like a stream running downhill. For a moment, she wavered, unaccustomed to so much Magick at once. But then she sent it to every nerve in her body and wrapped it around herself, imagining it as a suit of impenetrable armor, glistening and gold.

      She wouldn’t go down a pawn. She would die a princess.

      Somewhere in the Keep, a monster roared.
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      A hair-raising scream echoed into Cherie’s cell through the tiny window.

      Sitting on the floor, legs crossed, hands on knees, Cherie gasped in surprise. Her Magickal armor dropped, the Ember she’d coaxed within her evaporated into the air and flowed back into the stones. She shivered. This was never going to work. She was going to fail. She was going to weep and beg and scream … and …

      She took a deep breath. Every time her armor slipped, despair overwhelmed her. The trick was to keep her armor on. She closed her eyes and coaxed the ambient Ember back into her frazzled nerves. Doubts crept in with it. You won’t be able to coax and cajole when you’re tortured. She pushed those doubts aside and let her Magick sheath her neurons, her skin, and every hair on her head. The chillness of the stones disappeared. So did her doubts. It was as if her Magick could take away fear itself—and why wouldn’t it? What was anxiety or panic except an overactive nervous system?

      Somewhere within the Keep, something roared. Some other creature shrieked in response, and nails scratched across stones. Guards yelled about containing the byakko.

      Her armor did not slip. She’d gotten used to the sounds of the Keep’s rebellions.

      A distant roar—not the type from monsters, but the type from hundreds of human throats—echoed through the window. That was different.

      Her concentration and her Magick weakened. Cherie’s nails bit into her knees—and she felt it. She should keep practicing; she should keep her protective shield.

      She took a deep breath and smelled ash. What? She blinked up and saw smoke beyond the window.

      Suddenly needing an explanation, Cherie let her Magickal shield drop, rose to her feet, and skipped the two steps to the window. Bracing her fingers on the ledge, she tried to pull herself up. Her fingers seized, and the stones bit into her elbows, but she couldn’t manage more than a few inches.

      She could numb herself with Magick. It would be good practice! Her brow furrowed. Or she’d pull her muscles or damage a ligament and be in a worse situation than she was in now.

      Dropping to the floor, she looked at the chamber pot. It emptied after each use, or if she poured water from the pitcher into it. Sometimes bread or a bowl of beans would appear next to the pitcher. Crumbs that dropped when she ate were sucked into the floor, as had the blood and gore of the Minotaur’s feast outside her door. She had read somewhere that the Keep had originally been designed to be a humane prison. If so, its humaneness began and ended with its cleanliness. A guard’s scream echoed through the halls, as if punctuating that thought.

      Cherie grabbed the chamber pot, turned it upside down, and gingerly climbed atop it. Rising to her tiptoes, she saw the palace walls, towers, and battlements and beyond that smoke. She knew from books that gardens stretched for miles in all directions around the palace, and beyond those were delicate skyscrapers. She thought she made out burning trees. Orange light flashed in the sky beyond them. Armored guards thronged upon the walls, towers, and battlements. They didn’t stand in parade rest like in picture postcards and civics books—instead they aimed weapons out beyond the palace.

      Gunfire cracked beyond the walls. On the parapet, a guard’s head jerked back, and then his legs crumpled beneath him. Magickals wearing white armor with red crosses on their shoulders emerged from a tower and raced to the downed man, a stretcher between them, ambient Ember gathering in the air. They kneeled over the victim, and Cherie swallowed. Nnenne said that a bullet lodged in the brain, if it was one of the military bullets that exploded on contact, caused too much damage to mend. She’d said, “By the time I get all the pieces out and kickstart the heart and lungs, they won’t be them anymore.” Cherie wasn’t surprised when one of the Magickals in white sat back on her haunches and shook her head. The other white armored medics sagged and began moving the man to the stretcher.

      Cherie stepped down from her perch. She remembered the talk of riots she’d heard when she’d arrived. Were they continuing? Was the Queen’s hold on the city weaker than Cherie had been led to believe? Cherie wasn’t a big consumer of news or politics, but Cillian, Geoff, and Annette were, and the Somer County newspaper did have a column on national affairs. She’d never heard them discuss any news of rebellion.

      Her brows drew together. Geoff, Annette, and Cillian all said that the news was heavily censored. Cherie’s hands shook with a sudden flash of hope. There was a rebellion—wouldn’t the first thing they did be to release the prisoners? She swallowed. No, they wouldn’t release the prisoners of the Keep. This was the place for dangerous creatures.

      Her lips pinched. Byakko, white tiger creatures of Japanese myth, could be dangerous, but were usually benevolent. Not all dragons were man hunters, and she certainly wasn’t dangerous. It was unfair and …

      She shook her head … Life wasn’t fair, Nnenne had always said. The prisoners in the Keep wouldn’t be freed. Cherie could only rob the Queen of making her suffer under torture.

      Sitting down on the floor, she took a deep breath and drew her Magick around her once more. This time, she held it despite the gunfire outside and the acrid scent of soot that filled her cell. She held it despite the screams and shrieks of the denizens of the Keep, and the shouts of the guards trying to corral and contain them. She held it even when the Minotaur came back. But then he crooned outside her door, “Come out, come out, New Meat. You smell so sweet!” and her Magickal armor slipped.

      Cherie should have been terrified, but after her meeting with the Queen, the Minotaur seemed hardly the worst monster in Sunland.

      “It’s locked,” she said, sounding like her curmudgeonly grandmother. “You can forget about luring me out there.”

      “But I have the key.” The Minotaur chuckled. Metal scraped in the lock, and then it clicked. “Come out, come out, Sweet Meat,” he crooned.

      Cherie stared at the door in the ensuing silence. Not long ago, she’d been throwing herself against it, preferring to die by Minotaur than face the Queen. Cherie found herself holding her breath—and her Magick as tight around her as a cloak.

      The evening grew darker. The shouts from the guards on the wall outside grew louder, and the roars, shrieks, and rumbles of the Keep’s prisoners did, too. The Minotaur himself made not a sound. Maybe he’d left to go harass some other unhappy prisoner. Cherie waited, Magick wrapped tight, and dared to imagine the creatures of the Keep beating down the walls. She’d been told they were impenetrable, but then she’d also been told that the Queen’s grip on the nation was absolute. The fighting outside said otherwise.

      Staring at the door, she considered her situation. Not breaking under the Queen’s torture had appeal, but to not be tortured at all had greater appeal. If the Minotaur consumed her, the Queen would lose her chance.

      She would not be the Queen’s pawn. Cherie’s jaw got hard. She would not. Creeping to the door, she pressed her ear against it. She could not hear anything directly outside her cell. But what did it matter?

      Holding her breath, she pushed against the door. It didn’t give. She pushed a little harder, but slowly, so as not to cause it to swing open and alert any creature that might be waiting for her to emerge. It still didn’t give. She leaned her whole weight against it … and it opened a handsbreadth. Cherie hesitated. Closing her eyes, calling the ambient Ember and igniting her Magick, she willed her nerves to absolute peace. Opening the door a little more, she peeked into the hall.

      She saw no Minotaur or any other creature. She strained her ears, but the Keep’s inhabitants were becoming agitated again, and she wouldn’t be able to hear a stealthy creature waiting in ambush.

      She swallowed. This was her chance. Part of her wanted to stay in her cell; imminent death was suddenly less appealing than not-so-imminent protracted agony and death. But remaining here, in fear, benefited the Queen—Rana—too much.

      Taking a deep breath, Cherie crept into the hallway. Leaving the door ajar behind her, she almost turned in the direction the guards had dragged her. Silvery light spilled from the door adjacent to hers in that direction. It was open. The open door had been in the other direction before—“Lady Penelope’s” door, they’d called it. They’d also said the Minotaur changed the labyrinth. Maybe the way out was the other way now. Or maybe it wasn’t. Maybe it was a different prison door that was open. She shouldn’t care. She’d been prepared to die, but now that the path was clear, she couldn’t help hoping.

      Pulling her Magick tighter around her, Cherie tried to think, but the creatures of the Keep grew louder. Thinking became impossible. Gathering her courage, she headed toward the light, hugging the wall as she did. Stepping into the light of the open doorway, she thought she heard feminine humming.

      That was when she saw the monster.
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      Why not be a monster? From the Tower, Jack stared out at the southern skyline.

      “You’re sure they are the Queen’s scouts?” Jack asked. It could be some innocent farmers from downstate, drawn to the city’s reawakened lights.

      “They’re five of them, and they’re all Magickal,” Nimm said from Ashwin’s shoulder, whiskers twitching.

      Usually, Magickals were forcibly recruited by the Queen. However … “Occasionally, Magickals have been known to escape the Queen’s sight.” He’d spent nearly twenty years shielding Cherie and her neighbors from Rana.

      “I’m sure they’re the Queen’s agents,” Mizuki said. “They napped this afternoon, just beyond the city’s limits, and I saw it in their dreams.”

      Jack’s eyes slid to Nimm. “The rat telegraph system has them located?” Jack asked. The rat “telegraph” system was the sewers. The creatures inhabited every mile of underground Chicago and could send information via ultrasonic squeaks from one colony to another.

      Standing up on his hind legs, Nimm swished his tail. “Yes. And confirmed that they are strangers heading north. They skirted the Fae Gates in Beverly and Morgan Park, by chance or on purpose, we aren’t sure. Currently they are in Englewood. The colonies they’ve encountered so far have had no denizens that understand human speech, but any rat can tell they aren’t from around here.”

      Mizuki shifted on her feet and tugged at her sleeve. “I could try to put them to sleep,” she suggested, perhaps sensing Jack’s unease.

      Ashwin spoke. “That is a trick we’ll only be able to use once.”

      Jack folded his arms. Mizuki putting them to sleep would only work within the city limits, and maybe not on some or not at all. The Fae Jack had fought long ago in Fairy had weapons that could slice through enchantments. Humans hadn’t possessed those in Jack’s time, but the non-Magickals of Somer and the Northern States had learned to create weak protections using religious and folk symbols. The Queen and her techno-mages and Magickals might have developed stronger defensive weapons.

      Mizuki tugged at her sleeve again. “It might not even work once.”

      Jack and Ashwin’s eyes slid to her.

      She gulped. “In our time, it wasn’t widely believed that crosses, Stars of David, Korans, and Celtic Knots offered protection. There were some people who believed in their power, but my spell wouldn’t have been curbed by any of those because I was trying to protect everyone in the city.” She sighed. “They may have even amplified my spell. For anyone against us, it would be the reverse.”

      Ashwin winced. “This occurs to you now?”

      Mizuki sighed. “It occurred to me before, but I didn’t want to be pessimistic.”

      A muscle in Jack’s jaw jumped. He put a hand on his little sister’s arm. “We should save your Magick at any rate. I’ll frost their mirrors so their locations can’t be tracked. We may need this trick more than once.”

      Ashwin nodded. “I’ll send a message to Hernandez.”

      Remembering the scouts might have defenses against evil enchantments, Jack said, “Tell him to make a mole sauce that will grant them something wonderful—an extra day of life or health or something.” They would never get to eat it, so why not?

      Ashwin nodded. “Understood.”

      On his shoulder, Nimm settled back onto four paws. “I’ll make sure the network keeps us abreast of their location.”

      “Good,” said Jack.

      Ashwin hesitated. “You don’t think a defense against harm will protect them?”

      “From what we have planned?” Jack stared out at the city through his reflection. “No.” The city’s forces were too few to cover all but the major highways and roads. Between those major arteries, the defense had to fall to the neighborhoods. Chicago’s peace, or lack thereof, even before the Change, always fell to the neighborhoods. Now, their peace would depend on each neighborhood’s monsters.

      Sparks nipped at his fingertips. He felt no pity, not with Cherie in the Keep, facing the Queen’s monsters.
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      The monster roared.

      Cherie couldn’t see it in the shadows beyond the doorway’s light. Heart skipping a beat, Cherie wrapped her arms tightly around herself, imagining her nerves glowing bright and constant. There’d be no spastic firing of pain receptors as she was torn limb from limb. Unconsciously bowing her head, she sank down into a crouch. She felt nothing, not even pressure. The beast roared again. Rancid, humid breath blew across her brow. The air around her shifted, but she did not open her eyes. She focused on her Magick. She didn’t feel fear. Her heart resumed a steady pace.

      It was working!

      She found herself laughing. Her one Magickal trick was paying off! She wouldn’t get a chance to show off to the Queen. Oh, well. She found herself distantly wondering if they would find her remains after the beast had sundered them, or would the Keep absorb any lingering bones and gore? She scrunched her eyes tighter. Waiting.

      The Minotaur roared again. Everywhere in the Keep, creatures echoed his anger. The building shook to its foundations.

      Cherie scrunched her eyes tighter, waiting for the inevitable.

      The Minotaur bellowed. She felt his breath, smelled it, but he sounded oddly far away.

      Cherie’s eyelids fluttered open. The Minotaur crouched at her side. One giant hand with wicked black claws hovered beside her throat. The other hand …

      She felt the lightest of taps on the back of her head, and she breathed out, imagining her Magick flowing through every nerve, along every inch of skin and hair. The Keep shook again. Rearing back, the Minotaur bellowed. The floor trembled, and Cherie slid backward into the open cell, almost unconsciously.

      The Minotaur stepped into the spot she’d occupied a moment before. Slamming his hands on the walls on either side of the door, he bellowed again, “What is wrong with you?”

      His words didn’t make any sense. What was wrong with her? He was the one eating people.

      Shaking her head, she gazed up at him, the light from the cell allowing her to see him for the first time. He towered above her, nearly twice her height, and he was as wide as two men. Bovine ears and horns rose from his high forehead, and short, dense, reddish-brown hair covered his body. His large, forward-facing eyes glowed like Grendel’s, but were teardrop shaped like those of a big cat. His muzzle also appeared feline with a wide nose and split upper lip, but his teeth—currently visible in his snarl—were somewhere between predator and something more … human. He wore armor made from bits of armor, with a skull where a belt buckle should have been. An enormous mass of keys hung at his waist. She blinked up at him for an instant, confused—how was she alive; how had she gotten away?—and her Magick slipped from her. Raising his arms, he roared and lunged forward. Cherie gasped, scrambled to her feet, and jumped back. But it didn’t matter. He’d gone no further than the doorway. The raucous noise in the Keep became more subdued. Outside, the shouts and gunfire came to a lull.

      Cherie gaped. “You can’t come in.”

      “Stupid Magick doorways,” the Minotaur grumbled. He slammed his fist through the doorway. Or tried to. It hit an invisible barrier, and he muttered, “I can only see you, but I can’t eat you,” he whined. “I want to eat you both.”

      Cherie blinked. He couldn’t enter, but she had … because she meant the occupant no harm. She gulped. The cell had another occupant.

      She heard it then, the light feminine hum. It hadn’t changed with the gunfire from outside, the screaming of the Keep’s denizens, the trembling of the Keep itself, the attack of the Minotaur, or Cherie’s entrance. It made the hairs on the back of her neck rise. “Who?” Cherie asked.

      “Lady Penelope,” said the Minotaur, taking a step back and sitting down against the opposite wall in the corridor. Crossing his legs, he put an elbow on a knee, his chin on a palm, and pouted. It would have been funny, but her heart was racing with her Magick gone.

      The humming continued. Cherie turned sideways and backed against the wall, afraid to take her eyes off the Minotaur, also afraid to look at the cell’s occupant, and afraid not to. She glanced back to the hallway. The Minotaur hadn’t moved, except for narrowing his eyes and thumping clawed fingers on his knee. She glanced to the cell’s occupant again. A woman sat in the cell, back to Cherie. Before the woman was a loom. She—Lady Penelope—had long, black hair that tumbled halfway to the floor in loose waves. She wore a short-sleeved, red, silk top with gold embroidery. A scarf of red, cream, and gold draped over her shoulder and pooled behind her. Her arms were youthful and deep brown. Her delicate fingers plucked at the threads of the loom before her, and as she plucked, a picture of a man emerged … a man Cherie recognized.

      “Ashwin,” she murmured, taking a step toward the loom.

      The Minotaur huffed. “Every night, at a quarter till midnight, she rewinds the scene she’s woven for the day. At midnight, she begins again. She’s been doing that for nearly two centuries. She’s only aged the time it takes to unwind the threads.” He yawned. “The scenes are more interesting of late. Before she had that guy sleeping with sluagh flying overhead.”

      Cherie’s jaw dropped. The tapestry was a window to Chicago. Did the Queen not know? Or not recognize Ashwin’s significance? She might not. Ashwin wasn’t Magickal. If the Queen had spied the tapestry, she might have thought Penelope was fixated on an ordinary person, not Jack’s best friend.

      The Minotaur yawned again. “But it’s still not that interesting.”

      Cherie gazed back at the tapestry. Ashwin was in full Vampire Armor, and Nimm was on his shoulder. She couldn’t say where they were—everything around them appeared dark. Nimm was standing on his hind legs, and his mouth moved but no sound came from it. She shook herself. Why did she expect sound? Because they appeared so lifelike? It was a tapestry. But then Nimm turned to Ashwin, and she heard him say, “It is done. Let’s tell Jack to give the chef a prevailing Northerly wind.”

      Scratching the rodent’s ear, Ashwin nodded and turned … or, maybe it was more accurate to say the scene shifted. Watching the tapestry was like watching someone flip through a stack of drawings. The scene jerked. In another jerky movement, someone else joined Ashwin and Nimm in the image in the tapestry.

      “Jack,” Cherie whispered. Ashwin and Jack walked up a set of stairs, through one door, and then another. They entered a place she recognized, the lobby of the Tower. Cherie swallowed. Jack was still in Chicago. The Queen hadn’t lied about that. He wasn’t coming to rescue her. A tiny light of hope she hadn’t known she’d been holding onto winked out within her.

      “You know him, too?” said the Minotaur. “He’s been showing up of late.”

      Ashwin said to Jack, “It is done,” and then, putting a hand on Jack’s shoulder, murmured, “You aren’t the only one guilty in this.”

      Nimm groomed his whiskers. “It’s all of us, Jack.”

      A ghostly apparition of a woman, eyes downcast as though in sorrow, appeared above Jack’s head. Cherie gasped.

      “Hey,” the Minotaur said. “That’s you.”

      It was Cherie, though perhaps an idealized version of herself. She didn’t think her face was quite so angelic, or her hair and skin quite so gold.

      Jack nodded. “We aren’t the only monsters.”

      Cherie was suddenly looking at Jack and Ashwin from a distance. A wind, captured in stylized swirls of pale blue strings, rose from the Tower. The wind blew over a man in a kitchen, humming over a stove, where aromas curled through the air as bright orange swirls. The blue and the orange swirls swept out to men marked with sunbursts on their backs. They held mirrors in their hands that were clouded with frost and followed the pale blue and orange swirls, until the darkness in the corner of the tapestry was replaced by a pyramid bathed in sunlight. At the top of the pyramid was a man, the upper half of his face painted black. He wore clothing of feathers, iridescent like hummingbird wings. Jack and Ashwin still stood at the upper right corner of the tapestry, tiny figures looking down. Cherie’s ghostly apparition still hung above them.

      The hummingbird man smiled down at the men marked with sunbursts and raised a knife. The pyramid of the golden sun vanished … but not before Cherie heard the humans’ terrified screams.

      She took a step closer to the tapestry. “Oh, Jack, what have you done?”
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      It was done. At the edge of the Pilsen and Little Village neighborhoods, Jack surveyed the bodies in the early morning sunlight. Death had frozen the Queen’s men’s faces in terror. Chest plates cracked open like eggshells, ribs split beneath, Jack knew without looking that their hearts were missing.

      On Ashwin’s shoulder, Nimm said, “They reappeared in the alley a few minutes ago.”

      Members of the Chicago Corps fanned out around the bodies, giving them a generous berth, avoiding the Gate’s precise location. Gazing down their sights, they aimed their rifles at the corpses, as though they expected them to come back to life. In Aztec mythology, they were alive. They’d joined Huitzilopochtli in his realm, where they fought by his side in his eternal fight against darkness.

      Jack didn’t believe it for a minute. Huitzilopochtli was a Magickal from one of the first waves of Ember who had convinced non-Magickal humans to supply his ghoulish tastes … and Jack had fed him.

      He exhaled. He’d forgotten these sorts of grisly choices in two hundred years of sleep. But old instincts of self-preservation were kicking in. He didn’t feel regret, just numbness.

      Jack surveyed the Huitzilopochtli Gate’s location, an alleyway that intersected a dead end road. Grass and weeds surged from between cobblestones that were probably as old as the city itself. This wasn’t a route that was used by anyone local. Ever. He lifted his head. However, the houses nearby were occupied. He saw a young woman staring down from the second story window in the house to the east. At the busier street corner to the south, a young man wearing oversized blue jeans and a t-shirt leaned against a wall, watching them intently with dark eyes, a newspaper in his hands. His eyes showed no fear. That man knew this section of the alley and knew what had happened.

      “Proof of concept worked,” Ashwin said darkly.

      “We need to relocate the bodies,” said Jack. No one moved.

      A rooster crowed somewhere nearby, and Ashwin said, “Roosters aren’t allowed in the city,” a completely irrelevant observation, probably meant to distract himself from what they’d accomplished last night.

      One of the Corps members belatedly moved, to act on Jack’s observation. Jack held up a hand. “If anyone faces off against Huitzilopochtli, it should be me.”

      No one argued. Jack paced the perimeter of where he felt the fabric of space and time stretch, his step light, ambient Ember rippling in his vision. He sensed no imminent opening …

      A man’s footfalls came from behind. Jack turned to find the young man who’d been standing on the street corner walking toward them.

      Gesturing with his newspaper, the young man said, “He won’t attack the ones that offered the sacrifice.” The man had a thick Chicago accent slightly softened by Spanish. Up close, he looked like barely more than a boy, despite having work-roughened hands. The knees of his jeans looked like they’d seen heavy work, too. His black sneakers were new, though. The young man’s dark eyes narrowed. “Did you offer them to Huitzilopochtli?”

      Jack dipped his chin. “They are the Queen’s men.”

      The young man smiled, teeth bright and white. “Were, you mean. Now they won’t be doing any harm in Chicago.”

      “You believe they meant harm?” Jack said.

      The young man spit. “Know they did harm. Killed an old man.” His head jerked southward. “He asked them who they were, what they were doing. Old man was on our turf. Under our protection.”

      Jack’s jaw got hard. “Did you report it to the police?”

      “We planned to get to that,” the young man said.

      “After you took care of the problem?” Ashwin suggested.

      The young man shrugged and eyed the corpses. “So, these are the Queen’s men. I’m even happier that they’re dead. She send them to finish off what her sluagh didn’t do?”

      Jack raised an eyebrow. “Some people don’t think the Queen sent the sluagh.”

      The young man held up the newspaper. Jack caught a flash of Spanish headlines and advertisements. “Yeah, I read about those people heading west and south to meet her troops.” The young man smiled again, too wide, too easy. “But she’s got an army lining up outside the city. You don’t do that if you mean to be nice.”

      “She’s protecting the citizens of Chicago from Vampires,” Jack countered. “I’m offering them amnesty.”

      The young man leveled dark eyes at Jack. “I don’t need protection from Vampires.” Malevolence rippled in his words. Jack remembered what he’d told Cherie—there had been a lot more Vampire sympathizers in his day. People who had been unhappy about their relatives being staked.

      Nodding, Jack said, “Not the ones I’m offering amnesty to, you won’t.” They were a grand total of one, Grendel. “We believe the Queen plans to attack the city.”

      The young man snorted. “Of course she will.”

      “You’re not leaving.”

      “This is our home, man,” he said, lifting a hand and pointing a finger at the ground. “None of us are leaving.”

      Our. Us.

      The Chicago Police Department made deals with gangs during times of riots. Jack shivered, remembering a grainy photo of a “rioter” who’d been speared through the mouth with a fence post. The gangs enforced “peace” much more brutally than the police ever could … or should. However …

      “We can’t protect all the neighborhoods,” Jack admitted.

      The young man smiled. “You don’t have to worry about this neighborhood.”

      The rooster crowed again, and a man shouted at it in Spanish.

      Jack held out a hand. “I’m—” He almost said “Jack.” That wasn’t his name here. “Major DeWitt.”

      The young man nodded. “The Storm King.”

      “Not a King,” Jack replied, hand still extended.

      Shrugging, the young man extended his own hand. “Juan Carlos.” He grinned again. “The First.”

      Hadn’t there been a Spanish king by that name? Jack took Carlos’s calloused hand and shook it. Jack wondered what sort of dubious connections they were forming. But what choice did he have?

      When they pulled apart, Jack asked, “You wouldn’t happen to know leaders in other neighborhoods who might protect their own?”
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      On the tapestry, Jack and Carlos negotiated meeting up again. Cherie didn’t hear what they said, because something hit her on the back of her head. Not hard enough to hurt, but with enough force that she spun around. A key lay on the floor. She stepped toward it.

      “Huh,” said the Minotaur, still seated against the opposite wall in the corridor. “That worked.” He held his key ring in his claws.

      Cherie picked up the key. “You threw this at me?”

      Gesturing to the floor outside the door, he rumbled, “The knife didn’t work.”

      Cherie’s eyes widened at the sight of a wickedly gleaming blade.

      Putting his hand to his chin, the Minotaur continued, “The question is, did the knife not work because I was trying to kill you, or because it is dangerous?”

      Picking up the key, Cherie surmised, “You didn’t want to kill me with this.”

      Grunting, the Minotaur agreed, “Trying to get your attention. I wonder though … if I wanted to get your attention with, say”—he pulled a small ax out of his belt— “this, would it work?”

      Before Cherie could react, he tossed it at her head. Ambient Ember in the doorway sparked, and the ax clattered to the floor.

      “Drat,” said the Minotaur.

      Shaking and trying to hide it, Cherie huffed and examined the long, spindly, iron key in her hands. “What is this key to?”

      “The shackles of the griffin,” the Minotaur said.

      “They keep a griffin here?” Cherie murmured, head bowing in shame at being the same species as her jailors.

      “And carbuncles, baku, simurgh, and a sphinx.”

      The first three were benevolent creatures. The carbuncles offered riches and wealth, the baku protected against nightmares, and the simurgh was a bird that offered fertility. Sphinx could be benevolent or malevolent but could offer wisdom. At Cherie’s distressed expression, the Minotaur smiled. “It’s not all trolls, banshees, man-eating dragons, and poltergeists here.” He frowned. “They did once try to keep a unicorn. Vicious creature.” He shuddered.

      Cherie glanced at the key ring in his hand. “Do you have the keys to release any of them?”

      Touching his chest, the Minotaur said, “I have the keys to release all of them.” His eyebrows hiked. “I have opened the baku and the carbunclo prisons, but would you believe they prefer not to escape?” He grinned. “It’s a shame, because they smell delicious.”

      Cherie narrowed her eyes. “You can’t really have all the keys.”

      The Minotaur’s nostrils flared, and his ears went back. “I am the master of this labyrinth.”

      Cherie’s brow furrowed, and then she huffed. “No, you’re not. You’re a prisoner here, just like me.”

      Bolting to his feet, the Minotaur rushed at the door. Ambient Ember flashed in the doorway, and his body stopped short at the invisible barrier. Raising his fists, he slammed them against the barrier and roared. Even with the barrier between them, fear gripped Cherie. Shrinking down, she covered her head. The Minotaur roared again. And then there was silence. There were no more gunshots outside or shouting, and the Keep was quiet, eerily so after the noise earlier in the evening. When she looked up, the Minotaur was gone, but his keys lay on the floor.

      Cherie stared at them, heart racing, lips suddenly dry. Were they really the keys to the entire Keep? How would the Minotaur have gotten them? Asking herself the question, she remembered her first night here, the key slipping into the lock, and then the screams of the guard who brought her. She exhaled.

      What a stupid question.

      He’d eaten the bearers of the keys.

      … and now those same keys were lying on the floor in front of her. He was waiting for her, outside her range of vision. That had to be the explanation. If she went out there, she’d face certain death. But hadn’t she decided that dying by Minotaur would be better than dying under torture?

      She wasn’t afraid of death. She bit the inside of her lip. That was a lie. Death did frighten her. However, torture terrified her. But she had a trick to escape the pain, didn’t she? And wasn’t she supposed to be practicing that trick?

      Sinking down to her hands and knees, Cherie kept her eyes on the keys but imagined all the ambient Ember in the air and in the stones flowing to her, around, and through her, until her nervous system burned with Ember light and Ember shrouded her body in a blanket of gold. Outside, the gunfights resumed, and in the Keep, beasts roared, and her concentration wavered. Closing her eyes, she told herself not to think of those things; the only thing that mattered was her armor against pain and those keys.

      She opened her eyes. Crawling forward, knees and palms scraped by the stones, but nourished by their Ember too, she crept to the door. Pausing, she tightened her Magick cloak of painlessness. She set one hand into the hallway, and then another. She hesitated instinctively, afraid to look side to side, waiting for the Minotaur to strike. It didn’t. She inched forward until all but her toes were beyond Lady Penelope’s cell. Extending her hand, she almost reached the keys …

      The Minotaur struck without warning. His shadow enveloped her; his body blocked her retreat. His fists struck the stones to her left and right. Cherie froze, tightening her Magick cloak. The Keep shook, and outside, the night filled with unending cracks of gunfire. Something exploded and splintered down the hall, chains scraped against metal, and close by, a beast roared. Cherie covered her head, focusing on her Magick.

      Sweeping past Cherie and picking up the keys, the Minotaur shouted at the new creature. “You want to fight me, Sphinx? Do you dare?”

      The sphinx replied in a sweet feminine voice. “Do you dare fight the Charming Princess? Do you fight the Peacemaker? Does our rage and her battle outside frighten you?”

      Cherie glanced sideways and saw the face of a beautiful woman with long black braids. Around her neck was an iron collar. Smiling, revealing sharp teeth, the sphinx lashed out at the Minotaur with lion’s claws, but iron bonds drew her strikes up short.

      “You don’t frighten me,” the Minotaur shouted back.

      At the Minotaur’s distraction, Cherie darted backward into the shelter of Lady Penelope’s cell. The Minotaur turned back to her in surprise.

      Cherie cursed herself. She was supposed to die. That was why she’d crawled out into the corridor—getting the keys had been a faint hope. Yet her body had resisted that suicidal urge—and instead of killing her, the Minotaur had taunted her by banging the stones beside her. She was going to be the Queen’s plaything after all.

      She was distantly aware of the sphinx roaring over the cries of other beasts and the cacophony of the battle beyond the Keep’s walls. “Do you fear releasing me, Minotaur? Do you fear to fight me fair?”

      In shame at her lack of resolve, Cherie lashed out at the Minotaur in the only way she could. “He can’t release you, sphinx!” she shouted.

      The Minotaur’s eyes went wide, and Cherie snapped at him, “If you were really master of this place, you’d set them all free with you and roam the streets, devouring your enemies. But you're not master! You’re a slave!”

      The Minotaur thundered away before she’d finished speaking.

      Staring at the empty hallway, Cherie’s Magick unwound. Ember flowed out of her through every pore in her skin, and she fell to her haunches, shivering with adrenaline and fear. The screams of the Keep’s other beasts quieted, and the fighting outside dropped off. In the relative hush, Lady Penelope’s hum sounded louder.

      Cherie’s shoulders rose and fell, her body trembling. She glanced down at the single key on the floor. She didn’t have the nerve to enter the hallway again. She swallowed. Not yet, at least. She turned back to the tapestry.

      In it, Ashwin spoke to people scribbling on notepads. The press, maybe? Jack stood beside him. He looked tired, and the ghostly specter of Cherie still hovered beside him. In the image, a member of the press, a man, woven sketchily, raised his hand and said, “What do you say to the people surrendering to the Queen’s forces?”

      Ashwin had appeared calm and cool up until that point, but at those words, his eyes went wide. “Don’t do it!”

      Jack leaned forward and said, “She sent the sluagh to this city. If they want to flee, go north.”

      Another member of the press said, “The north side of the city is riddled with Fae Gates.”

      “Lakeshore Drive is safe,” Ashwin protested.

      Someone else said, “Traffic on the drive is a crawl. And where would they go once they leave the city?”

      “Canada!” Ashwin said, and Jack said, “Anywhere else!”

      The people in the press began asking rapid-fire questions, but then Spiros stepped forward, decked out in armor that covered him from neck to waist, Nimm riding on his shoulder. A number of guards in Vampire Armor stood behind him. At sight of the faun, the press briefly went quiet, which made it possible for Nimm to be heard when he squeaked frantically, “This press conference is adjourned!”

      Spiros ushered Ashwin and Jack into a wide hallway of marble floors and flickering Ember lights. Mizuki joined them, and Nimm squeaked more quietly, “There was another group of the Queen’s agents approaching from the south.”

      “Was?” Ashwin asked.

      Nimm shifted nervously. “The Fae got them, and not at a Gate, either.”

      Jack exhaled. “I thought the Fae weren’t going to intervene?”

      Spiros smiled grimly. “I’m sure they weren’t planning to intervene. Probably some lord or lady out for a jaunt to see the realm of humans in an age of Ember. They happened to encounter an unfriendly band of human Magickals who treated them disrespectfully, which could never be allowed.”

      In her cell, Lady Penelope hummed. Cherie shivered, remembering the Fae and their gleeful talk of torture. The men killed by Huitzilopochtli might have met a kinder fate. At least their agony and terror had been short.

      In the tapestry, Spiros said, “I don’t think that you have to worry about her forces advancing through the neighborhoods of the south, southwest, or the north. The Fae don’t like being denied access to the Southern States, even if it is beneath them to unite with humans.”

      Jack’s brows drew together; Cherie almost put her fingers to the crease. “We still need to worry about the west. We have no friends there.”

      One of the Corpsmen behind Jack muttered, “The West Side is a jungle. Maybe we don’t need any Magickal help in that direction.”

      Mizuki tapped her lip. “When Cherie met with Baba Yaga, I’d hoped maybe the witch wanted an alliance with us.” She frowned and shook her head. “I sent Nimm to fetch you, because Juan Carlos has someone for us to meet in Garfield Park.”

      Someone chuckled. “The heart of the Jungle.”

      Cherie barely heard, caught in the memory of Baba Yaga’s words. “You must fight first. Until you are willing to fight to win, to wage war instead of peace, and to hurt instead of soothing, I will not waste my time.” Cherie huffed a sad laugh. She had failed Jack and the city. She was in no position to help the fight, and certainly couldn’t help the city win.
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      Jack walked through the jungle of the West Side’s Garfield Park neighborhood. A literal jungle. The Garfield Park neighborhood took its name from Garfield Park: 184 acres of lawns, gardens, a lagoon, and a world-class conservatory built in 1907. Elegant and lush, the park contrasted sharply with the neighborhood, one of the most violent in Chicago. The conservatory, seven immense rooms of jungle and one room of desert under glass, was the meeting place selected by Juan Carlos’s contact. Jack walked through the Fern Room, crossing a small but noisy cascading waterfall that fell into a pond filled with carp. Outside, the temperature hovered a few degrees above freezing. Inside the conservatory, he sweltered in air as hot and humid as a Midwest summer. The overhead lights weren’t on yet, and the metal struts between the ceiling’s glass panels faded into the dusk sky beyond. Walking in front of him, Mizuki ran a hand across dense green moss blanketing the artistic boulders restraining the ferns. “We could have stepped into the Triassic,” she said.

      He might have made a joke about the fortunate lack of velociraptors, but with the Queen’s forces gathering, it hardly seemed like a bonus—he could deal with velociraptors. He smiled wryly. Knowing Mizuki’s encyclopedic mind, she’d probably say that velociraptors hadn’t lived in the Triassic period.

      Right before the curse, one of the newspapers had run a feature on the conservatory’s cocoa and coffee trees. Coffee and chocolate were prohibitively expensive after the Change, and many people drank coffee blended with chicory root or roast honey locust seeds. With travel in the post-Change world being so difficult, the prospect of homegrown coffee and cocoa generated a great deal of excitement. Could some of the abandoned skyscrapers in the Loop, Chicago’s downtown, be pillaged for glass and more cocoa and coffee grown locally? Jack didn’t have an answer to that. All he knew about agriculture he’d picked up from that particular article. He’d clipped it for Cherie, an enthusiast of coffee and cocoa who actually knew something about growing plants. He’d never had a chance to give it to her.

      Grief hit him fast and hard, a sinking of the gut, a heaviness in his chest. His feet moved unerringly across the wet stones, but above him, the conservatory’s panes rattled, and an icy breeze snuck between the sheets of glass.

      Mizuki stopped, gaze on the Fern Room’s wide entrance. Ashwin, standing at the top of the broad staircase that led to the conservatory’s Palm House, beckoned them with a hand. Mizuki hurried her steps, her footfalls barely making a sound. His sister slipped as quietly through life as she did in dreams. Jack’s footfalls boomed in comparison. He caught up to her and they took the stairs two at a time. The three of them entered the Palm House—a vast room housing densely packed tropical plants and trees. Voices and footsteps came from the other side of the man-made forest.

      A Corpsman, standing further along the path, inclined his head to what looked like a wall of trees, tropical flowers, and other lush green plants. Only when Jack reached the man could he see a walkway of flat stones leading into the trees.

      Mizuki held up her hand for Ashwin and the Corpsman to stand back. Lawrence “Sunny” West, the man they were meeting, had said he wanted to meet “The Storm King” and “His Little Sister” alone in “the jungle.”

      Jack stepped off the main path onto the trail of stones, and Mizuki followed behind him. The air around them smelled faintly of marijuana, but Jack didn’t see any contraband among the undergrowth. They hadn’t gone more than a few steps before the main walkway vanished from sight. A few more steps, and they were in a small, tight clearing. Standing in it was a man of African descent. As tall as Jack, he wore a cotton t-shirt with no sleeves, jeans, and, noticeable for this time of year, no coat. His hair hung in braids that stretched nearly to his shoulders. He held one hand outstretched; inches above it hovered a small flame. Ambient Ember enshrouded him like a cloak, but not as densely as it did the woman who stood behind him. Her skin was as dark as Sunny’s and her wide, almond-shaped eyes were nearly identical to his. Unlike Sunny, she wore a down coat that stretched to her calves, and at her feet Jack swore he could see green shoots rising from the sod. The scent of marijuana grew stronger.

      “S’up,” said Sunny, smiling and letting the flame in his hand grow higher—an impressive feat in the conservatory’s humid interior. “Juan Carlos seems to think you might want to cut a deal.”

      Had Jack implied that? He’d struck no deal with Carlos. Carlos simply did not want to leave his home. What did these two want? Sunny and his partner—possibly sister—hadn’t served in the Vampire Wars—Jack would have noticed two such powerful Magickals. That they didn’t meant they were lawbreakers. Once their “dereliction of duty” might have incensed Jack. Now he just thought they were perhaps wiser than he’d been … and lucky. The West Side of Chicago was a dangerous place by any standards, but it had let these two Magickals hide.

      “Well?” said the woman.

      Jack rolled back on his feet, feeling unprepared and out of his depth. Wasn’t negotiating with criminals how this city’s politicians wound up in compromising positions with organized crime? “What do you want?” he asked.

      Sunny pointed at Jack’s uniform. “Not to be forced to wear one of those.”

      Well, that was easy. “No conscription,” Jack promised.

      Sunny’s eyes narrowed. “If it is easy for you to promise, you’re lyin’.”

      Sunny was right, and Jack’s jaw ground. “I can’t promise there will never be a conscription, but if there ever is, I will work to make it not based on Magickal ability.”

      Tossing the flame between his hands, Sunny lifted his chin and regarded him. “We want more than that to help you now.”

      “Like what?” Jack asked.

      Mizuki, silent up until that point, said, “You’re growing marijuana … and … and ... poppies! I recognize you from your dreams!”

      For a second, Sunny and his female companion looked startled, but then the woman frowned. “Marijuana is legal in this city. Morphine and opium are natural and lessen pain.”

      Jack responded by rote, “Marijuana is legal in Chicago, but not just anyone can sell it.” And growing it, even for private use, was illegal. “Opium is—”

      The woman cut him off. “Legal if it is sold as a synthetic opioid and by a prescription given by a doctor, and all the money goes to a billion-dollar company someplace.” She waved a hand to indicate an amorphous someplace. At her feet, plants swayed.

      Sunny dipped his chin. “We offer a superior product at a better price than your people’s upscale cannabis cafes.”

      The “your people” threw Jack for a moment. He’d dwelt so long in sleep and Somer, he’d forgotten the racial politics of his time. When marijuana was legalized, hadn’t there been some controversy about the licensing and capital requirements being too onerous and expensive for the community hardest hit by the drug war?

      Mizuki stepped to Jack’s side. “Purity has to be assured for health and safety purposes—”

      “Don’t accuse us of having inferior product,” the woman said, eyes flashing.

      Mizuki huffed. “I’m not. I’m saying that a lot of your competitors may not, and there has to be some quality control or people will get sick. Maybe we can set up a system that doesn’t force growers to pay high levies to get certification, but there has to be something.” Her eyes got big, and she bounced on her feet. “It might increase the value of your product.”

      The woman narrowed her eyes. “How might that system work?”

      Mizuki began to talk excitedly. The woman countered each of her suggestions with suggestions of her own, and details on taxing, zoning, and licensing issues that made his head spin. Suddenly, Jack felt like he was back in Elysia haggling with centaurs over tariffs, but this time the Queen’s forces were closing in. They didn’t have time for this, and Sunny and this woman had more at stake than their pot and poppy farm—namely, their lives.

      He wanted to blow the conservatory roof off … Two hundred years ago, before the Queen cursed the city, he would have blown it off. Overhead, the panes rattled, and an icy draft settled in the room, cooling his temper just enough to remember that haggling in Elysia had been productive. But Cherie had been there … had he maintained his temper because of her Magickal influence? He balled his hands into fists. No. He wouldn’t let his anger destroy their best chance of winning here. Cherie had given too much for him to blow it apart with a temper tantrum.

      The panes overhead settled.

      Mizuki waved a hand. “Of course, there might be more money to be made in coffee and cocoa growing … if someone, had, say, ‘a green thumb.’”

      The woman’s eyes lit up, and in Sunny’s hands, the flame briefly turned into a ball of pure light. He smacked his hands together and looked around as though guiltily. Jack’s eyebrows rose. The nickname “Sunny” suddenly made more sense. Pure light … exactly what plants needed. The two of them were a team. Jack wondered where their “farm” was. Probably someplace underground and warm.

      “I don’t want to go to Canada,” the woman said. “It’s even colder there than it is here.”

      Sunny looked down at her. Worry flashed across his features. The way he gazed at her… There was nothing lustful in that glance, but she was family, whoever she was. “You sure, Momma?” Sunny said.

      Jack blinked. Ms. West didn’t look old enough to be anyone’s mother, but Magick hid age well.

      Sunny’s mother nodded.

      Sunny turned back to Jack and Mizuki, the worry he’d shown a moment ago gone. “You’ll make growing weed and poppies in the city legal for everyone?”

      “You’ll make licensing paid for by the city,” the woman clarified.

      “Done,” said Jack, ready to be done. He extended his hand. Sunny looked at it suspiciously.

      Mizuki hummed. “Will it be … Just you?”

      Ms. West and Sunny blinked at Jack’s sister. And then Sunny laughed. “We got people. Don’t you worry. We’ll keep the Queen’s forces away.” Like a storm cloud, seriousness eclipsed his smile.

      “They may not be wearing armor that identifies them,” Mizuki said.

      Ms. West scowled at Jack’s sister. Sunny rolled his eyes. “You think we don’t notice when there’s people who don’t belong in our neighborhood?”

      “Point taken,” said Mizuki.

      Jack remembered the guarded conversation he’d had with Hernandez and Carlos about Vampires. “We’re offering amnesty to Vampires, too,” he said to the Wests.

      Ms. West all but snarled. “We don’t work with Vampires.” A halo of light exploded behind her and her son. Jack threw up a hand to protect himself from the glare and blinked at the beams of light passing through his fingers. A man who could generate light this bright would be targeted by Vampires for simply existing—at least before the curse. A protective parent might like the Vampires even less than Jack did.

      “Understood,” said Jack.

      “I don’t think you do,” said Ms. West.

      “But we’ll work with y’all,” said Sunny.

      Sunny turned and gestured to his mother. Together they walked toward the conservatory's entrance. The two departed, and he heard Sunny whisper, “With trade from the south ending, coffee and chocolate will be gold.” His mother chuckled. “Caffeine is more addictive than heroin.”

      Ashwin padded up the path behind them, and he and Jack turned and looked at Mizuki.

      She smiled at them. “That went well.”

      It had. Jack hoped the Wests truly understood the risks. A bitter taste came to his mouth. Of course they did. The risks for both were infinitely higher than ordinary inhabitants. The Queen would want their power … she’d capture rather than kill them, which could be a fate worse than death.

      Almost unconsciously, he whispered, “Cherie …”
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      “Cherie …” Jack’s agonized whisper reached Cherie through the tapestry. She touched her cheek, as though it had been a kiss. She felt so many tangled emotions at that whisper. Despair that she was here, not there, bitterness that he wasn’t rescuing her, and at the same time, relief that he wouldn’t, and the fall of a city wouldn’t be on her. A city with a place that was so magical, with exotic trees and flowers that she’d seen in books.

      Overwhelmed, she stepped back from the tapestry. She hadn’t heard the entirety of Jack and Mizuki’s conversation; everything in the tapestry was from Ashwin’s point of view. Once again, she wondered what his connection to Lady Penelope was, and why Penelope had been weaving his life for two hundred years.

      “We could escape together. You could go to him,” Cherie said to Lady Penelope, but Penelope only hummed and picked at her loom. Maybe Penelope knew how hollow that promise was.

      Through the open door, the sphinx’s voice echoed, “How can you escape when you continue to be so charming, Princess?”

      Cherie’s brow furrowed. “What?”

      “Why must you be so charming now?” asked the sphinx.

      “I don’t know what you mean,” Cherie said, putting a hand through her hair. She smelled her own fear in her tangled locks. “I’m hardly being charming.”

      “Isn’t your natural state charming?” asked the sphinx.

      Cherie blinked. “I don’t think so.”

      “Do you think you could be wrong?” the sphinx inquired in a probing tone.

      Cherie scrunched her eyes shut. “Can you not talk in riddles?”

      Behind her, she heard Jack and Mizuki describing their encounter with the Wests and other details about the neighborhood Cherie couldn’t quite follow: a field house, a lagoon, the potential for there to be some small Gates to Fairy as the area had originally been a German and Irish neighborhood—both traditions recognized the existence of the Fae.

      The air around Cherie shimmered, and the ambient Ember in the room rapidly decreased, flowing through the door and walls.

      The sphinx roared … and if Cherie didn’t know better, she’d say it sounded frustrated.

      “It is hard to go against my nature,” the sphinx growled.

      In the tapestry, Mizuki sighed. “It would be nice to have local coffee and chocolate.”

      “It will be nice not to die,” Ashwin replied darkly.

      “Do you wish to save them?” asked the sphinx, and Cherie noticed that the previous levels of ambient Ember had returned.

      “Yes!” Cherie said.

      “Do you understand the Queen herself must be defeated for them to be truly safe?” the sphinx asked.

      Cherie’s brow furrowed. “I … I …”

      “Do you understand only you have the power to do that?” the sphinx demanded.

      Cherie felt like crying in frustration. “How?”

      The ambient Ember flowed from the room. “Use your Magick!” the beast roared.

      Use her Magick? But all her Magick did was take away pain.

      In the tapestry, Ashwin murmured urgently, “Did you feel that?”

      Cherie spun to see a child in the tapestry, on a jungle path before Ashwin, Mizuki, and Jack. No more than nine, he had dark brown skin and black hair in tight curls peeking from beneath a red, knitted cap. Dressed neatly in a well-made winter coat, pressed khakis, and white sneakers, he stood rigidly at attention. His dark cheeks were full, his black eyes were bright, and ambient Ember flowed around the child in a golden halo. She would have been charmed by him, if she hadn’t been afraid for him. In the shadow of the trees glowed two human-shaped eyes … Vampire eyes. Jack and Ashwin wore Vampire Armor, but Mizuki did not. Also, they seemed not to see the Vampire, in the same way they couldn’t see Cherie’s ghost hovering above Jack. She knew at a glance—the Vampire’s eyes were high above the ground and too far apart—that the eyes weren’t Grendel’s.
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      “Did you feel that?” Ashwin whispered, not taking his eyes off the boy.

      Jack had felt it: the decrease and return of regular gravity, as time had sped up and then resumed, as happened when a Vampire approached him in his armor.

      “What?” Mizuki whispered.

      Jack raised his hand, fingers in the shape of a V, sign language he’d used during the wars to alert those around him that a Vampire was near. He didn’t want to scare the boy who’d suddenly appeared. He was Magickal, and that meant he was human. Vampires found Magickal blood irresistible. Jack’s jaw got hard remembering some Vampires that had “fetishes” for children.

      Jack knelt low. “Hey,” he said, gesturing for the kid to come closer.

      Not moving, the boy said, “Your terms for amnesty said that Vampires can’t kill.”

      Jack’s lips parted. Those were very grown-up words for a little boy.

      The child’s eyes got very dark, and Ember flared around him. “Do the terms differ for agents of Queen Rana?”

      “Who sent you?” Jack asked.

      Dipping his chin, the boy leaned forward. “Do your terms differ for agents of Rana?”

      “Yes, they differ,” said Jack at the same moment Ashwin said, “Is a Vampire drinking from you?”

      The boy's countenance changed. Leaning forward, his small hands balled into fists, and his eyes went from being nearly black to a normal brown. Bouncing on his feet, he shouted, “Grandpa would never—”

      Time changed. The boy was far enough away that Jack wasn’t pulled fully into the Vampire plane, and he saw the Vampire who rushed out of the trees in a blur. It picked up the boy, glancing up fast and wary at Jack and Ashwin. And then it disappeared.

      Jack rolled on his feet. The Vampire’s face had been that of a twenty-year-old with very dark skin, likely an African male, though he could have been East Indian, too. Like the boy, the Vampire had been wearing a knit cap pulled low. Jack hadn’t seen his hair or even gotten a good look at his features. Jack doubted he would be able to recognize him in a crowd. There were things he had noticed in the blur of motion, though. The boy hadn’t been picked up like a sack of potatoes; the Vampire had slung him onto his hip and cradled the boy’s head to his shoulder.

      In the silence that followed the return to normal time, Jack considered what they knew. There was another Vampire in the city, who appeared to be in his twenties, but from the name “grandpa,” was probably sixty or older—not including the two hundred-odd years the city slept. The Vampire hadn’t liked the boy giving away his identity as family … had carried the child protectively …

      Did that protectiveness go both ways? Had his family fed him through the sleep, waking each time he touched them and falling back asleep before the sluagh sensed their alertness? Or had he hidden the bodies? There hadn’t been many missing persons reports filed since Jack had awoken the city, but among homeless people, who would notice?

      “Yes! He can kill the Queen’s agents!” Mizuki’s shout jerked Jack’s focus back to the present and his sister. She shrugged. “He is law abiding. That’s why he asked for permission.”

      “He used a child to ask us,” Jack retorted.

      “Why would he trust us?” said Ashwin, pointedly looking down at his Vampire Armor.

      Scowling, because Ashwin was right, Jack turned at the spot where the child had stood. “Why is it still in Chicago?” It could go anywhere, taking the child if need be.

      “He …” Mizuki cast a disapproving glance his way. It took a moment for Jack to realize she was correcting the Vampire’s pronouns. Mizuki continued, “He has a reason he needs to stay.”

      Chagrined, Jack almost said the first thing that came to his mind. Because sleeping humans during the curse were easy pickings. He bit it back. Grendel had had that opportunity, but she hadn’t taken it. But maybe it had been Cherie’s Magick that had held her back.

      “If Grendel were here …” Mizuki’s voice drifted off.

      Without proximity to Cherie’s Magick, would Grendel’s devotion endure? Had his donation been in vain? He all but growled at his sister, “She’s not here.”
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      Cherie blinked at the tapestry. Grendel wasn’t in the conservatory … or she wasn’t in Chicago?

      She remembered the stake through the heart Grendel had taken in the Tower when they’d freed Jack. Grendel had entered the lab knowing she’d face the Magickal Vampire-killing robots.

      Grendel wouldn’t abandon her. The Vampire hadn’t done that, even before Cherie had given her blood. She was coming … but how would she make it through several states where the Queen’s power was stronger than it had been in Somer, and where Vampire-sniffing animals, trained in the Mexican war, would be everywhere? Even if Grendel managed to get into New Mexico and to Sunland, how would she get into the palace complex, especially with the guards on the walls on high alert?

      Cherie looked to the cell’s tiny window. The gunfire outside had ceased again. Everything was quiet. Perhaps the gunfire and rioting had been what had provoked the prisoners within the Keep because the Keep was much quieter, too. Maybe if things remained quiet, the guards would relax, and Grendel could slip through?

      Cherie had done so already, but she bowed her head and said, “Grendel, Grandmother, I invite you in.”

      The sphinx’s voice rolled from down the hall. “Do you think a Vampire can save you from a confrontation with the Queen?”

      Cherie froze. And then she asked carefully, “You’re trying to help me, aren’t you?”

      The sphinx replied, “How could I not, Charming Princess? But don’t you think I also might be trying to help myself?”

      Cherie said, “I would help you escape if I managed it myself.”

      “Don’t you think I know that?” replied the sphinx.

      Cherie actually laughed.

      “Don’t you think you should be practicing your Magick?”

      “Yes, I should …” But she didn’t. She was wondering if her invitation to Grendel would be enough. She swallowed and realized that she wasn’t breathing. Was inviting Grendel in even right? Grendel had been merciless before in her defense of Cherie. The Vampire wouldn’t hesitate to kill for Cherie, and the Vampire would need human blood for the rescue. Grendel probably wouldn’t kill innocents, but she might bite them, not appreciating that a known Vampire bite could have a person staked and immediately cremated. Cherie had discussed the matter with the Vampire, and Grendel had remained stubbornly obtuse. “They can hide the bite mark, Granddaughter.”

      But, of course, that might not be true. Also, Grendel was not likely to consider anyone in service of the Queen as an “innocent,” no matter how lowly their role.

      Inviting Grendel in was inviting death. She bit her lip. But she couldn’t take the invitation back, couldn’t make herself at any rate, the same way she seemed unable to commit suicide by Minotaur. If only there was some way to remind Grendel to be merciful …

      Cherie swallowed. She did know one more of Grendel’s names. She’d discovered it by accident, on the back of a photo that had fallen from a book and had obviously been Grendel when she was human. There had been three pictures, actually: a picture of Grendel in her mid-twenties, a picture from her forties, and one virtually indistinguishable from Grendel now. On the back of the first two, written in tight, square print, had been Mom … on the earliest, written above Mom was Rose. Cherie had never used Grendel’s real name, had even tried to forget it. The name had not been given to Cherie, and Grendel liked to be known as Grendel, the name of a monster.

      Would using Grendel’s real name make her less of a monster?

      Settling down on the floor, bowing her head, Cherie whispered, “Rose, Grendel, Grandmother, I invite you in, but please be merciful, my blood kin.” The rhyme came without her intending it. Cherie hoped it made the invitation, and the plea, stronger.

      Blood kin. She supposed it was true in a way. Did that mean Mizuki was her kin, too? She’d given Grendel blood. Cherie did like how she’d corrected Jack’s use of “it” in the conservatory. Mizuki was … a bit flighty, but Cherie thought she’d like her as a sister.

      “Shouldn’t you be practicing your Magick?” the sphinx asked.

      Cherie took the hint and began pulling ambient Ember from the air and from the stones. Outside, the gunfire resumed, and in the Keep, the prisoners became restless. The sphinx herself roared. Cherie forced herself to block it out and to force out the worry that somewhere, Grendel might be getting hungry, and the humans around her might be in danger.
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      Grendel was so hungry. She lifted her head from the dying deer. She’d drunk until she was past full, and yet … “Why isn’t this enough?”

      She looked down at her hands, fingers tipped with long, bloodstained claws. “Because you’re a monster, you idiot. Monsters eat people. It’s their nature.”

      Grendel gazed off into the distance, where Lucky’s lights blazed. Annette was bringing firewood to Geoff, and he was preparing the wood for Coyote to light a fire. Grendel found herself tracking the humans with her eyes. She swore she could hear the blood pumping through their veins.

      She was hungry because tipping over SUVs, catching bullets, and chasing Magickal dogs and carrying them in the out-of-time was exhausting, even with Jack’s blood in her … But it was more than that. The deer in this realm didn’t fill her even the way rats did in Chicago. Something her son had said long ago about the possibility of plants and animals on other planets being completely unable to sustain human life came to mind. The humans didn’t seem to be suffering, but then they ate foods from home: oatmeal, potatoes, blueberries, raisins, and other fibrous, agonizing things. Grendel sighed. “You’re a damned hothouse flower, is what you are.” She snorted at the “damned,” and watched as Annette bent to retrieve something from Lucky, the long expanse of her pale wrist exposed. Coyote was nowhere in sight.

      Grendel slipped out-of-time and was lighter than a feather. Maybe that lightness was why she hardly noticed she’d moved until she was a few yards from Geoff, his body still as a statue, his coat cast to the side, his neck bare above his t-shirt collar. Grendel crouched so her fangs were at the level of his jugular. She almost lunged, but the firelight dancing on his face put to Grendel’s memory the damned soul in Hell who looked like Geoff. What had he called himself when trying to seduce Cherie? “The boy you kind of like.”

      Cherie liked Geoff, and Cherie would not like it if Grendel bit him. If she bit him, she’d have to kill him, because otherwise he’d tell—but him being missing would be its own problem. She growled. In the out-of-time, sound didn’t carry. It was a waste of breath.

      Her eyes slid to Annette. If Annette was gone, Cherie might have a chance with Geoff. But Cherie was not likely to appreciate that opportunity. She glared at the young woman. Grendel had once been a young woman … the memory of that conjured a name she no longer used so clearly it was as though it was spoken on the wind. She swore it was in Cherie’s voice. It wasn’t a monster’s name.

      Grendel’s shoulders fell. Young women had enough trouble with predators. Before she could think about it longer, she slammed herself back into time. Geoff jumped up from where he was stacking wood, his expression livid rather than frightened. “Jesus Christ.”

      Annette gasped.

      An instant later, Chance skidded between the two humans, hackles raised and growling.

      It occurred to Grendel that she was crouched and ready to strike, her fangs bared. Grendel sighed. “No relation to Jesus. Believe me.”

      “You … you … startled us,” Annette said, touching her throat.

      Straightening, Grendel gestured backward with a thumb. “There’s a dead deer over there. I’m too tired to bring it back. It might even be enough for Coyote.” The demi-god was constantly hungry and had drunk all the UHT milk when Annette wasn’t watching … which meant there wasn’t any for Grendel.

      Grendel looked at the truck’s flatbed just a few paces away. The distance seemed impossibly far. She took a step toward it, and her legs felt heavy, as though her slipping through time ability was working in reverse. Grendel was a monster, but she didn’t want to let Cherie down. She had managed to not feed for a very long time before. There was an option.

      “I’m hungry, the animals here aren’t working, I’m going to try to sleep,” she mumbled, trudging to the flatbed. “Don’t wake me up until we get there.” She slid under the tarp and added, “When you do, maybe poke me with a stick, or throw rocks at me from far away. Too hungry to trust at the moment …”

      She closed her eyes, hoping sleep would come, and the next few days would be only a dream.
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      “What the—?” Geoff slammed his foot on the brakes. Chance flew into the dash; he and Annette jerked against their seat belts. From the flatbed came an ominous thump.

      Geoff jerked his head to check. All of the now-empty Ember cans and the human-shaped tarp with Grendel in it had slid to the front of the flatbed.

      Coyote waved the deer thigh he was eating. “The Vampire’s fine.”

      Grendel grumbled in her sleep, “Have to sleep, Mizuki, or I’ll eat them,” for not the first time. It made the hairs on the back of Geoff’s neck rise. Coyote ripped another piece of deer from the bone and said, “Don’t worry! If she does, I’ll set her on fire,” also not for the first time.

      “What is it?” Annette said, and Chance’s feet skidding on the seat reminded Geoff why he’d stopped.

      About a football field away from them, was a … thing. It was as tall at the withers as a one-story house. It had long, mop-like fur that looked vaguely greenish in the slanting afternoon sunlight. Its body almost resembled that of a bear, but it had a long, fat tail and strong, elongated arms that reminded Geoff of a gorilla. Its face was also vaguely bear-like, but it was as if its bear-like muzzle had been swollen by bee stings and then melted. Its eyes seemed to have slid down the sides of its head. Drooping and half-lidded, they gave the animal a sleepy appearance. The creature stood at the edge of the approaching tree line. As they watched, it hooked its forelimbs around the trunk of the nearest tree with wicked, long, hooked claws that might have been frightening, except that it moved with agonizing slowness.

      Belching, Coyote said, “Oh, that. It’s a giant sloth. They are extinct on your world. Dumb as rocks, it’s no wonder. I keep them around because they taste like pork. Stupid thing is blocking our Gate, though.”

      “We’re there?” Geoff exclaimed.

      “Well, no, we’re here,” Coyote said, pointing to the spot he was sitting in with an index finger. Waving at the spot the sloth occupied with the deer femur, he added, “The Gate’s there. Give me a minute.” He hopped out of the truck, stopped at Geoff’s window, closed one eye, and regarded the sloth through the other. “Actually, make it more like forty.” Taking another bite of the deer leg, he muttered something about, “Sloths are slower than a snail with its tail on fire,” before ambling off.

      Geoff leaned against the wheel. They were there. Or here, soon to be there. Another forty minutes and they would be back in their own world … He frowned, staring at Coyote, now waving his arms and generally being a clown, trying to get the giant sloth’s attention. “Am I going to have to set your tail on fire?” Coyote shouted at the creature.

      Annette huffed in laughter, and Chance woofed and panted in what sounded suspiciously like a chuckle.

      Geoff didn’t smile. His brain began filing Coyote’s antics into another part of his mind. He frowned, feeling angry and empty all at once.

      “What’s wrong?” Annette asked.

      Geoff’s hands tightened on the steering wheel. “We have literal death in the back, we’re in a foreign world headed back home to a place where we’ll have the death penalty hanging over our heads, our friend Cherie is imprisoned, we have to find her and we don’t know how, and somehow, we have to get back to Chicago. What could possibly be wrong?”

      “Death’s always in the back in some ways,” Annette said, and Geoff shot her a warning look. She sighed. “I know, I know, no symbolism in real life.”

      Geoff looked away. She read a lot of literature and loved analyzing it to pieces, past when he and even Cillian were groaning with boredom. Not that Geoff couldn’t take them both to the same place with the engineering and physics tomes he read. His throat got tight with too many memories.

      Annette continued, “But Grendel hasn’t hurt us, even if she—”

      In the back, the Vampire muttered, “If I bit you, I’d have to kill you.”

      For a moment, Annette and Geoff froze, and Chance growled. But the sun was still up, and Grendel hadn’t hurt them yet, despite similar mutterings.

      Going on as though they didn’t have a Vampire in their flatbed, who may not have hurt them, but was certainly creepy, Annette said, “I thought you might be upset about Cillian.”

      The truth hit like a physical blow, and Geoff’s body sagged. But his lips and his tongue felt like they were made of lead, and he couldn’t respond.

      “I am,” Annette said, “and he wasn’t my friend the way he was yours.”

      Geoff lifted one hand from the wheel, the other clenched tighter. “You always told me not to follow him blindly, and you were right.”

      “You didn’t follow him blindly, and I came too, remember? You always told me that Cillian brought out the best in you even though he is a pain, that he made you better at who you are, and that he took you out of yourself, showed you things you wouldn’t have seen on your own.”

      Geoff retorted, “That trip we took to Fairy when we were kids was a stupid idea.” Another adventure Cillian had taken him on that hadn’t gone as expected, much like the trip to Canada that hadn’t gone as planned, either. A knot in his stomach coiled tighter.

      “You said it was pretty in Fairy,” Annette mused, elbow on the windowsill, chin resting on her hand, gaze in the distance.

      Geoff swallowed. It had been pretty. The colors of the foliage and even the sky had been impossibly vibrant. Geoff wasn’t Magickal; he couldn’t see ambient Ember the way Cillian or Cherie could, but in Fairy the ambient Ember had been thicker, according to the two Magickals, and Geoff had sworn he could feel it. He’d felt almost as if he’d breathed the air a little longer, he might have been Magickal, too. He felt the same way when he’d put Chance on Cillian’s trail and rescued his friend from Fairy, later, when they were teens.

      Cillian. His friend. “He could have convinced them not to take Chance with his Magick,” Geoff said. He thumped his hand against the wheel. “He could have tried.”

      Geoff’s dog laid his head on Geoff’s lap, and Geoff’s eyes got hot. He ran his fingers through the soft fur between Chance’s ears and exhaled. He also remembered the guards warning him that he should be grateful it wasn’t Annette. He wasn’t sure he trusted Cillian around her anymore. He knew Annette wouldn’t fall for Cillian. Cillian had given her ample opportunity, tried to kiss her before he and Annette were a thing. Geoff had been there. It had been at a bonfire one fall, at Cillian’s place. Cillian had singled Annette out as other kids joked and laughed and drank beer they’d purloined by various devious means. Geoff had sipped his own beer, thinking dark thoughts because he had a crush on Annette, but he knew she was Cillian’s target at the time. Cillian had been boasting about something—Geoff couldn’t remember about what—and Geoff hadn’t heard exactly what Cillian whispered to Annette when he leaned in to kiss her. But he’d seen Annette turn her head away and seen the firelight dance in her eyes as she said, cold as ice, “Stop it, Cillian. I’m not a toy.” Which was when Geoff had realized he might have a chance.

      After Geoff started dating Annette, Geoff had trusted Cillian … to a point, even though he knew Cillian was attracted to Annette, maybe more because she had turned him down, and she represented something Cillian wanted and needed: someone smart, someone stable. Geoff had thought his friendship was stronger than Cillian’s ambition. But now, he wasn’t sure what Cillian wouldn’t do.

      Cillian had turned on them so quickly. “I was an idiot to ever trust him,” Geoff said.

      Wrapping her arms around herself, Annette hummed softly. “He probably thought he could save Chance and find Cherie.”

      Geoff retorted, “He thought he could do it without us ‘commoners.’” The word still stung. He bent over Chance. “You’re higher up the totem pole than we are in Sunland, Chance. You missed your chance to—”

      Rolling over with a growl, Chance glared at him. Annette said, “And Chance could get blown up in combat?”

      Geoff rubbed Chance’s stomach. “I deserve that.”

      Chance rolled back over and leaned in for ear scratches. Not for the first or hundredth time, Geoff wondered how much Chance understood. He almost said, “You’re a better man than him, Chance,” but didn’t. He didn’t want to imply being a man was morally superior to being a dog; it probably wasn’t, even when the dog wasn’t Magickal.

      Geoff glanced at his girlfriend. Her eyes were focused on the sloth, lumbering off toward the tree line with agonizing slowness.

      Annette said, “Magickals get ensnared in their own Magick. That is what your mom says, and I think she’s right. Cillian’s Magick is ambition. He brings it out in others and himself. He might not have been able to help himself.”

      Geoff remembered lightning leaping from Jack’s fingers. He’d instantly understood the nickname “Storm King” and realized it might not just be physical storms the name referred to. He wondered how Cherie, whose Magick seemed to be friendliness, would get ensnared, but then he snorted. “So how can I trust Cillian?”

      Lifting a hand in an abbreviated shrug, Annette said, “You can trust him to be himself.” Her brow furrowed. “If you hadn’t trusted Cillian, we would still be in Somer, and Chance would be with the Queen. There was no future for us there … At least no future where we could be honest, where we could be free to speak our minds, not after Jack’s spell began to fail, and the Queen’s people took over our town.” She perked up. “And I would never have seen a giant sloth.”

      Geoff regarded the large, ungainly creature. “I’m not sure I’d count that in the pluses column.”

      She leaned forward, smiling slightly. “I wonder what makes him green?”

      “Algae in his fur makes him green,” Geoff said, remembering reading about the creatures in his Encyclopedia Ember Epoch. “They are absolutely filthy.”

      “Oh,” she said, sitting back in her seat. “I still think he’s cute.”

      Geoff sighed theatrically but admitted to himself that seeing a giant Pleistocene creature was a plus.

      “The sloth is far enough away from the Gate,” Annette said. “Should we wake up Grendel?”

      From the back came a sleepy, “Mmmm … yes, wake me up, delicious human.”

      Shifting Lucky into gear, Geoff said, “Let Coyote wake her up.”

      In the flatbed, the Vampire whined.
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      Coyote yanked the Vampire, still wrapped in the tarp, out of the flatbed by the feet, tarp and all. Geoff and Annette watched from a safe distance. The Vampire didn’t wake up when she thudded to the ground, or when Coyote dragged her beneath the tree and shouted to Annette and Geoff, “We’ll leave her here for now. It’s daylight on the other side anyway, and she’ll be worse than useless; the risk of a chance encounter with a sniffer dog is too high. After we find your friend, we’ll come back and let her loose.” Taking a few paces from the tree, Coyote gestured for Geoff to pull Lucky up.

      Annette approached the body-shaped lump beneath the tarp. “Are we sure she’ll be—”

      “Mmm … come closer, Deliciousness …” the lump that was Grendel hissed, flopping like a fish on the dock.

      Gasping, Annette took a step back. Heart pounding, Geoff seized her arm and pulled her farther away. The Vampire went still and quiet.

      “She’ll be fine,” said Coyote, hopping into the flatbed.

      Releasing Annette’s arm, Geoff climbed into his side after Annette hopped into the passenger seat, Chance already between them.

      “Any suggestions for how best to start looking for Cherie?” Annette asked as Geoff put Lucky into gear. “Chance sometimes gets confused by one-way streets and wide sidewalks.”

      Coyote grinned. “With a balloon ride! Every tourist takes one, and I’ve always wanted to go!” He winked. “You don’t mind paying, right?”

      Geoff almost rolled his eyes, but Annette said cheerfully, “It’s the least we can do.”

      The least they could do? They’d also given him their food and most of the food Grendel had provided.

      Batting his eyelashes and touching his throat, Coyote said, “I’m scared of heights, Geoff. Will you hold my hand?”

      Annette snickered.

      Geoff rolled his eyes, but he grinned, too. Coyote had been flirting with him the whole trip. Geoff didn’t mind. Geoff wasn’t interested in men—and Coyote’s attentions put that beyond a doubt. He was the best-looking man, or male demi-god, Geoff had ever met. He was grateful that the powerful being wasn’t hitting on his girl. He suspected Coyote knew that. Coyote claimed to be in this because he wanted an epic—or was it mythic?—wine for a once-every-hundred-years bender. To get it, all the demi-god had to do was get them through the Gate nearest Sunland. Coyote didn’t really have to protect Geoff’s feelings … which made him wonder about the legends featuring the guy. Coyote was credited with the creation of the world, but also with death, and with having sex with anything that moved, and a certain lack of … empathy.

      Pushing the thoughts aside, he shifted his hands on the wheel and felt a sudden flash of fear and elation. They were almost back on Earth, almost back home … but they were also closer to the Queen, and a path that might be more dangerous than the one they’d traveled in Coyote’s primordial land. Part of him wanted to make a break for the north and forget about finding Cherie, but he knew if he did that he’d hate himself. He glanced at Annette. She met his gaze, and he heard her gulp. He nodded.

      Taking a deep breath and gathering his courage, he started to ask Coyote if they needed to get closer to the Gate, but as he opened his mouth, the rolling, forest-covered hills in the distance, the long grasses around them, and late afternoon sky were abruptly replaced by rugged mountains, scrub brush, and a crystalline blue sky.

      “We made it!” Annette said.

      Maybe it was being home, back on Earth, but Geoff felt his fears evaporate. He felt confident, certain they could do this. “Which way?” he asked Coyote.

      “Something is wrong,” Coyote said.

      Geoff glanced back at the demi-god. Coyote’s hair was smoldering, and where the whites of his eyes had been, there was only orange flame that faded to yellow, then to blue. Sparks danced in the air around him.

      Growling, Coyote bared his teeth. In the last few days, Geoff had plenty of opportunities to see Coyote’s teeth—the demi-god was always eating. They’d been flat, human, but now they were sharp and canine. “I cannot go with you,” the demi-god growled. “I will destroy something.” Coyote vanished.

      Flushing in anger, Geoff bit back a few choice words for the demi-god.

      Chance growled at the space Coyote had occupied, and Annette hissed, “He can’t do that!”

      The shock of Annette being cross burst the cloud of Geoff’s anger. Annette was never cross. “He’s been nothing but kind,” Geoff said, hands tightening on the wheel so he didn’t punch something.

      Annette protested. “He ate all the chocolate I brought! He could have left me a granola bar!”

      “Why are we so angry?” Geoff said, feeling like getting out of the truck and kicking Lucky’s tires.

      “You don’t seem angry!” Annette retorted, her voice a shout that echoed in the nothing. Eyes widening, Annette put her hands to her mouth. “Why are we angry?”

      “Magick,” Geoff cursed, hunching over the wheel. He remembered Coyote’s words. I will destroy something. “Coyote felt it, too; that’s why he left.”

      “What do we do?” Annette asked.

      “We remember to be logical. We can reason our way through this rage.”

      Annette gave him a feral smirk. “Like we reason our way through Cillian’s charms.”

      Geoff slammed a hand against the steering wheel and cracked his neck. “Not ready to forgive him.”

      Chance growled, and Annette said, “Me either. But we’ve spent years preparing for this.”

      Geoff nodded. “Chance—service station, please.”

      Spinning around, Chance barked. Geoff marked the location with his eyes, and then put Lucky in gear. He didn’t see a service station, or even a road, but he trusted Chance. He did see a plume of smoke in the distance, rising over a mountain peak.

      “Do you think that is normal?” Annette said as Lucky bounced over pale yellow, dry, rocky soil.

      Geoff thought about Coyote saying, Something is wrong, and about the rage they’d all felt. “I doubt it.”

      “It’s strange …” Annette murmured.

      “Compared to what?” Geoff asked. “We’ve been traveling with a Vampire and a demi-god through another world. What’s a brush fire?”

      “I’m not talking about that … you’d think if Cherie were nearby, things would be more peaceful.” She added hastily, “If we’re right about her talent, I mean.”

      Geoff put his foot on the brakes. “Chance, where is Cherie?”

      Chance didn’t hesitate. His nose pointed in the direction of the smoke.

      “What do we do?” Annette asked.

      Geoff put his foot on the accelerator. He felt his anger morphing into calm determination. “We keep going.”
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      Cherie sagged, her concentration broken. She’d managed to hold her Magick around her most of the night. She’d been practicing, but also watching the tapestry. She’d eavesdropped on strategy sessions, seen Lady Penelope unwind the scenes of the day, and watched when Ashwin grabbed a few hours of sleep on a couch in the Tower’s lobby. Cherie had justified the spying by reminding herself she’d have distractions when she needed her Magick, too.

      Now, though …

      In the tapestry, Mizuki said, “I know what happened to the people that tried to surrender to the Queen’s forces.”

      The people that Juan Carlos had talked about? Cherie turned to the tapestry.

      Mizuki sat in the back of an MEV next to Jack, Spiros and Ashwin across from her. Nimm crouched on his familiar perch on Ashwin’s shoulder. Cherie could tell Mizuki had just woken up. Her hair was rumpled, her eyes half-lidded.

      Mizuki whispered, “Some of her special forces escorted them to a forested area, shot them, and buried them in a trench. The Queen told them that they were all Vampire bitten, infected.”

      Cherie tasted bile in her throat. She felt her fear transforming into fury. How could anyone be so callous? On instinct, she drew Ember in through her naked skin and her nose, and imagined her cloak of protection. Rana would hurt her too, but Cherie wouldn’t let it be a victory.

      Throughout the Keep, creatures large and small shrieked and screamed, and outside, gunfire resumed, as though echoing her fury.

      In the tapestry, a single tear ran down Mizuki’s cheek.
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      Beside Jack, Mizuki wiped her cheek and whispered, “I can’t believe … my mother … did that.”

      Once, Jack wouldn’t have believed it, either. The members of the caravan hadn’t been Magickal—only non-Magickals wanted to throw themselves at the mercy of Queen Rana. Rana had always insisted that everything she did was for non-Magickals. The Change to an Ember filled Magickal world had hurt them the most, and she promoted herself as their protector. And then she sent the sluagh.

      It didn’t fit the woman he’d known as his stepmother, who’d been vain, but not unprincipled … he’d thought. But then he hadn’t known Rana, even then. He’d been fighting Vampires for years while she’d been battling politicians. There’d been times when he’d thought she’d been an ally against the inefficiencies of bureaucrats, their cronyism, and their pettiness.

      Squeaking on Ashwin’s shoulder, Nimm’s tiny ears drooped.

      In the ensuing silence, Jack put his hand on top of Mizuki’s.

      Once again, he wondered about Cherie’s fate. A dark voice within him whispered, You know what Cherie’s fate will be.

      Mizuki’s gaze dropped to their fingers. “The Queen’s Guard didn’t like doing it. They had nightmares of the people they shot.” She put a hand to her mouth. “In the back of the head. Should I have put the people to sleep? Kept them from leaving?”

      Ashwin exhaled.

      “You couldn’t have prevented those people from leaving,” Spiros said. “If you’d stopped them, you would have been violating their rights.”

      Mizuki’s frame relaxed a fraction. She gave the tiniest of nods.

      If Jack had said those words, his little sister would have dismissed it as just her brother trying to make her feel better. From Spiros, who had more reason than most to hate Mizuki’s mother, and could have extended that hatred to Mizuki, the words offered comfort. Jack couldn’t help but be grateful.

      Nimm’s whiskers twitched. “You know humans well.”

      Shrugging, Spiros replied, “I’ve been watching humans in free societies for a long time.” He frowned. “Did those people leaving have a member of the press with them? If so, there might be some inquiry when they don’t check in.”

      Jack thumped his fingers on the armrest. “And then they’ll send more reporters, and they’ll die, too.”

      The MEV screeched to a halt. Safety straps held the humans in place, but Nimm careened into the headrest of the passenger’s side.

      “Sorry, Mr. Nimm, sir!” said the driver. “But I think they might be looking for you.”

      Jack looked out to the street and saw no one. But lifting his nose, Nimm declared, “Indeed, it is Limburger! She is one of my network’s Magickal associates!” Nimm skittered up over the headrest, and the man on the passenger side opened his window.

      That was when Jack saw what had gotten the driver’s attention. The MEV sat on a bridge spanning the Chicago River. At least two dozen rats stood, sat, and scurried on the southern railing of said bridge. All except the one in the very middle carried tiny Chicago flags in their forepaws or in their jaws. The rat in the middle wore a tiny, white, three-corner hat with a red cross on the front. Squinting, Jack noticed ambient Ember around the hat-wearing rat and two of the other rats at the ends. A few passersby gaped, but most ran past. Humans in a Magickal world knew better than to challenge rats wearing hats and bearing flags—even if some of the ones bearing flags appeared to be chasing their tails.

      Seated on the windowsill, Nimm gestured to the rat in the hat and said to the humans, “Sirs, may I present Limburger, a rat of considerable Magick. Her talent is a blending of healing and intellect.”

      Jack’s eyebrows rose.

      “Limburger?” asked Ashwin.

      Nimm’s whiskers twitched. “It’s a beautiful name.” It sounded as though the driver choked on his own spit, but Jack and Ashwin both kept straight faces.

      “A rat doctor?” Mizuki asked.

      Nimm sniffed. “Well, she can’t officially go to medical school, can she?” He sniffed again. “Although I suppose she’d have to go to veterinary school as your medical curriculum is focused overly much on human anatomy, physiology, and human diseases. She’d like to go to university, but animals, even Magickal animals, aren’t allowed.” He straightened his bowtie. “Even when we are eminently qualified.”

      Jack massaged his brow. “We’ll try to see that Magickal creatures that qualify may apply to Chicago universities.”

      Nimm perked. “I’ll tell her,” he said and spun around. The rat in the hat bowed her head up and down. Nimm returned the gesture. The rats’ jaws moved, but they spoke at pitches too high to be heard. It went back and forth like that for a few minutes.

      Mizuki whispered, “Spiros, do you understand them?”

      Ears flicking, the faun replied, “Just snippets. I can hear some ultrasonic frequencies, but they go quite beyond my range.”

      There was something the faun couldn’t do. Jack felt a petty sense of satisfaction and noted wryly that he could refrain from ripping a roof off a conservatory, but could still be jealous.

      Nimm squeaked audibly. Limburger scampered off along the railing, her retinue following.

      To the driver, Nimm said, “Take us to Hyde Park.”

      Mizuki, Ashwin, and Jack sat up straighter in shock. As the driver put the MEV in gear, Nimm held up his paws. “There was another incursion. Rabbi Mayzl of the Tree Root Congregation sent word to us.”

      “Tree Root Congregation?” Jack asked.

      Nimm nodded earnestly. “The tree by the synagogue, where the Jewish Magickal mice gather, yes.”

      Jack stared at him.

      "Rabbi Mayzl is a mouse,” Nimm clarified. “Maizl means ‘mouse’ in Yiddish.” The last was said as though it was obvious.

      “What religion do cats follow?” the driver murmured.

      Nimm squeaked. “Why, sir, animals follow all different faiths, the same as humans.” His eyes slid to Ashwin. “Though Hindu cats don’t believe that humans are the highest Earthly lifeform.”

      Ashwin raised an eyebrow.

      Spiros flicked his ears.

      Mizuki exclaimed, “Oh, I want to know more about animal Hinduism!”

      Nimm straightened his bowtie. “Well, that is a most fascinating—”

      “Nimm,” said Jack.

      “Incursion?” said Spiros.

      “What can you tell us about it?” Ashwin pressed.

      Mizuki sighed.

      Nimm put a paw through his whiskers. “More of the Queen’s agents. All Magickal. They’re restrained now.”

      “They’re alive?” Jack leaned forward.

      Nimm flicked his tail. “All unconscious.” His ears sagged. “I’m afraid you won’t want to hear how they were apprehended. Golly, the tiny golem … broke … them.”

      Jack sank in his seat. Golly the golem was the adopted daughter of the Fischers, and the sister of Ruth, their Magickal biological child who’d made Golly. The Fischers had worked hard to ensure that Golly never became violent.

      Now that hard work had been undone.

      “Unconscious, how?” Spiros asked. “Wouldn’t a Magickal team have one Magickal medic?”

      Nimm replied, “The unconscious state isn’t Magickal. Rabbi Mayzl alerted the human rabbi to the situation, and he called upon an anesthesiologist in their congregation. Rabbi Mayzl is on good terms with the human congregation, and he speaks Hebrew, Yiddish, and English.” Nimm adjusted his bowtie. “Which isn’t that many languages.”

      “And he speaks rat?” Spiros suggested.

      Nimm’s ears went back. He sniffed. “Fine. He speaks rat, too.”

      Jack thumped his fingers on the armrest.

      “What is it, Jack?” Mizuki asked.

      Jack tilted his head. “Both advance teams have been all Magickal. I never used all-Magickal teams. With techno-Magick armor and weapons, non-Magickals are perfectly capable of reconnaissance.”

      “When you were fighting Vampires,” Mizuki said.

      Raising an eyebrow, Spiros leaned back in his seat. “Some of us theorize that Rana tries to put Magickals in the most dangerous scenarios to thin the herd. Less competition for her if you all die.”

      Jack thumped his fingers again.

      “Or …” Ashwin murmured. All eyes slid to him. Ash spread a hand. “Both teams were heading toward downtown. Maybe they’re not scouting … maybe they have a different objective.”

      “Like?” Mizuki asked.

      Ashwin’s eyes slid to Jack’s. “Jack. Jack’s their objective. Rana has been trying for two hundred years to … not to kill you … to destroy you. The sluagh never were a danger to him. Jack could have walked through the cloud of them in the eye of a storm … They were a danger to everyone else; that would have ….” He looked away.

      “Been worse than death,” Jack said, imagining what the sluagh would have done to his city, his friends.

      Ashwin nodded, and then studied his hands. “But you defeated the sluagh without the loss of civilian life. She kidnapped Cherie, to draw you away, but you didn’t take the bait. So, she thinks she needs teams of Magickals to take you out. After they’re done, the troops can sweep through the city unopposed.”

      “I didn’t defeat the sluagh. We did.” Jack gestured at Nimm, Ashwin, and the men in the front seat—they’d been there the day he’d awoken.

      Ashwin sat up a little straighter. “Yeah, but I don’t think the Queen appreciates that.” He smiled crookedly. “Or that you’re called Storm King not because you have royal aspirations, but because us commoners are fond of you.”

      Jack gestured at Spiros, Mizuki, Ashwin, and Nimm. “You’re as ‘common’ as we are.” He didn’t know how Ashwin had come upon the term; it hadn’t been in ordinary use in their time. Or at least, Jack hadn’t noticed it.

      Ashwin’s eyebrow rose. “Yeah, and that is also why we’re fond of you.”

      Jack looked away. In the years of the Change, he hadn’t thought much either way about Magickal and non-Magickal relations, except in romantic relationships. He hadn’t wanted a non-Magickal or even a weakly Magickal lover. There was too much … fawning … in his experience. He’d always wanted a woman who would stand her ground and push back if he got overbearing.

      It occurred to him that maybe he hadn’t thought of Magickal/non-Magickal relations because he hadn’t had to. There had been tensions, though, hadn’t there?

      In Somer, Magickals and non-Magickals had gotten along well, but maybe that was because of Cherie’s Magickal influence smoothing out the rough edges between the groups.

      He looked down at his hands. How long would it be before Cherie’s Magick took hold in Sunland? Peace wasn’t easy; it took time to sink into the bones of a place, to become second nature. Was it happening there, slowly but surely?

      Jack’s jaw tightened. With troops massing in what had been the southern and western suburbs, there would be no peace in Chicago.

      “I’m not going to be destroyed,” Jack said, a plan forming in his mind. “Not the way Rana has in mind.”
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      Cherie didn’t get to hear what Jack planned for Rana. The tapestry shimmered, and some of the Chicago Corps at the side of the road flagged down the MEV and asked for Ashwin’s assistance with an Ambient Ember Detector. Cherie didn’t recognize the Corp members, but Ashwin did. He got out of the MEV and then Jack, Mizuki, and Spiros drove off without him. The tapestry followed Ashwin.

      “I know him,” Cherie said aloud. “Ashwin, I mean.”

      Outside, bullets fired. In the Keep, creatures roared and shrieked.

      Lady Penelope’s humming did not pause. Nor did her fingers.

      “If you and I escaped together, you could be reunited,” Cherie said again.

      Lady Penelope hummed and plucked at the tapestry’s threads.

      In those threads, Ashwin began tinkering with a strange device and Cherie yawned, exhausted. Her Magick slipped away in her fatigue. Out of the corner of her eye, she thought she saw Nnenne’s ghost in the cell’s mirror looking at her with concern. But when Cherie looked at the glass head on, Nnenne’s ghost was gone.

      What would Nnenne say? If you’re tired, go to sleep! But could Cherie afford to sleep?

      Padding over to the cell’s door, Cherie turned her head toward what had been the direction of the sphinx’s chamber. “I’m very tired. I want to sleep.”

      The sphinx’s voice came from the opposite direction. “Can you be awake by nightfall?”

      Cherie gulped at the warning spoken as a question. Until nightfall. That was all the time she had left. That would be when she confronted the Queen. She went to the cell’s window and gazed up at the sky. There was no longer any shooting outside, and there was less smoke; and oh, Lord, was that one of those tasteless tourist balloons trying to spy on the Keep?

      Shaking her head, she turned away from the sight. “Thank you,” she said to the sphinx.

      There was no reply. Maybe the sphinx didn’t know how to reply to a thank you in a question.

      Finding a vacant spot on the floor, Cherie curled up in a ball. A few days ago, she wouldn’t have thought it possible, but she went to sleep, crashing into dreams.
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      Geoff’s skin reeked of sweat and smoke when they reached the location of the Gate to Coyote’s world. His mind was filled with all Annette, Chance, and he had seen on their balloon ride. The fantastically steep cliffs of the strait and the churning blue water between the United Magickal States and Mexico had seemed majestic and eternal—though he knew the strait and the cliffs were only a few hundred years old. The sight would remain with him for the rest of his life; he hoped that it wouldn’t be short.

      The cliffs’ calm and solidity had been in sharp contrast with the chaos in Sunland. The remnants of barricades blocked streets and intersections. Trees and buildings smoldered everywhere. Members of the Queen’s Guard and civilians had been running through the streets—in some places, it was the guard in charge. In some places, there were roiling seas of humanity and Geoff had no idea how to tell who was winning. He’d been surprised when Arthur, the heavyset man in his forties or fifties who had been the balloon operator and guide, said, “It actually looks like it’s calming down a bit. Been expecting things to spill over for a while. Not that I agree with it, mind you. I’m not an agitator. I’m a loyal servant of the Queen.”

      “But you’re not surprised?” Annette had pressed.

      “No, ma’am, I’m not.” Shoulders sagging, Arthur said, “The Queen herself is not so terrible, but the nobles have been getting out of control.”

      “Out of control?” Geoff asked.

      Arthur barked a laugh and said, “You’re protected from it out in the countryside, I suppose. Things worse than the ordinary. It isn’t enough for them to have their fingers in any business or techno-magick venture with potential and to own movies and the newspapers. They been gettin’ up to worse things.” Arthur glanced at Annette. “Things I’m not comfortable talking about.”

      The glance and the words Geoff had put together in an instant—maybe because the Smythes’ bodyguard had warned him, “Be careful they don’t take your girl next.”

      Now, beside him in Lucky’s passenger seat, Annette gazed out into the desert and thumped the tourist map she had in her lap. She’d sketched over it where there were riots, barricades, and checkpoints. Chance could usually get them through such things, but in crowded city situations, he sometimes got confused with “as the crow flies” directions and “where a pickup truck could legally drive.”

      They knew Cherie’s general vicinity … were pretty sure of her exact location, in fact. The palace complex was a dense maze of interconnected buildings, but there was one building, set off in a courtyard between massive stone gates that shielded it both from the parklands outside the palace complex and the rest of the complex itself. Arthur had identified the building, though he hadn’t had to; Geoff had guessed it by its reputation and ominous appearance. “That is the Keep, where the most dangerous Magickals are imprisoned,” Arthur had declared. “God help us if those protestors in the park ever get over the wall. They might make the mistake of freeing the creatures in that building.”

      Chance’s nose had been pointed directly at it.

      Warning shots fired into the air by the palace guards at that moment, and their balloon operator pulled them away.

      The knowledge of exactly where Cherie was didn’t give Geoff much hope. In fact, it made the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end and made a cold sweat break out along his back.

      Thumping the map again, Annette gazed out at the sage brush. “We’re sure this is the place.”

      Chance woofed and stamped a foot on the seat.

      “Yeah,” Geoff said. “This is where the Gate to Coyote’s lands is.”

      There just wasn’t a Coyote.

      “We’re going to need more help if we’re going to rescue Cherie,” Annette said.

      Geoff nodded. They could get into the palace complex given enough time to form a plan. There were tours. Of course, he doubted there were tours now. They’d have to wait until things calmed down. But how could they get into the Keep?

      “What happened to Coyote?” Annette asked.

      Geoff shrugged helplessly. Did they hide out in the desert?

      He looked at his dog, and then slammed Lucky into reverse. He drove back only a few feet.

      Annette looked at him with wide eyes.

      “Chance can take us to him.”

      Chance’s ears perked. “Roh?”

      Geoff opened the car door and jumped out. “You can take us through the Gate. You took me into Fairy when Cillian got lost there.”

      Chance cocked his head and sank onto the seat.

      Annette said, “You can do it, Chance.”

      Chance looked back and forth between them and whined.

      “Come on, Chance,” Geoff said. “We have to rescue Cherie, and to do that, we need to find Coyote—or at least Grendel.”

      Chance’s ears went back, but he slid out of the truck.

      “Good boy,” Geoff said. “Find Grendel. Find Coyote.” Tail tucked between his legs, body low to the ground, Chance turned toward the location of the Gate and slowly slunk forward.

      “The city is so … crowded,” Annette said. “We won’t be able to take Grendel very far. There will be lots of Vampire sniffing dogs this close to the Mexico border. She nearly got found out on the highway, and that was up north and not as densely populated.”

      “We’ll figure something out,” Geoff said, though he had no idea what that might be.

      The world darkened abruptly, and the sage brush disappeared. The silence of the desert was replaced by raucous laughter and shouts, drumbeats, and pan flutes. Geoff felt the heat of flames behind his back, saw the orange light haloing their shadows, and something else: tall, thin shapes, like young trees, eight of them, twisted and bent, connecting all at once above their heads and—

      Geoff fell backward. Chance tried to growl and was muzzled by a sticky web.

      Head craned upward, Annette screamed, “Spider!”
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      Grendel woke to the sound of Magick. She noticed the scent of human blood, human screams, and saliva on her chin, her fangs fully drawn. The scent of human should have been drowned out by the smell of smoke and fire—there was a blaze, dangerously close—but the scent of human was its own sort of Magick. The thump of human hearts and the rush of blood through their veins was Magick, too, and both were louder than the sounds of people laughing and singing, drums and flutes.

      An inhuman roar came from nearby, and then a stifled whine, a scream, and Geoff’s shout. “Let her go!”

      Grendel yanked off the tarp shrouding her face. Chance and Geoff lay on the ground nearby, almost impossible to recognize beneath silvery blankets. Annette’s feet dangled in midair, her body obscured by whatever held her aloft.

      Grendel found reserves she hadn’t realized she had. Slipping out-of-time, she raced to Annette, darting beneath a large ovoid shape that looked almost like it was made of metal. Strange. Looking up, she gasped. Annette was in the grips of a spider, its body the size of a VW Bug, its limbs the size of trees. Chance and Geoff were trapped in its web. The carapace of the thing appeared thick and strong, and the spider hummed with Magick.

      It was going to eat her humans.

      She would gouge out its eyes.

      Hissing in fury, Grendel leaped up in the out-of-time … and was swept out of the air by a long limb. Grendel crashed to the ground and back into real time. An instant later, webbing wrapped around her torso, and her arms were pinned to her sides. Grendel lunged to her feet. A bolt of web blasted her in the chest and sent her flying back the way she’d come. Annette, in the creature's grip, flailed her legs frantically. Grendel snarled up at the creature. “You can’t eat them! They’re mine!”

      The torso swiveled, the legs folded, the creature's abdomen drew close, and from high above came a wispy, “Oh, I didn’t intend to eat them.”

      The shadowy form of the thorax lowered. Grendel struggled but got nowhere. Maybe because she was so hungry. She heard a whine and realized it was her.

      The creature’s face came into view. Where there should have been fangs and eight enormous eyes, there was instead the face of a man, his features much like Coyote’s, but his chin was sharper, his forehead higher, his nose narrower. He smiled, revealing sharp fangs. “I was trying to save you from the fire.” He pointed to the blaze Grendel had smelled earlier, a few paces away.

      “You scared us!” Annette accused.

      Raising two of his limbs in a shrug, the spider-man said, “Well, I was trying to scare you, too.” He waggled his eyebrows. “I am a trickster.”

      “You’re Iktomi,” Geoff said.

      Touching his thorax, the spider said, “You know me!”

      “Icky Tummy?” Grendel whispered, feeling exhaustion creeping within her again.

      Raising an eyebrow at Grendel, Icky Tummy called over his shoulder, “Coyote, your human friends are here!”

      Something exploded, and someone whooped loud enough to bring Grendel back to her senses. From beyond the blaze came Coyote’s voice. “Bring ‘em to the Trickster’s Ball!”

      Grendel blinked. The what?

      Shrugging, Icky Tummy began hauling Annette and dragging Geoff, Chance, and Grendel toward the laughter and explosions. Memories, ancient, and almost alien, began bubbling forth in Grendel’s mind: a life she’d briefly lived in her youth, all night parties and exotic drugs in remote locations. She remembered the haze of those intoxicants, the unreality of them, and began to kick and scream, “No, no, no! No raves! We have to save Cherie.” Cherie was real and reminded her of her life after that wild existence, of family and love that was deeper and stronger than any brief romance and meaning truer than short-lived happiness. “We have to save my granddaughter!” she screamed, the words garbled by the bump of rocks beneath her back and the bite of fangs on her tongue.

      “Please, sir,” Annette said, “We do have to save our friend. She’s in danger. She’s being kept in the Keep!”

      There was something about that name … The Keep … where had Grendel heard that before? In a dream?

      And when would she feed again? She needed blood.

      Another voice outside Grendel’s line of sight said, “Two little humans and a dog will never get into the Keep.”

      A woman chimed in, “You should party instead!”

      Coyote shouted, “These are the friends I told you about! The ones who are responsible for this amazinnnng booooooze!”

      “Woop! Woop!” someone cried. “They should drink it with us!”

      “Caw! Caw! Trickster’s Ball!”

      “Let the humans and dog go!” someone else shouted.

      Iktomi gently set Annette aside. She ran immediately to Geoff, still writhing in a spiderweb cocoon. Whistling, Iktomi tugged at the lines of silk connected to Geoff and Chance, and they rolled free of their bonds, a few fluttering cobwebs clinging to their limbs.

      “What about me?” Grendel whined, fangs biting her lips. “Won’t someone let me go?”

      “Someone’s hungry,” Icky Tummy said, flicking a limb in her direction.

      Grendel inched toward the humans like a worm. Somewhere, Chance growled.

      Leaping to his feet, eyes on Grendel, Geoff pulled Annette backward. Someone whined, and Grendel realized it was her. Again.

      Geoff shouted to the partygoers, “We won’t go into the Keep; Grendel will go in!”

      “Yes, yes, yes, let me go so I can free Cherie!” Grendel said, trying to get closer to Geoff and Annette.

      There was a moment where the only sound was the crackling of fires.

      “Kids, I don’t think you should go anywhere with the Vampire,” a booming voice declared. “She’s too hungry to do you any good.”

      Someone started whining again.

      Grendel was abruptly rolled over onto her back. Two men stared down at her, one brawny with tan skin, dark eyes, dark wavy hair, and black tattoos, the other thin as a whip, with red hair, skin so pale it was nearly translucent, and disturbingly light gray eyes. The red-headed one smirked. “No, I’m sure she’d be good, wouldn’t you, Vampire?”

      There was a chorus of, “Ooooooooo” off in the night.

      Tell him you’ll be good. Laughter rang in Grendel’s ears. Grendel might have been laughing, too. She spat at the red-haired man. “You’re a liar. I’ll bite them.”

      The party went silent.

      Or maybe Grendel passed out.
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      Shrugging off the remnants of spider silk, Geoff watched the Vampire, still in her silken cocoon, go limp and appear like the frail old woman she must once have been. For a moment, the drumbeats and pan flutes stopped … but then they resumed again and so did the laughter and singing. He couldn’t say how many people were among the trees—though “people” might be stretching the definition a bit. He saw another spider man on the drums—his midnight dark skin suggested he might be Anansi, the African Trickster. A human-sized rabbit added to the beat with his hind limbs. More than one faun ringed the fire, along with nymphs, dryads, a man with a black hyena-like head, and a man dressed like a samurai. Geoff thought he caught a glimpse of a dragon’s scales beyond the drummer.

      In Annette’s, Chance’s, and his immediate vicinity, there was Iktomi, the red-haired demi-god, his hulking companion, and Coyote. The red-haired demi-god prodded Grendel with his toe. Coyote waved his arms as he spoke to a disembodied, floating woman’s head to his left, and another woman in Grecian robes to his right. A little farther away stood a man that looked to be East Indian, talking to a tall young woman with red hair and pale skin, and another voluptuous woman with green hair. The red-haired woman was holding a sword that even Geoff knew was Magick—it was glowing. “I don’t know, Other Dad,” the red-haired woman said, “I didn’t mean to bring us here—”

      “It was destiny,” the East Indian Man replied.

      “There are so many Tricksters,” the red-haired woman continued. “Won’t it cause some sort of … I don’t know, matter-antimatter Universe ending collision?”

      “Nah,” said the man.

      “You want to get drunk,” the young woman accused.

      The green-haired woman spoke up. “A universe ending collision would need anti-Tricksters.”

      “You’re enabling him, Mom!” the red-haired woman accused.

      “Come on, let’s enjoy the party,” said the man, putting his arm around both women and escorting them into the trees, closer to the eight-legged drummer.

      Geoff swallowed and his hand tightened on Annette’s side, the familiar curve of her hip reassuringly solid.

      The red-haired demi-god wiped the Vampire’s spittle from his face and studied his fingers. “Well, that wasn’t very tricky.”

      Leaning over Grendel, the large, tattooed man grunted.

      Eyes on the large man, Geoff whispered to Annette, “Maui?”

      “I think so,” Annette replied. “Did the Vampire pass out?”

      The tall, slender, red-headed demi-god blinked at her. “Yes. She won’t be much use to you in this state.”

      Coyote pirouetted away from the floating head of the woman. “You should stay here!”

      Beside Geoff, Annette straightened. “We’re going to save Cherie, Vampire or not.” Geoff found himself wishing she’d say, “Geoff’s going to save Cherie, but I’ll stay here.” Geoff’s eyes slid around the group uneasily, not sure that would be safer.

      In the woods, a tree exploded, and a man came running by with his hair on fire, screaming, “Where’s the creek?”

      Coyote lifted his hand in what was presumably the right direction and took a sip from a cup that appeared in thin air. Beaming, Coyote said to Geoff, “I didn’t know who to invite, so I invited everyone!” He took another sip. “I killed the sloth, and we’re cooking it now. It tastes like pork! You should stay.”

      The woman in Grecian robes slipped an arm through Coyote’s and smiled at Geoff. “You should definitely stay.” Her lips pursed. “Of course, going to the Keep would be a terrible idea, too. Maybe a worse idea. Especially without the Vampire’s help.” Her eyes narrowed. “You should do that.”

      “Yeah … Grendel can’t go with us,” Geoff said, seeing the wisdom in their warnings. “But we’re going. Chance—”

      “No,” Annette said. Stamping her foot, she demanded of the red-haired demi-god, “If we feed the Vampire, will she wake up?”

      Geoff turned to her in alarm. “What? You can’t!”

      Annette glanced at him, and he saw the doubt in her eyes. But before he could say more, the red-haired demi-god snapped a finger. Flames sprung forth. “Maybe,” the demi-god said with a smirk.

      Annette rolled up her sleeves.

      “Annette, no!” Geoff said. Chance whined and wiggled.

      Her jaw got hard. “You heard the lady—”

      “Eris!” supplied the woman in Grecian clothing. “I’m Eris.” Geoff’s stomach flip flopped—she was the Grecian goddess of Discord, and the cause of the Trojan War. He suspected the bodiless head on Coyote’s right was Laverna, the Roman goddess of thieves, liars, and fraudsters. Laverna looked at him thoughtfully, and he wondered what he had to steal. Annette. Chance. Lucky. Too much. He put a hand on Annette’s arm.

      His girlfriend didn’t pull away, but she said, “We can’t do it without Grendel.”

      “But can you do it with her?” Coyote said. He scratched his head. “As soon as you get into town, every Vampire sniffing dog is going to go nuts.”

      Biting her lip, Annette looked down at her wrist. “It’s our only hope.” Chance whined again and wiggled around Annette’s legs, as though trying to keep her from getting away.

      Geoff almost reminded her that Coyote had as much as said that even with Grendel, it wouldn’t work, but before he could, her eyes met his. “You always said that you wouldn’t abandon me if I was bitten.”

      The day he’d made that vow came back to Geoff. A spring day, lying in a hammock in his backyard, her body on top of his. He’d been feeling romantic. It had seemed, even a few minutes later, a vow that was silly to make. There hadn’t been a Vampire in Somer in decades at that point, since before either of them was born. But the day before, they’d read in history class about how people who had been bitten were ostracized, often summarily executed, even though they wouldn’t change until they died, and even then, it would take three days postmortem for Vampirism to take hold. In Somer, they staked corpses hours after death and burned all the bodies to be sure so even if you were infected, you wouldn’t turn.

      “Did you mean it?” Annette asked.

      “Of course I did,” Geoff said. He still meant it.

      Annette started to pull away. “Then—”

      Geoff held her tight, a vision of the pink in her cheeks draining away. “But she’s weak, and you’re too small.”

      Her lips parted, but then her jaw got hard. He knew he’d never talk her out of it.

      His stomach got tight. “I’ll do it.”

      Annette froze, and he took the opportunity to roll up his own sleeve. Before she could protest, he walked over to the Vampire. To Maui, he said, “Can you pull her off me if she drinks too much?”

      Maui looked at him quizzically but shrugged. “Sure.”

      Annette came over and whispered behind him, “I’m still donating if your blood is not enough.”

      Geoff nodded, heart pounding too loud in his ears to protest. The Vampire appeared to be sleeping. He wondered if she was too far gone.

      He held out his wrist. The creature in front of him blurred, and pain shot up his arm.
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      Grendel woke on the ground to the sound of flutes, drums, and laughter, with Annette’s wrist in her mouth, and the young woman’s blood spilling over her tongue. It wasn’t like sipping lightning like Jack’s blood, or moonlight or sunshine like Mizuki’s and Cherie’s blood. It didn’t make her feel like she could slip through time for two thousand miles, but she was awake, and for the first time in days, she was herself.

      Pulling away from Annette, she scrambled away. “I bit you,” she whispered. She smelled more blood in the air and gulped. Her eyes slid to Geoff, sitting behind Annette, his left arm wrapped in a bandage, blood weeping through it. Chance sat beside him, his hackles high, teeth bared, nose pointed at Grendel.

      “I’m sorry.” Grendel wasn’t hungry, and without hunger, she wasn’t a Vampire, but an old woman. She curled into a ball. She didn’t remember what had happened. “I’m sorry,” she murmured again. She’d broken the conditions Jack had set—they didn’t apply to people trying to kill her or Annette or Geoff—but Annette and Geoff themselves …

      “We gave you our blood,” Geoff said, his jaw tight, brow furrowed.

      Annette nodded. “We have to save Cherie. We need your help.”

      Grendel’s eyes went wide, and then got hot. “Yes.” She would have to save these two as well. Not because they were Cherie’s friends but because she was bound to them by blood, as she was to Cherie, Jack, and Mizuki.

      “I’ll help,” a woman’s voice said. Grendel craned her neck around and then spun, putting her body between Annette, Geoff, and Chance’s. A woman’s severed head floated in mid-air.

      Annette whispered, “It’s Laverna, Goddess of Thieves and Liars.”

      The head dipped. “At your service.” Laverna smiled, too brightly, and raised her voice loud enough to get the attention of some of the surrounding partygoers despite drumbeats, flutes, and laughter. “I understand you want to steal someone from the Keep at the heart of Sunland.”

      Chance woofed. Annette and Geoff said, “Yes.”

      Grendel nodded. Rescue. Steal. She wasn’t going to argue semantics.

      Laverna said, “I don’t like Rana.”

      There were mutters of agreement among the partygoers. A man with a cup in his hand, drunkenly flushed cheeks, and winged sandals wavered on his feet and moaned. “I hate having to fly all around the Southern States.”

      “I am going to help you!” Laverna declared, and with that, the drumming and the flute playing stopped.

      Feeling out of her depth in the strange new Magickal world, Grendel whispered to her human companions, “Is this good or bad?”

      “Not sure,” Geoff whispered back.

      Winged-footed guy waved his cup at the bodiless head. “Zeus doesn’t like it when we help out.”

      “Or Odin,” said the man with red hair.

      “Or the Great Spirit,” Icky Tummy said, and Coyote winced.

      “Or Osiris,” said a man who had the head of a jackal, or a wild dog, or possibly a hyena.

      Somewhere in the crowd, someone muttered, “Steve probably wouldn’t like it, either.”

      “Who’s Steve?” Annette whispered to Geoff, as though that were any more confusing than Odin, Zeus, Osiris, or the Great Spirit.

      Laverna rolled her eyes. “I’m going to tell Zeus I was really drunk when I suggested it.”

      A woman in Grecian robes bounced on her feet. “Oh, it’s a terrible idea! I love it!”

      “But you’re not drinking, Laverna,” someone protested.

      Inclining her head to the side, Laverna responded, “My body is drinking and is thoroughly smashed.”

      The crowd of Tricksters pulled back to look in the direction she’d indicated. Annette made a choking noise. Grendel gasped. Sitting with its back against a tree was a headless female body wearing clinging, nearly transparent silks. It—she—had a wine bottle in her hand and was tipping the bottle directly into her neck, all the internal workings of the neck in a vivid, gory, anatomical cross section.

      Laverna’s head smiled. Many of the Tricksters began whispering among themselves.

      On the ground, Laverna’s body curled a beckoning finger in the direction of the large Polynesian-looking Trickster.

      The bodiless head purred, “Maui—”

      Snorting, the large man folded his arms. “No.”

      Laverna’s head sighed theatrically.

      Rising from his drums, an African-appearing, eight-legged spider man demanded, “How will you help?”

      Brow furrowing, Laverna said, “First, I need a pair of shears.”

      All heads in the group swung toward the tall, pointed-faced, red-headed man. Fire leapt at his fingertips, and sparks crackled and jumped from his hair.

      “Was that the guy I spit at?” Grendel whispered.

      “Yes,” Annette and Geoff whispered back.

      “Uh-oh.” Grendel gulped.

      The partygoers began to chant. “Loki! Loki! Loki!”

      “Why are they all looking at him?” Grendel asked her humans.

      “Because he famously cut the Goddess’s Sif’s hair,” Annette whispered back.

      Loki’s attention snapped to Annette. “I didn’t just cut her hair.” He touched his chest. “I fucked her.” Rolling his eyes, he muttered, “Everyone forgets that.”

      “Oooooooo …” chanted the crowd.

      Maui shouted, “A gentleman tells no tales!” The entire crowd doubled over in laughter so violent it made Grendel’s ears ring.

      “Why are they laughing?” Grendel shouted.

      “I don’t think any of them are gentlemen,” Geoff shouted back.

      Grendel’s brow furrowed, looking among the laughing men, women, and others. Getting anywhere with this crowd would be like herding cats. Fortunately, she had had children. Fixing “Loki” with her best, take-no-talkback stare, Grendel demanded, “So, do you have the scissors?”

      Smirking, Loki reached to his hip, and a moment later snapped a pair of shiny silver scissors in the air. “Are you kidding? I never go anywhere without them!”

      The crowd erupted into whoops and Loki grinned maniacally.

      “What does he need to do?” Grendel asked the head.

      Choking on her guffaws, a tear rolling down a cheek, Laverna pulled herself—or her head—straight. “He needs to cut a lock of my hair.”

      Shrugging nonchalantly, Loki approached.

      The head narrowed her eyes. “Only a lock.”

      Sighing, Loki looked heavenward. “You have my word.”

      He snipped a lock, and Grendel left time, snatching it up before the ground—or more importantly, Loki—could catch it. She returned to time and found the red-haired Trickster looking at her through narrowed eyes. “Don’t trust me, Death?”

      “Not particularly,” Grendel replied, hand tightening on the lock, trying not to flinch at the sparks falling from Laverna’s hair.

      His lips slid into a grin. “As well you shouldn’t.”

      Grendel opened her hand and stared down at the lock of hair in her palm. Geoff and Annette rose to stand behind her, and Chance looked up expectantly at her feet. The Music of Magick began to ring, and before their eyes, the lock curled into the shape of a key and solidified into shiny brass.

      Laverna dipped lower and spoke at a volume that was barely audible. “It will open any locked door. No matter how many locks. If there is no keyhole, slide it between the door and the frame.” Her brow furrowed. “It will get you into the Keep, or into her cell, but I can’t make another on such short notice.”

      Remembering the Magick that she’d heard as the key had formed, Grendel nodded, glad to be understanding something. There was just so much slipping through time she could do without refueling. She glanced at Annette and Geoff.

      “Keep it out of sight from this lot,” Laverna said, tipping her head to the assembled partygoers—now back to their raucous revelry. “This is the sort of thing most of them would kill to have.”

      Nodding, Grendel slipped it into an inner pocket of Ron’s overcoat and buttoned the coat tight.

      From the throng, Coyote shouted, “The Vampire still won’t get past the dogs!”

      The Grecian Trickster hopped up and down. “It’s so wonderfully rash!”

      Grendel had had enough. Old maternal instincts kicked in hard. “Well, you all are so tricky, don’t you have some suggestions?” she shouted. That quieted the crowd.

      A man dressed as a samurai waved a sword and raised a cup. “Get all the beasts drunk!”

      “That’s your solution to everything, Susanoo!” Loki declared.

      Tipping the cup back, Susanoo retorted, “Because it always works!”

      That evoked some laughter, but Coyote said, “There are too many dogs.”

      Gaze on Geoff, Annette said, “No one will notice Vampire sniffing dogs barking if all the dogs are barking.”

      Geoff’s eyes narrowed, and then widened. Turning to the crowd, he shouted, “If only there was someone here who could make all the dogs of Sunland bark.”

      Grendel blinked. Cherie had described Annette and Geoff as very clever, but she didn’t see how that could be more feasible than getting all the dogs drunk.

      However, a collective “Oooo …” rose from the Tricksters.

      The Polynesian-looking fellow clapped his hands together and cast a gaze around the group. “Half of us have canine forms—”

      The being with a jackal, dog, or hyena head made a throat-clearing sound.

      “—and some of us are half-canine.” He grinned at Geoff. “We can get the dogs of Sunland barking.”

      Grendel’s eyes widened. They could change shape? It sounded terribly painful.

      “All the big guys will be pissed!” someone shouted.

      “It’s a terrible idea; I love it!” shouted the Grecian demi-goddess.

      Coyote raised a cup in Laverna’s direction. “We need to say we were properly souusssedddd …” He winked, and the cup became a jug. “And mean it!”

      A cheer rose from all assembled. Cups and glasses turned to jugs and bottles, everyone drained their drinks, and then threw down their drinking implements. Amid the crash of glass and pottery, the music of Magick changed, became wilder, and increased in volume … Among the crowd appeared wolves, coyotes, and foxes. The Polynesian fellow, the largest of the Tricksters, changed into a little white dog with pointy ears, and Chance began frantically wagging his tail.

      A wolf with familiar-looking red fur raised his muzzle to the sky and howled. The other canines joined in, and then they tore off into the night … except for the little white dog. He began furiously chasing his tail. Chance gave a confused woof, and the little dog seemed to remember himself. With a yip, he followed the others.

      Icky Tummy said, “I have got to see this.”

      “No kidding,” said the African spider man. The sentiment echoed through the crowd. Tricksters and assorted guests took off toward the “gate,” footsteps, paws, wingbeats, and hooves like thunder. Laverna’s head zipped through the air after them. Within minutes, only a few snoring dragons—or one dragon with many heads—and Laverna’s body, now passed out, remained at the scene.

      Grendel, Annette, and Geoff stared at each other. Grendel’s brows drew together. She eyed Geoff and Annette appreciatively. “That was the outcome you were aiming for, wasn’t it?”

      Shrugging, Geoff nodded.

      Grendel cocked her head. “Why didn’t you say it straight out?”

      Annette sighed, and Geoff smiled wryly. “When dealing with Magickals, especially powerful Magickals, it’s safer to let them think your idea was their idea.” His nostril flared slightly, the only tell that he found this state of affairs unsatisfactory.

      Grendel raised an eyebrow. From Cherie’s description of Annette, she was intelligent, but not creative, and Geoff was an engineering type: hardworking, smart, and steady, but if left to his own devices, rather staid. The shy brainy girl and the staid engineer had tricked a tribe of Tricksters.

      Chance’s excited bark drowned out those thoughts. Pressing himself to the ground, the dog frantically wagged his tail and woofed in what Grendel knew as, “Walkies now, yes?”

      “Let’s go, boy,” Geoff said, and the four of them took off into the night.
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      Cherie awoke to the sound of Mizuki saying, “Well, the good news is that one of the Queen’s Guards has surrendered.”

      Cherie blinked her eyes. The cell was darker than it had been, but it wasn’t yet full night.

      Ashwin replied, “What is the bad news?”

      Mizuki answered, “He surrendered himself over to a unit that had a member of the press tagging along … and he told the story of the slaughter of the civilians who tried to receive mercy from the Queen. Both papers printed special evening editions.”

      Jack swore, and Cherie’s brows furrowed, not following his agitation.

      “Has panic set in yet?” The question came from Spiros.

      “Faster than I would have thought possible,” Mizuki said. “It’s worse in the south and west, closer to where the Queen’s troops are. Lake Shore Drive is packed from South Shore to Edgewater, as well as 290 eastbound and most of the major roads.”

      “Where they’re all sitting ducks,” Jack murmured.

      “There have been reports of attacks against fleeing civilians on the fringes of the city already,” Mizuki confirmed.

      Cherie’s stomach fell. But of course the Queen would do that. If her goal was to exterminate the populace, it would be easier to shoot them in the back.

      Rising slowly, muscles aching, Cherie jerked to attention when Mizuki said, “But Jack, are you sure you should do this?”

      Cherie’s eyes widened. What was Jack planning to do?
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      “If the Queen wants me, she can have me,” Jack replied, adjusting the vambraces on his suit and flexing his fingers. His Vampire Armor had been made specifically for dealing with the creatures’ speed; it wasn’t particularly effective when it came to bullets. But Ashwin handed him a shield that hummed with Magick and would protect him against projectiles.

      “But …” Mizuki said.

      Jack met her eyes. “It was always foolish to think we could save the city. The most we can do is allow our people to escape.”

      Spiros snorted. “You shouldn’t give up on this place so easily.”

      Something like hope sparked in Jack’s chest. He met Spiros’s gaze. “Do you have a better strategy?”

      Spiros cocked his head. “If your goal is to protect those who flee, attacking the Queen’s forces to the west is the right move. The forces aligned at the south and southwest have the Fae and us to contend with. But if you want to hold the city the longest—”

      “I want to protect those that flee,” Jack said.

      Spiros’s shoulders fell.

      “My people have no other realm to fall back to,” Jack said. He smiled wryly. “Unless you’re opening Elysium to a million refugees.”

      Spiros’s ears drooped. “I don’t have the authority to—”

      Jack returned his attention to his armor. “I didn’t think you did.”

      “Jack—” Mizuki started to say.

      Shaking his head, he went to his sister. “Help protect the Southern Front.” The Fae could not be everywhere.

      Staring hard at a point on the floor, Mizuki said, “But I don’t even know if my Magick will work. Remember, I told you, I will be working against them and—”

      Putting a hand on her shoulder, he said, “So work for them. Protect them from themselves, from the Fae, and the spells and spears of the Elysians.”

      “Protect them from the Queen,” Spiros interjected.

      Mizuki’s eyes widened.

      The faun's lips twisted. “Sending them close to Fae and Huitzilopochtli’s territory is worse than a suicide mission.”

      Nimm shivered. “He is right.”

      Mizuki went a shade paler, but she nodded. “If … if ... they advance from the south or southwest, I think, I think that I can put them to sleep.”

      Spiros turned to Jack. “Not all of your citizens will flee. Some will stay no matter what.”

      Jack’s jaw got tight. “I know.”

      The Fischers were staying. Not entirely by choice. Ruth wouldn’t leave, and Golly wouldn’t leave, either. The little golem was “tired” of running when “we have found such a nice place and nice people and Rabbi Mayzl-Mouse.” Jack hoped they would reconsider before it was too late. Hyde Park had several marinas. They could escape that way if the worst came. The merfolk of the Great Lakes weren’t friends of the Queen. Frowning, he punched his fist into his palm, testing his gloves. The worst would come.

      “Jack,” his sister whispered. “I didn’t serve in the armed forces, but I’ve read that generals don’t put themselves on the front lines. They send others—”

      Sighing, Jack said. “I’m not a general.”

      Bowing her head, she said, “You know what I mean.”

      “I can hold back the Western advance,” Jack said. “And I can draw the teams that are seeking me away from the center. If I sit back as the Western forces push into the city, here, in the center, behind the Elysian and Fae lines, as people are trapped in their cars trying to escape, I might survive longer, but the people I am duty bound to protect will not. What kind of leader will I be if my people are all dead?”

      Releasing her shoulder, he said, “Mizuki, this city has others who can be leaders … who are leaders.”

      “It doesn’t even have a real mayor,” Mizuki protested.

      It didn’t. The real mayor had mysteriously disappeared before the sluagh invasion. One of the City Council members had been named Acting Mayor. “Our Acting Mayor has held this place together for the past week more than I have.” It was the truth. She was far more politically astute than Jack. “You’ve got the head of the police and fire departments, and my second in command.”

      “You’re sacrificing yourself,” Mizuki whispered.

      Jack thought of Cherie’s hand reaching toward him as she was dragged into the mirror. “Others have sacrificed, too. At least I have some say in it.”
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      Cherie swallowed. Her eyes were dry, watching Jack prepare to go do battle with the Queen’s forces. Her nails bit into her palms. She hated the Queen for this. For her, for Jack, the people in the caravan, and everyone the Queen used as pawns.

      In the tapestry, Nimm squeaked on Ashwin’s shoulder. “Rabbi Mayzl’s associate from the Islamic Center should have received the message by now.”

      Jack nodded. His brow furrowed. “I have a few more weapons I need to collect.”

      Ashwin said, “Nimm and I will get them, talk to this associate,” and spun on his heel. He entered a hallway, steps echoing fast and clipped, Lady Penelope’s ghost hovering beside him. Cherie’s eyes dropped from the tapestry to its maker, still humming softly.

      “You can see him again,” Cherie said. “Really see him.”

      If Lady Penelope heard, Cherie couldn’t tell.

      Cherie’s shoulders fell. She reached out to put a hand on Lady Penelope’s shoulder, but from behind her came a frantic squeak. Cherie spun to the still-open door. Three dove-like birds, two blue flames, and a hedgehog-like creature tore inside, all of them glowing with ambient Magick. The birds and the flames flew past her and out the window, but the tiny hedgehog creature ran to her feet, flicking a very long, not hedgehog-like tail.

      “Hello,” said Cherie, bowing to it. “What has you so—?”

      A long hiss came from the hallway. Cherie’s head jerked up to find two yellow eyes staring at her through the doorway. In the darkness, they appeared to be suspended in mid-air. The hiss came again, and a smell that took Cherie back to an abandoned house in the woods she’d explored with her friends. They’d walked in and Annette had asked, “Do you smell … cucumbers?” Cillian, Geoff, and Cherie had, the scent out of place amongst the less pleasant scent of wood rot. And then they’d heard a sound like a thousand bees buzzing. Geoff had looked down, and a giant rattlesnake had rolled right past his feet. Their eyes had gone to the crevices between the floorboards. Beneath the boards, the ground writhed.

      “No one make any sudden moves!” Cillian had ordered. “It’s a rattlesnake den. If we move slowly, they’ll think we belong here.”

      The memory sent a chill through Cherie’s heart. Swallowing, Cherie met the stare of the yellow eyes gleaming in the dark. Squealing, the hedgehog creature raced up her leg and into her arms. The giant serpent lunged, a long pink tongue and glistening ivory fangs joining the gleaming eyes. Cherie curled her body over the tiny creature on instinct, scrunching her eyes shut, hoping—

      The serpent hissed furiously. Cherie looked up to see the snake pressing its body against the invisible barrier in the doorway. Cherie breathed a sigh of relief and looked down at the hedgehog creature. It gazed up at her with round dark eyes and wrapped a long tail with surprisingly soft fur around her arm. “You’re a zamba zaraa,” she said, recognizing the creature from her lore. “And you mean me no harm.” It snuffled against her sleeve in seeming agreement. The dove-like creatures had been caladrius, and the blue flames had been bluecaps, also benevolent Magickal beings. Looking up, Cherie bestowed a wry smile to the snake. “Nothing that means me harm can come through the door.”

      The sphinx’s voice rose in alarm. “Do you think you should really say that?”

      Cherie blinked past the snake in the direction of what she was beginning to think of as her friend’s cell. “Can I somehow reverse the spell by mentioning it?” Cherie asked, clutching the little zamba zaraa tighter. The sphinx growled in what sounded like frustration, and Cherie realized she’d asked something difficult to answer with a question.

      The motion of the snake pulling back from the door’s invisible barrier caught her eye. She held her breath for a moment, but it didn’t lunge again. Presumably, the barrier still held. The snake swayed to the side, eyes still on Cherie, its motion deadly, surely, but also graceful. Cherie took a step toward the door. The snake continued to sway, its eyes still on her. A long pink tongue slipped out, almost through the barrier. Cherie took another step forward and—

      The zamba zaraa squealed. Pinpricks in her arm and belly made Cherie look down. The creature had swollen to twice its normal size, and the points of its hide were poking her sharply. “It’s okay,” she said, smoothing down its spikes. “The snake can’t—”

      “Peacekeeper, where are you?” the sphinx demanded.

      Cherie’s head jerked up at the strange and silly question. “I’m—” Her eyes went wide at sight of the door hinges, just inches from her nose. She jumped back in alarm, and the snake hissed furiously, throwing itself against the barrier again, long body thwacking against the hallway’s walls.

      Cherie didn’t look up this time. Instead, she patted the zamba zaraa and whispered, “Thank you.” A little louder, she shouted, “Thank you, Sphinx!”

      She thought there was a snort in response.

      She gazed down at the zamba zaraa. “How did you get here?” she asked it. “And how did the snake?”

      “Don’t you know the answer to that question already?” the sphinx grumbled.

      Cherie blinked. “The Minotaur. Is it releasing some of the prisoners?”

      The sphinx roared in response.

      The zamba zaraa stared up at Cherie with wide, trusting eyes, its body shrinking. From the hallway came another loud roar, this time from the opposite direction as the sphinx’s cell. Had the labyrinth changed again? A noise like a thousand angry bees filled the air, reverberating in the walls and the floor. Cherie crouched down instinctively. The zamba zaraa curled into a tight little ball—except its tail, which wrapped around Cherie’s arm more fiercely. The sphinx laughed. “Afraid a kitty will boop you on the head, Mr. Snake?”

      The buzzing grew louder. Cherie glanced up and saw an enormous snake rattle flowing past the doorway, and a moment later, a flash of tawny hide, bat wings, and an enormous scorpion tail flowed past as well. Cherie sank to the floor, gaping, the zamba zaraa in her arms trembling fiercely.

      “Was that a Manticore?” Cherie whispered.

      “Do you know that kitties are excellent killers of snakes, even venomous ones?” the sphinx replied.

      With its wings and scorpion tail, Cherie wasn’t sure she’d describe a Manticore as a “kitty,” but she did know that bobcats killed rattlesnakes by repeatedly striking them atop the head when the snakes attempted to bite them. Was that strike what the sphinx was referring to as a “boop?”

      The sphinx continued, “Do you know snake meat is delicious? Do you know how much my shackles frustrate me?” That was followed by a growl.

      Cherie had it on Geoff and Cillian’s authority that rattlesnake tasted like, “Gamey, rubbery chicken,” and was “nothing to go out of your way for.” But since the sphinx was her friend, she said, “I’m sorry you didn’t get to boop his head,” and she meant it.

      The sphinx sniffed.

      From down the hallway came a hiss and a ferocious roar, and the entire Keep shook again. For a moment, there was silence, but then Cherie began to notice other growls, hisses, muted roars, and a few cries of fear and pain. It was nothing like the ruckus created earlier.

      “The Minotaur is releasing all the Keep’s prisoners,” Cherie whispered. In her arms, the zamba zaraa coed.

      The sphinx snipped, “Do you think he could release me before all the snake is eaten?”

      “He’ll come here last,” Cherie said, certain of this one thing. “So he’s sure I recognize he responded to my challenge.”

      On the silvery platform below the cell’s mirror, a loaf of bread appeared. Filled with adrenaline after the snake’s appearance and the coming confrontation with the Queen, Cherie had no appetite. “Will he be here before the Queen comes for me?” Cherie mused aloud.

      “Do you think you should eat, and rest until either of those events occurs?” the sphinx responded.

      Cherie’s shoulders sagged. Of course she should eat and save every last bit of her Magick. She went over to the bread. Dimly aware that outside dogs had begun howling, she turned back to the tapestry.
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      Shield slung over one shoulder, Jack entered the Tower’s main lobby, a massive, open, multi-story space. Down the stairs from the elevator banks, behind the security desk, an older man with a long white beard waited. With one arm he held a rolled-up carpet, tipped on its side and much larger than Jack had expected. It towered several feet above the man’s head. On his shoulder perched a small striped cat with white paws. Ambient Ember flickered around the man, cat, and carpet. The security personnel were talking animatedly with the man, and he nodded politely in response.

      Man and cat looked up at Jack’s approach. The man bowed, and the cat bobbed her head.

      “Abbas ibn Firnas?” Jack asked.

      The man nodded and smiled faintly. “The very one.” Lifting a hand to the cat, he said, “And this is Muezza.” The cat narrowed startlingly green eyes in Jack’s direction.

      “I’m Jack—” Jack caught himself. “Major DeWitt. Pleased to meet you.”

      Bowing slightly, Firnas said, “I wish it was under better circumstances.”

      Footsteps rang on the stairs behind Jack. He turned to see Ashwin with Nimm on his shoulder. Ashwin had familiar rifles, pistols, and ammo, along with a shield. At his hip were strapped Magickal charges, some with makes Jack knew and others he didn’t, and a few weapons the likes of which Jack had never seen before; they looked like sawed-off shotguns, but they sparkled with ambient Ember.

      Before Jack could ask, Nimm said, “Thank you, Muezza.”

      Crouching low, Muezza eyed the rat from Firnas’s shoulder, swished her tail, and licked her lips. Squeaking in fright, Nimm ran behind Ashwin’s shoulder. Tsking, Firnas touched a finger to Muezza’s nose. The cat visibly startled and then spoke in a light feminine voice, “Oh, excuse me, Nimm. You smell delicious.” Sighing, she licked a paw. “This is why my relationship with Rabbi Mayzl is from a distance. You know what the hadiths say, ‘Put a cat and rodent in a room and the third person is the devil.’”

      Hamad, one of the security guards and a devout Muslim, said, “I don’t think I’ve ever heard the saying like that.”

      Firnas cleared his throat. “We have your carpet.”

      Muezza met Jack’s eyes. “It is the least we could do.”

      Unfurling the carpet, Firnas said, “We will show you how to use it.” With a flick of his wrist, it hovered before him in midair. As large as a small room, it had an elaborate symmetrical pattern. Jack wondered how to tell the front from the back.

      Leaping from Firnas’s shoulder to the rug, Muezza declared, “Don’t worry, it travels in every direction and can be controlled from any side, even without opposable thumbs. I’ll show you.” With dainty paws, the cat showed him what shapes to touch to raise, lower, turn, accelerate, and decelerate the carpet; and then Firnas quizzed him.  Giving Ashwin a sidelong glance, seeing him nodding along, Jack had an uneasy feeling.

      When Muezza finished and Firnas was satisfied that Jack knew how the carpet worked, Ashwin asked the pair, “Do you have a way to escape the city?”

      The elder man shook his head.

      Muezza flattened her ears. “We don’t intend to leave.”

      Firnas said, “Not everyone can escape. They will seek shelter and comfort at the center. We will be there for them.” He added something in Arabic that might have been a prayer, and Muezza echoed it. The man continued, “There are churches, synagogues, and temples across the city doing the same.”

      Jack’s jaw got hard. He and Cherie weren’t the only sacrifices.

      Bowing a final time, Firnas and Muezza left the lobby. As the door closed behind the duo and Firnas’s footsteps’ echoes were fading, Nimm chirped, “Cats! You can’t trust them, no matter what religion they follow.” Jack raised an eyebrow.

      Before Jack could speak, Ashwin said, “Don’t even think I’m not coming, Snow White.” Ashwin’s right hand fell to the handle of one of the weapons in his belt. “You need the help.”

      “What are those?” Jack asked, eyeing the weapons.

      “Prototypes,” Ashwin replied.

      Jack scowled. “You’re going to help me with prototypes? Do they work? Do you even know?”

      Ashwin narrowed his eyes at Jack.

      “Are you trying to throw your life away?” Jack demanded.

      “Are you?” Ashwin shot back, so loudly his voice echoed in the immense lobby, and Nimm jumped.

      They stared at each other.

      Fingers twitching at the handle of one of his weapons, Ashwin said, “We don’t have time for this argument,” and jumped onto the carpet. Nimm squeaked and hopped off his shoulder, and then looked frantically between Jack and Ashwin, whiskers twitching. “Err …” said the rodent.

      Sparks danced from Jack’s fingertips and bounced off the floor.

      “Oh, dear,” said Nimm.

      A muscle in Jack’s jaw jumped. If Jack was throwing his life away, it was partially to save people like Ashwin.

      “Stop being patronizing,” Ashwin snapped. “Being Unmagickal doesn’t make me useless.”

      The sparks stopped snapping from his fingers. Nevin had said that. Nevin was dead—because Jack hadn’t believed the Vampire Nevin had become when it had declared, “I’m still me.” That moment was connected to this one. Jack saw it now. He’d rejected Nevin’s truth. Jack had been so confident he was doing the right thing, because … because … he was the most powerful Magickal around, and he had to make hard decisions to protect those weaker than him. And, as a result, he’d murdered his best friend. Running a hand through his hair, he muttered, “Fine.”

      Giving him a tight smile, Ashwin said, “Also, I’m driving. You can’t drive an MEV worth—”

      The expletive, and Jack’s protest, was cut off by a Corpsman running through the doors. “Nimm, sir, I think I have a situation for you.”

      Nimm rose to his haunches. “What is it, Corpsman?”

      A muffled, “Hee-haw,” sounded beyond the Tower’s doors, and Jack’s eyes went wide. “Eben?” Seconds later, the donkey from Somer burst through the doors, the Corpsman shouting, “They’re all Magickal, sirs!” over the clip-clop of Eben’s hooves.

      “All?” said Ashwin.

      Eben turned sideways, revealing “all,”—a whip-slender black cat and a small gray mouse, almost invisible in Eben’s fur.

      “The cat and the mouse, sir,” said the Corpsman. He looked nervously between the animals, Ashwin, Jack, and Nimm. “They didn’t seem harmful, and they seemed … well, the cat … we couldn’t.” The last was said in a breathy whisper. Ashwin met Jack’s eyes, and they shot a nervous side eye to Nefertiti, the cat in question, currently licking a dainty paw.

      Nimm chittered excitedly. “Nefertiti has decided to grace us with her presence. She will help us!”

      “And the mouse?” asked Ashwin.

      Nimm sniffed. “Oh. Him. I don’t know.”

      The mouse—or as Jack knew him, Genghis Khan—puffed out his fur and took a step toward the rat, ambient Ember shining around his tiny body. Shrieking in terror, Nimm ran up Ashwin’s shoulder. In a hushed tone, Nimm said, “General Khan will also be joining us. He is Her Majesty’s military advisor.”

      “Her Majesty?” Jack asked.

      “Nefertiti, of course,” Nimm sniffed.

      Nefertiti leaped onto the carpet and slunk into Ashwin’s lap. Genghis followed—leaping farther than should have been possible for a mouse. Ashwin looked down at his lap in bewilderment. “The donkey?”

      Eben hee-hawed, and Nimm translated. “He is going to join the police horse regiment, keeping order on Lakeshore Drive with Roxy, another Somer refugee.”

      From out on the street came a familiar moo.

      “There is also a cow,” the Corpsman said belatedly.

      With a hee-haw, Eben turned and trotted out of the building.

      Shaking his head, Ashwin said to Jack, “Well, are you getting on?”

      “Nimm, you weren’t going to come with us,” Jack said.

      Nimm drew himself up to his hind paws. “Her Majesty is of the opinion I should come, in case you need to coordinate with her troops.”

      “Get on, Jack,” said Ashwin.

      Jack had lost, and he knew it. He climbed onto the carpet. Ashwin hesitated before putting them in motion. The sound of bootsteps came from behind, and Jack turned to see Dr. Diri in Vampire Armor, flanked by six men and one woman he didn’t recognize. None except Diri were Magickal, but all had military bearing, armor, and weapons.

      “You made it,” said Ashwin.

      “Wouldn’t miss it,” said Diri. Before Jack could say a word, Diri said, “You need someone to patch you up, and people familiar with the Western suburbs.” The men and woman accompanying Diri nodded at Jack without a word, their faces deadly serious. They knew what they were getting into. Jack didn’t protest. “Climb on.”

      They were seated on the carpet moments later, and Ashwin set them toward the double doors. Cool air hit them with a blast. Jack still sought to clarify. “Her troops, Nimm?”

      “All the mice and rats of the city,” Nimm said, puffing a bit. “She commands us all.” The last was said with a sigh.

      Setting the carpet on a course due west and up, Ashwin met Jack’s eyes, one of his eyebrows hiked to his hairline. One of the volunteers asked what Jack suspected they were all wondering. “You’re okay with a … cat … commanding you?”

      Nimm swelled and looked off into the distance. “It is an honor to serve her.”

      Ashwin shook his head and focused on the sky. Genghis squeaked. Nefertiti purred and cast a sidelong glance in Jack’s direction. Jack didn’t speak cat, but he recognized smugness when he saw it.

      “What do Missy, Frank, and Natalie think of this?” he asked the cat and mouse.

      The smugness left Nefertiti’s face, and her tail lashed. Genghis puffed. Nimm translated. “Their pet humans are caught in the chaos of the exodus. A general’s job is to protect civilians, and a Queen must protect her subjects. They fear their humans may not understand but hope they will remember them fondly.”

      Ashwin scratched Nefertiti’s ears and rubbed Genghis’ head with a finger. “It’s an honor to serve with you both.”

      Jack almost said the same, but his words died on his tongue. Around the Tower, the streets were blocked off, and there was no traffic but official vehicles. Hovering high, he was able to see all the city’s streets. Traffic on every road crawled in just two directions: east and north, away from the Queen’s forces, to the lake and boats, or up Lake Shore Drive, the single narrow, terrestrial artery that led safely out of the city. The cars moved so slowly they almost appeared to be parked, ready to be picked off by the Queen’s soldiers. Far in the west, he heard gunfire, and he could see the line of the Queen’s forces pushing across the city’s Western borders. The Wests wouldn’t be able to hold them all off, not even with the help of a single lonely Vampire. This was the end for Jack and his team. It might not be for Cherie. Jack found himself whispering, “Cherie, I hope Grendel finds you.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Cherie watched as the carpet rushed above a city in chaos, the ghosts—or the thoughts—of Lady Penelope and Cherie flared above Ashwin and Jack like flames in the tapestry’s jerky tableau and heard Jack’s heartbreaking whisper. He expected to die. Her chest felt heavy. It was something, to be in someone’s final thoughts.

      Below the carpet, in every street, vehicles crawled in traffic.

      In the Keep, something roared and another thing screamed in terror and pain. Cherie clutched the zamba zaraa tighter, and it fastened its tail around her wrist so firmly she knew her fingers would be numb. The silence that followed, alleviated only by Lady Penelope’s humming, was eerier than the scream itself. Something had died out there. Things kept dying out there, but mostly it was quiet, unlike the night before when she’d been practicing her Magick and all the prisoners had seemed enraged. Maybe being out of their cells eased some of that tension? Maybe they expected that soon they would be completely free? That explanation was unsatisfying, but Cherie couldn’t put her finger on exactly why. She was a jangle of nerves inside and couldn’t think straight.

      Sooner or later, she’d face the Minotaur again, or the Queen, or both.

      Outside of the Keep, a few gunshots cracked, but still nothing like before. And that was strange, too …

      As was the howling of the dogs in the distance. “I swear it’s getting louder,” she murmured to the zamba zaraa. It peeped and loosened its hold on her wrist. Prickles ran through her fingertips as her normal circulation resumed. Another dog howled, and another, and this time Cherie was certain. “It is getting closer.”

      At her words, howls rose around the palace complex and even within the palace itself. Some of the howls were deep and low, as though from German Shepherds and other working dogs, but other howls were high pitched, as though they came from smaller animals. Angry shouts of “Shut up!” accompanied the howling.

      The sphinx shouted above the dogs’ howls. “Don’t you think it is strange that they howl without you practicing your Magick?”

      Cherie blinked in the direction of the sphinx’s voice, uncertain of the question. But then, from the opposite direction came a shout of, “The girl’s cell is down there.”

      Cherie released a long breath, preparing to draw her Magick to her. Expected bootsteps came, but before she’d wrapped her Magick around herself, there was a scream from the hallway and gunfire. A dark shape rushed past her door, and there was more gunfire.

      Cherie sank to the floor, not knowing if she was relieved or more terrified than ever by this reprieve. It looked like her captors were not going to have such an easy time presenting her to the Queen. She didn’t draw her Magick to her, deciding to save it until the last.

      More gunfire roared in the hallway, and more screams—fear and agony, this time from human throats. She heard, “We need backup,” “What the Hell!” gurgles, and sucking sounds as soft flesh was sundered.

      Swallowing down the bile in the back of her throat, Cherie whispered, “If I make it out of this alive, I’ll come back for you, Penelope.”

      Something changed in the air. With the gunfire and screams in the hallway, it took Cherie a moment to realize that Lady Penelope had stopped humming, and her fingers, working so deftly on the loom, stilled, but for only a moment. Lady Penelope’s fingers began fiercely plucking at the tapestry’s threads again. The spectral image of Penelope hovering above Ashwin turned to Cherie. “My threads are bound to Ashwin’s. I must wait for him.”

      Cherie stared at the tapestry, Lady Penelope’s swiftly moving fingers, and the threads that would be unwound at midnight.

      Penelope … Penelope … Penelope … The name and the threads struck a chord. She swore she saw Nnenne’s ghost in the mirror. “Remember your mythology,” her grandmother always said. “Someday it might save your life.” Penelope had been the wife of wily, “complicated” hero, Ulysses, creator of the Trojan Horse. That Penelope was a side note to Ulysses’ adventures. He wasn’t faithful. She was. When her home was besieged, and her captors pushed her to marry one of them, she said she would do so after she finished her weaving. Every day she wove. Every night she undid the strands. This Penelope was reenacting that story. Cherie thought of the Ember powered, Vampire-killing robots Ashwin had created that had nearly ended Grendel. She thought of him joining Jack in his suicidal attempt to hold off the Queen’s forces to the west.

      Sitting on her heels, Cherie said to Penelope, “Ashwin is as clever and brave as Ulysses, but he is not him. He thinks of you all the time; you’re always in his thoughts. Your story is different. You don’t have to be like that Penelope. You don’t have to wait. You shouldn’t wait. He needs you now.”

      An explosion ripped through the hallway. Cherie ducked. The zamba zaraa screamed. In the tapestry, ambient Ember glowed around Jack like a halo, and Ashwin pulled a weapon from his belt.

      Down the hall the sphinx shouted, “Don’t you think now is the time to engage your Magick?”

      Staring at the tapestry where Jack, Ashwin, Nimm, Genghis, Nefertiti, Diri, and the others were plunging into a suicide mission, Cherie drew her Magick around herself and wished she could protect them from pain, too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 28

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      As Geoff cruised through one of Sunland’s residential neighborhoods, his ears rang with the howling of dogs. Hemmed in on either side by walls of stucco, stone, and steel, he glimpsed multi-story homes over walls, gates, and guard posts. Occasionally, the howling lulled, but then, from all around, the howls of Trickster coyotes, wolves, foxes, and dogs would rise, and every dog in Sunland would join their chorus.

      Homes were shuttered and dark, their occupants probably as much on edge as Geoff.

      From the back, Grendel whispered, “I see snipers on the rooftops.”

      Annette looked anxiously out into the night.

      Geoff gritted his teeth and said what he hoped wasn’t a lie. “They won’t waste Magick or bullets on lost hicks in a pickup … especially when armed mobs might storm the streets at any moment.”

      Annette sank back into her seat, and he was glad he’d said it, even if it might be a lie.

      “I’ll kill anyone who kills you, grandchildren,” Grendel hissed.

      Geoff glanced at Annette. If she died, he didn’t think he could stake her. He’d take her as a Vampire.

      Beside him, Chance howled, and the hairs on the back of Geoff’s neck rose. Hunching over the steering wheel reflexively, he scanned the road, but he didn’t see anything. Beside him, Chance sagged as though ashamed. His expression, when he turned to look at Geoff, clearly said, “I got carried away, and I am a bad boy.”

      “It’s okay, Chance,” Geoff said. His eyes fixed on a street sign. They were close to the palace. “Can you find us a relatively safe place to park, Chance?”

      Chance’s ears perked, and then he sprang across the cab, feet landing on Annette’s lap, nose pointed to the right. Geoff blinked at a service alleyway running between the houses, the entrance almost invisible between two decorative planters, each with a tall central shrub, and flowers spilling over their bases. Switching off his headlights, Geoff turned right, driving by the light of distant fires. There were large metal garbage cans along either side, and simple buildings, two stories tall with garages and open spaces on the first floor.

      In the back, Grendel said, “Servant’s quarters,” and Geoff’s eyebrows rose.

      Chance swung his nose left at an empty open-air garage beneath a building.

      Executing a three-point turn, Geoff backed into the tight space and turned off the ignition.

      Geoff let out a breath, waiting for some sign of discovery, but no lights flickered on, and no shouts came … not that he’d be able to hear shouts over all the dogs howling.

      “We part ways here,” Grendel said, rising to her haunches in the flatbed, a motion too fluid to be human.

      “Wait,” said Geoff, his heart sinking.

      Grendel paused.

      Geoff wanted to punch something, and his hands balled into fists. He turned to Chance. “You should go with her.”

      Chance whined, and Geoff put his forehead against the dog’s and his hands into Chance’s fur. “Look, if you are discovered here, with us, you’ll be trapped in the alley. You’ll be surrendered to the Queen.”

      Chance whined again, but Geoff pressed on. “You can help Grendel find Cherie, and if you are in the parkland surrounding the palace, you’ll actually have a chance to escape.”

      Annette’s face lit up. “I read about a Magickal squirrel who lived undetected in the parkland for years.”

      The dog’s ears sagged, but he didn’t move. Geoff didn’t let him go, either. Chance had already been forced away from him by the Smythes; now he was pushing his dog away.

      Grendel said, “Your presence in this car incriminates Geoff and Annette as much as mine does.”

      Geoff scowled at her. She glared right back.

      It was too much like the Smythes’ arguments, but Chance whined, licked Annette and Geoff both, and then slunk across Geoff’s lap to the door.

      Sighing, Grendel said, “I want both of you to survive and so does Chance.”

      Geoff’s hard gaze didn’t soften.

      Grendel whispered, “I’ll do my best to bring him back to you, too.”

      Geoff’s shoulders fell. He opened his door, and Chance slid out. He followed the dog. Bending low, Geoff took the dog by his haunches. “Show her the safest way to Cherie, Chance, and then the safest way back to us.”

      Chance thumped his tail weakly.

      “Come on, Chance,” Grendel said to the dog. “The sooner we go, the sooner we can be back.”

      The dog hung his head, and his hackles rose, but with a last mournful look at Annette, and a longer one at Geoff, he slunk from the carpark and out into the alleyway.

      Geoff got back into Lucky. Annette focused straight ahead and wiped something from her cheek. Geoff took her hand. She gripped his fingers, but neither of them spoke for long minutes. Geoff found himself getting angry, feeling left behind again, as he had when he’d watched Cillian climb into the Smythes’ vehicle. Which was illogical. He’d told Chance to go. There was nothing he could do to help Chance, Cherie, or Grendel out there.

      “What?” Annette asked, turning to him, gaze soft in concern.

      Which was when a light came on behind them.

      Geoff’s hand went to the ignition, but Annette caught it. “Chance said we’d be safe here.”

      Geoff hesitated.

      “Hey, you, why are you parking here?” a man shouted.

      Geoff looked back. There were six men and two women behind Lucky. They wore ordinary clothes, and the Ember lights they carried weren’t flickering.

      He pulled his hand away from the ignition. Rolling down his window as one of the men approached, he said, “Sorry, we’re sort of lost.” It was true enough without Chance, and the craziness in the city. “Is it a problem if we park here?”

      One of the women of the group leaned close to the passenger side. “Roll down your window!”

      Annette did, and the woman held the Ember light close to her cheek. “You’re not Magickal.”

      A man on the other side did the same thing to Geoff. “You either.”

      “Nope,” said Annette.

      “Their license plate says they’re from Pennsylvania,” another girl said.

      “Yep,” said Geoff, eyes falling to a bottle in the hand of one of the group. It had a thick piece of fabric protruding from the top. A Molotov cocktail.

      “The lord of the house doesn’t like it when people park here, least of all commoners,” someone said.

      “The lord of the house isn’t here,” said the woman who’d tested Annette for Magick.

      “Would piss him off to let you stay,” said the man closest to Geoff.

      “Stay?” someone else said. “They should come with us!”

      “Come with you where?” Geoff asked, intellectual curiosity getting the best of him.

      “To destroy the monarchy,” the woman next to Annette said.

      “To kill any Magickal we see,” another man said. “Human, animal, or other.”

      Annette’s hand tightened on his. Geoff gaped. Any Magickal …? He thought of Chance and Cherie, Eben, Red the Squirrel, Roxie, Nefertiti, and Genghis Khan. Despite himself, he also thought of Grendel … and Cillian. He didn’t want Cillian to die, even if he would like to punch him.

      The man closest to Geoff said, “You don’t understand. There are no Magickals where you come from. Stay here. You don’t know the parkland or the streets; you’d be in the way.”

      There were grunts of assent, and the group started filing out into the night.

      “You can thank us later,” said the woman. “This has been a long time coming.”

      Watching them go, Geoff felt his chest get tight. Beside him, Annette whispered, “Run, Chance, Run.”
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      Running through the alley at breakneck speed, Chance led Grendel in the direction they had not come. They crossed a few streets and entered a vast park with lines of trees that seemed to all head in one direction. Toward the Keep, Grendel supposed. Canine howls still rang from every direction: in the park and among the houses. As Grendel followed Chance, it was possible they might have howled louder, or it might have been her imagination. Drawing her husband’s coat closer even though it was too warm for the Sunland night, she did her best not to be spotted.

      Gunfire and explosions joined the howls, and Grendel found herself thinking about her adopted grandchildren. Her blood heated. How dare the Queen steal Cherie from her? How dare Rana attempt to take Chance away from Geoff and Annette, two of the nicest, most levelheaded people Grendel had ever met at any age? How dare Rana attack the city that Jack and Mizuki would die protecting? How dare the Queen put any of their lives in danger?

      Ahead of her, Chance dropped low. Covering the dog’s golden fur with the long sweep of Ron’s coat, Grendel joined him in watching a group of mounted police charge past them toward the sound of shouts and gunfire.

      Grendel’s lip curled. How dare the Queen drag Grendel’s grandchildren, the only family she had left, into this madness? Grendel snarled in the mounted police’s wake. “I’m not going to kill the Queen. I’m going to rip her spinal column from her back while she’s still alive.” Cherie would not approve. Nor would Jack, Mizuki, Geoff, or Annette, but Grendel wanted the Queen dead and gone forever—and she wanted the Queen’s death to be painful.

      Beside her, Chance growled, and Grendel’s attention snapped to the retriever, preparing to defend herself from his canine reprimand of her methods. But Chance was not growling at her. Nose pointed straight ahead, he growled at the shadow of a building in the distance. He charged forward, and Grendel slipped through time to keep up, glad for once she was a Vampire. “I’m coming for you, Cherie,” she hissed, so filled with fury it was as though her blood was boiling. “And I’ll make them all pay.”
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      The sound of gunfire in the hall lessened, but the screams, roars, and shrieks of beasts intensified elsewhere in the Keep, and outside, the gunfire, explosions, and the omnipresent howl of dogs continued in a chaotic cacophony. Pulling her Magick tightly around her, Cherie kept her eyes focused on the tapestry, not letting herself think about the bootsteps and shouts outside the cell gradually getting closer.

      In the tapestry, Nimm pointed at Genghis and said, “Genghis—”

      The mouse squeaked sharply. Nimm cleared his throat. “Jack, General Khan says you should put Nefertiti down here, at the front lines. Land the carpet beyond the front, use one of your hurricane bombs, and assault them from the safety of the hurricane’s eye. It will draw the Magickals to you and break up their forces. The rodents of Chicago, with the assistance of the Wests’ gang, will push the invaders from the city and clear your retreat.” Genghis, just a few tiny knots of gray thread, rose to his hind paws, whiskers twitching. Nimm translated, “Tonight, Gentlemen, is either Chicago’s fall, or the first night of our conquest of the continent and then the world!”

      Cherie gaped at the megalomaniac mouse and was proud her Magick didn’t slip.

      Raising an eyebrow, Jack asked, “You know about my hurricane bomb, General?”

      Nimm translated the mouse’s silent reply in a tone that suggested disbelief at Jack’s ignorance. “He’s read all of The Encyclopedia of War, from the First Wave Magickal Eras, through the Magickless Dark Ages, to the Modern Era.” Nimm’s whiskers twitched. “He also says he expanded his own territory from Somer all the way to Chicago, and will defend it from all would-be usurpers.”

      Raising an eyebrow at the mouse, Ashwin said, “A hurricane attack on the bulk of the Queen’s forces will draw all the Queen’s Magickals outside the city to us.”

      Jack nodded, and Ashwin’s hands slid across the carpet’s intricate patterns, dropping the carpet until it hovered over a cobblestone alleyway. The cobblestones seemed to be moving in the Ember streetlights.

      Cherie blinked. Those were not cobblestones. The alleyway teemed with rats … and mice, and maybe a few curious possums and raccoons, too. The rodents and their raccoon and marsupial onlookers parted like a sea for Nefertiti and Genghis. Cherie swallowed, remembering the sluagh, the birds that didn’t kill by being large or strong but by overwhelming their foes with their sheer numbers. She imagined the rats overwhelming the Queen’s soldiers and shivered.

      Down the hall, someone shouted, “She’s not inside her cell!” Someone else asked, “Did the Minotaur …?”

      Cherie looked over her shoulder. The Minotaur crouched outside Lady Penelope’s door—for her or for the newcomers?

      Another one of the Queen’s Guards said, “Lady Penelope’s door is open. Could she be …?” The Minotaur’s shadow lunged down the hall, hooves scraped on stones, and gunfire rang in the Keep.

      Cherie took a breath. The Queen’s Guard would be here soon.

      She felt more alone than she’d ever been in her life even with the zamba zaraa and Lady Penelope’s presence. But in the corner of her eye, the mirror flickered with Nnenne’s reflection. Cherie remembered Grendel telling Cherie that her grandmother was always with her. She swallowed. And Grendel was coming for her. She had to believe that. In the tapestry, Cherie’s spectral image flared above Jack. She was with him, and he was with her, too, in a way. The people who loved her were within her, and she was not alone.

      In Penelope’s threads, Jack and Ashwin soared above buildings again. Jack said to Ashwin, “If we survive this, we’ll have to make accommodations to the rats for their service.”

      Focusing intently on a point in the distance, Penelope’s spirit hovering brightly over him, Ashwin responded, “It’s a good thing we’re going to die.”

      In the Keep, bootsteps rang behind Cherie. Cherie crossed her arms, imagining her Magick like a cloak tight around her, and turned. A soldier sprang in the door, his lips twisted in a sneer. He took a step toward Cherie, hand up as though to strike her. Cherie didn’t let herself wince—this was a test of her ability to block pain—but his hand fell, and his expression softened as he got closer. He looked at her oddly and then said, “You’ll have to stay close to us to get out of this place.”

      Two of his comrades backed in the doorway. One of them turned and said, “Lady Penelope’s tapestry has changed … that’s … that’s Chicago, isn’t it?”

      Cherie remembered the Minotaur saying that the Queen had not yet noticed that the tapestry had changed. The cat was out of that bag now.

      The second man said, “Those are our guys on the ground! Is the guy on the carpet creating that tornado and that lightning?” Cherie wanted to turn back to the tapestry but was afraid to look, afraid of getting her hopes up.

      “We have to tell the Queen,” said the first man.

      The final man snorted, leaned out of the cell, and shot down the hallway. “First we’ll have to make it out of here.”

      The first man motioned for Cherie to go before him, raising his hand and then dropping it, as though thinking better of touching her, his expression oddly deferential.

      Cherie hesitated for only a moment. In the corner of her eye, she thought she saw Nnenne in the mirror.

      “Ma’am,” said the soldier. “We have to go.”

      Cherie focused on her Magick, willing it to be stronger, willing it into every nerve of her body. It seemed like outside the cell every beast and man shouted with rage. Cherie lifted her chin and headed for the door and out into the storm.
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      Jack was the storm. Raising his arms and molecules of air and Ember, he set air and Ember in motion, spinning them around the carpet in a deadly whirlwind that toppled the tents and trucks in the enemy’s western camp. Safe in the storm’s eye, only the fringes of the carpet ruffled.

      Closing his eyes, Jack thought of the bright rivers of traffic along the city streets crawling to safety, and he thought of Cherie’s hand, reaching toward him as she was dragged away. The Magickal wind howled, and the carpet began to spin with the cyclone. There were a few shots from below. Tensing, Jack waited for Magickal attacks to subvert his storm before its damage was fully done. But the roar of his cyclone increased in volume. His eyes opened in surprise and widened at what he saw.

      “Ashwin, are we … glowing?” He shouted. Though “glowing” didn’t seem quite the right word. They were the center of a dull sun, light spreading from them in a rapidly diminishing red sphere.

      Holding the sawed-off shotgun raised to the sky, Ashwin snapped, “Ember enhancer charge. Don’t lose focus; it won’t last forever!”

      Jack had lost focus; the howling wind turned to a moan.

      Jack closed his eyes and set the wind in motion again. He barely heard Ashwin shouting over the wind’s rising howl. “I’ll bring us down!”
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      The palace walls loomed closer. Grendel nervously bit her lip, and then snarled at herself. She couldn’t do that with her fangs. Shaking her head, she stared at the walls and snarled again. Jack had told her she’d need someone to invite her in. How in the world was she going to manage that? It would be so much more fulfilling to rip off the butler’s arms—didn’t every palace have a butler?—and invite herself in.

      Chance veered hard right, distracting Grendel from her butler delimbing daydreams.

      “Pssst … Doggo,” she whispered. Or snarled. She was still so angry she thought she might self-combust. Did self-combustion happen to Magickals when they stubbed their toes or got caught in traffic? Had reports of self-combustion in her time been earlier Magickals set alight by their own frustration?

      Chance turned back to her, his lip curled, and sharp canines gleaming in the night.

      Catching her own sneer and forcing it to smooth, Grendel said, “I’m not mad at you …” At sight of his floppy ears, big brown eyes, and shiny wet nose, the heat in her belly turned to something soft and squishy. “How could I ever be mad at such a handsome, adorable—” Chance’s growl cut her off. Grendel sighed, pointed due west, and felt her rage building again, the mundane magic of a puppy face gone. “That is where you said Cherie is,” she hissed. “But you’re leading me north now.” She stamped a foot. “Why?”

      The fur on Chance’s neck rose, and he turned and pointed northwest.

      Was something in the way due west? Could she kill someone before killing the butler? Would it burn off some of her rage?

      “Wait here,” Grendel said to the dog, who might have growled, or maybe she did. With a thought, she slipped out-of-time and approached the whatever-it-was to the west … and saw … nothing. But in the out-of-time, where there was no sound, there was that particular not-sound that was Magick, and homing in on that, she saw the tiniest sliver of a face—chin to just below nose. She got closer, cautiously, wary for any sign of Vampire Armor. But she felt no drag and the invisible-except-for-a-nose-man didn’t slip out-of-time to join her. The armor was merely invisible. Jack had said that not all Magickal armor could do all Magickal things.

      She was a handsbreadth away before she could see what he was doing. Leaning against a large boulder, he gazed down the barrel of a pistol. Grendel moved around him, crouched down, and followed the direction of his aim with her eyes. There were men and women in civilian clothing there. They bore weapons, some of them obviously homemade.

      She stepped back and surveyed the man beside her. A sniper-type. She raised a claw … and then, maybe because she wasn’t famished, bless her grandchildren, she had a thought.

      A few minutes later, which, since she’d spent them out-of-time, were probably more like seconds in the real world—she was back with Chance.

      “We can go west now, doggo,” she said, patting her newly acquired, only slightly too-big armor with one hand, Ron’s coat in the other.

      The dog narrowed his eyes at her.

      Blowing Chance a kiss, she cooed, “You’re cute when you're annoyed.” She tapped the newly acquired visor down over her eyes. “When I raise this pistol”—she raised the stolen pistol, and little target lights came on as she aimed it—“it helps me aim. I think. I haven’t tried it yet. Don’t want to alert them to our presence any more than stumbling over a naked, drained Magickal man might. I had to drain him,” she told the dog hastily. “I’m being proactive about the blood tank.”

      Growling, Chance slunk off along their previous path.

      “I did hide him under some leaves,” she said. “Don’t worry.”

      Chance didn’t even give a cursory wag of his tail.

      “Retrievers are supposed to be friendly,” Grendel grumbled to herself, missing Cherie more than ever. Even more than Annette and Geoff, Cherie liked and trusted her, even if she shouldn’t.

      The sound of gunfire got louder. Chance dived under a hedge and wiggled forward. Diving beside the dog, Grendel belly crawled for what seemed like an impossibly long time. She was about to curse and get out when the dog came to a halt. Grendel blinked below the foliage at what had probably been a field of flowers a day or so ago. Now it was a graveyard. There were bodies everywhere, young and old, covered in mud, blood, and other substances, eyes open to the sky. There seemed to be no effort to pick them up. Long before Grendel had met Cherie, Grendel had seen death on this scale, but it still shocked her, still made her heart go still. A little voice within her said, “You’re a monster, look past them!” Swallowing, Grendel obeyed the voice of her demon or conscience and lifted her gaze. Beyond the bodies, there was a wall, several stories high, not too high for her to scale in the out-of-time, but the top of the wall was lined with soldiers. They stared out at the plain through rifle sights, all wore armor, and she had no idea what kind. If she got within five meters of a man in Vampire Armor …

      She scanned the length of the wall for an opening—somewhere the snipers picking off the rioters in the forest might be coming and going, wondering if she might be able to walk in. She saw nothing.

      She turned to Chance, struck by inspiration. Chance knew the way to things, even when he couldn’t see where those things were. “Chance,” she whispered. “Where is a way over that wall that will keep me as far as possible from anyone in Vampire Armor?” The dog didn’t look at her, but his ears perked. Magick began to hum in the air. Chance pointed his nose at a point on the wall south of them.

      “I don’t think I can carry you over,” she told him. She might have been growling again. “If I don’t come back before dawn … maybe you should find Annette and Geoff and a way out of here?”

      The dog turned to her and might have given her a pitying look, but when she reached to scratch his ear, he turned away with a low, barely audible growl.

      “Whatever, Grumpypants,” Grendel said. She covered his golden fur with Ron’s dark coat and marked the point along the wall he’d indicated with her eyes. Reassuring herself that the dogs within the palace were howling as much as the dogs without, she slipped out-of-time and picked her way through the bodies in the silent world, whispering to herself, “You are a creature of death, don’t even think about the lives they lived, the people they loved, or that some might still be alive and in pain.” Her hands formed fists at her sides, and her nails tore through the tips of her newly acquired gloves.

      Her nails being free made it easier to scale the walls, and her body, light as a feather, slipped up the sheer vertical incline as easily as a water droplet down a windowpane. It was a feat she could never have accomplished in her old life even as a young woman. Near the wall’s top, her eyes fell on the muzzle of a rifle and its owner, still as a statue in the out-of-time. Grendel imagined driving the butt end into wielder's skull, for Cherie, and for all the slain and dying on the field she’d been forced to look away from. She grasped for the barrel of his weapon, confident she could rip it from his hands. Even if she might be as weak as the old woman she’d been in life, the out-of-time gave her speed, and force was partially a function of velocity. Her hand almost closed around the barrel, and then she drew back with a silent hiss.

      “You’re an old woman, and you know better, Grendel,” one of her voices said. “Kill him, no matter how much he deserves it, and you’ll leave a trail of obvious destruction and be more noticeable.”

      “Are you my conscience or my demon?” Grendel silently grumbled, bypassing the man and slipping over the wall. Other than the paleness of the stone, it was exactly like the parapet of a medieval castle she’d once visited in Europe. Walls lined either side of a generous walkway. She glanced to her right and saw men and women in armor that had the familiar flecks of blue Ember, like Jack’s and Ashwin’s Vampire Armor. At their feet, there were dogs similar to German Shepherds wearing vests made of the same material. The dogs were frozen mid-howl. The Ember-suited humans were standing around another man with a lot of ribbons on his chest. Grendel got the impression that the soldiers in Vampire Armor were shouting at the officer. She wished she could slip from time to hear the argument, but she suspected it went something along the lines of, “Our dogs are howling; there are Vampires,” with the officer retorting, “All the dogs are howling.”

      Glancing away, she noticed that to the left there appeared to be another argument of some sort. There was a group of five men and women wearing sneers. One of their members was frozen, hands outstretched, as though he’d shoved someone, and indeed, there was a man before him, suspended mid-fall. Grendel blinked. She’d never been in the military, but she had family members who had served. Conflicts between service members of this sort didn’t happen when they were actively being fired upon. It seemed odd that the Queen’s forces were so fractured. “Is this good or bad for our cause?” she whispered.

      Neither her demon nor her conscience had an answer. She looked over the wall. Below was a courtyard, and a little to the north of where she stood, a building that could only be the Keep. She spied a corner of the courtyard where she might be able to disappear, especially in the armor she wore—she admired how the armor’s appearance had shifted, becoming nearly the color of the stone. She prepared to leap but hesitated. Feeling the solidness of the stones beneath her feet, it struck her that it shouldn’t be this easy. Wasn’t there an ongoing war with Mexico? Weren’t there Vampires in Mexico? Wouldn’t they have better Vampire protections? She’d been unable to enter a warded convenience mart during her trip to Chicago—since then, she’d learned that to enter, she had to ask the shopkeeper, “Are you open?” and wait for the, “Of course, come in!” That a castle would have less protection than a convenience mart seemed preposterous. She glanced at the dogs and the arguing soldiers. The protectors seemed to be occupied. Still … didn’t she need an invitation?

      Could Cherie have invited her?

      That would mean Cherie knew she was coming. Without another backward glance, Grendel threw herself over the wall. Pulling out the floating-head-lady’s Magickal key, she almost made a mad dash for the door, but then she remembered the warning, “It will only work once.”

      Cursing and skidding to a halt, she slipped the key away. She backed into the corner and waited, so close, and yet so far. “Cherie, I’m coming,” she whispered to herself. “Jack, I’ll bring her home to you like I promised.”
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      Jack’s hurricane force winds toppled one of the last remaining homes in what had once been Oak Park. He and his team were “safe” at the storm’s eye, on top of one of the few remaining buildings in the city’s downtown. Oak Park had been a commuter suburb, almost a city in and of itself, its major streets lined with shops, three flat walk-ups, and townhomes, but it had been too close to the sluagh invasion for people or animals to remain, and too far from Mizuki’s spell to have been protected by sleep. Rubble and vegetation covered the former suburb—prairie grasses interspersed with trees. Or at least there had been grasses and trees. Between the Queen’s forces and Jack’s winds, vegetation had been wiped out.

      The enemy had not been wiped out. Soldiers crouched behind the rubble of the ancient buildings, ready to fire as soon as Jack exhausted the ambient Ember around him and within him. That time rapidly approached.

      Ashwin shouted over the gale, “Nimm’s rat network reports the soldiers in Chicago are headed this way!”

      Jack and his team would be overwhelmed then for certain. Jack barked in laughter and nearly lost his concentration. “Just like we planned it!” While they were overwhelmed, the people of the city were escaping. “Your sacrifice isn’t in vain, Cherie,” he whispered, but the words were lost in the wind.
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      Cherie could choose not to be the Queen’s sacrificial lamb right now. She could be dragon BBQ instead. She crouched low, and the dragon’s flame spilled over her. Around her, men and women screamed, and gunfire roared. One of her guards lay before her, eyes wide open, melted into the skin of his face, his abdomen torn to shreds.

      He’d died protecting her. They all were protecting her, so that the Queen could torture and kill her. She found herself mad on behalf of these men who were her captors, whose names she didn’t know. They didn’t deserve to be sacrifices any more than she did. She should let her Magick go, walk into the fire, end it all. It would be easy. It would be ethical.

      A man knelt beside her and shouted over the angry rip of gunfire, “You’re all right!”

      She looked up at him dumbly. A man with melted eyes lay at her feet. No, she was not “all right.”

      The man beside her continued to shout. “If we lost you, she’d kill us. I saw the fire and—” Reaching as though to touch her cheek, he leaned close enough he no longer had to shout. “God damn, you’re not even singed.”

      Cherie stared at him, his words churning in her mind. So, if she died now, these men would be murdered in her stead. She laughed at the absurdity of it. It came out a sob.

      Someone shouted, “We drove it back, move, move, move!”

      The man leaning beside her dropped the hand that had never touched her cheek and said, “Quickly, now.” Someone behind them screamed. Standing, Cherie bolted along with her captor-protectors, running through the shadowed hallway, the stones warm and slick with blood beneath her bare feet. They rounded a corner where light poured through a circular grate from below—the Intra-portal. Cherie stumbled onto it. “Get down!” shouted the soldiers lining up in a circle around her. Something sharp, dark, and glittering shot forward, and one of the men fell with a scream, another man began shouting, words completely unintelligible over the gunfire. He jammed the enormous Intra-portal key into the locking mechanism and wrenched it around. Cherie felt the lock engage, the platform shook, Ember gathered in the air … and the grate that was the floor wasn’t there, and then Cherie was kneeling on the floor of the Keep’s great foyer on a shiny metal platform. One of her guards screamed, “It burns,” and someone shouted, “Acid!”

      There were shouts all around, something about “antidote” and “base,” and other men began firing up into the air. It was all a blur because at that same moment, something warm and wet landed in her hair and on the back of her neck.

      Cherie’s Magick held, and she felt no pain. None. Not even when the something rolled down her arm to her fingers. She knew she shouldn’t look, but sick fascination took hold of her, and she did. Green liquid trickled between her index finger and her thumb, but her flesh remained unmarred. Even her dress was still whole. The green liquid dribbled to the floor and began to bubble on the stone. Cherie stared in wonder, her thoughts moving as slowly as the acid dripping down her limb. She didn’t just not feel pain. She wasn’t even hurt.

      She remembered the glass from the exploding mirror in the throne room. She hadn’t been touched. She hadn’t been hurt until she’d dropped her Magickal shield. And the Minotaur hadn’t been able to hurt her, either. “What is wrong with you?” he’d demanded. That demand had confused her, but now she understood. He hadn’t been able to hurt her but couldn’t say that. He couldn’t admit his weakness. He had to accuse her of wrongness instead.

      “The prisoner! Put it on her!” a man shouted at a woman wearing armor with a tiny red cross at the collar. The woman stared at Cherie, open-mouthed. The woman held something in her hand, a white powder in a plastic container that said, “Neutralizer.” The container had a picture of a long-bodied dragon on the front and buzzed with Ember. The woman put a gloved hand into the powder and stared at Cherie.

      All around her, people were still shouting. Guns were still being fired. The woman got closer and held out the white powder. “Do you … do you … want to put it on? I don’t think … I don’t think I can douse you with it. Sometimes it gets in people’s eyes.”

      Cherie glanced to the side and saw some of the guards had white powder on their faces. Tears stained their cheeks. For a moment, she entertained using the acid on her hand as a weapon: rushing over to the medic, holding her acid-laced hand to the strange woman’s throat … and then … what? Grappling with the woman, losing her concentration, her Magickal shield falling, and acid burning her own flesh?

      “Thank you,” Cherie said. “I will.” She reached her hand into the container and dusted herself with the powder. Something roared above. Outside, dogs howled. And everywhere in the Keep, beasts let their presence, their anger, and their fear be known.

      Still, the Queen was audible when she shouted, “What is the meaning of this?”

      Cherie’s guards parted, and Cherie turned to face her. Before Rana had been seated and weakly Magickal. Now she stood, and ambient Ember burned around her as brilliant as a sun, especially at her feet, where she wore Cherie’s stolen shoes. The shoes were not, alas, burning her flesh and prompting her to dance to her death, like the shoes in the real Snow White. Instead, they’d changed themselves to brilliant crimson, the same as her dress.

      Rana’s lip curled up in disgust. “You! You are responsible for all of this!” She waved a hand in a circle, encompassing the Keep’s monsters, the howling dogs, and the gunfire outside.

      Cherie wanted to laugh at the ridiculousness of the statement, wanted to be brave and quip something glib and heroic, like, “No, you are responsible for this.” The Queen had created the Keep and had made the people hate her.

      But a realization was dawning on Cherie. She wanted to die fast and not be a pawn. That had been her plan … but she couldn’t commit suicide, not without pain. She felt a lump forming at the back of her throat.

      “You,” Rana said, “you are setting my people against one another.”

      It was obviously deflection. The Queen did not want to admit her control was slipping, much like the Minotaur had been unable to admit he couldn’t rip Cherie limb from limb.

      Wondering how anyone could believe Rana’s lie, Cherie shook her head. She might have coaxed the Minotaur into releasing the other prisoners of the Keep—but the dogs, the fighting outside—how could she have anything to do with that? Above Cherie, something screamed, and another thing roared. Gesturing at the guards lining the walls, the Queen snarled, “Take care of that.” All but the Queen’s own Crimson Guard joined Cherie and her protectors on the Intra-portal platform.

      One of Cherie’s protectors stepped forward and bowed low. “Your Majesty, even with these additional men, it will not be enough. We need reinforcements.”

      The Queen regarded him for a moment, but then snapped her fingers. Ambient Ember sparkled, but nothing else appeared to happen. Nonetheless, when she said, “It has been done,” the man bowed even lower and backed behind Cherie.

      The other men clustered more tightly on the platform. Cherie resolutely didn’t move, but without even an eyebrow raise, the Queen said to her, “Get over here, Cherie Charmaine Min Attuegbu Shaw …. And drop your Magick.” Her words wrapped around Cherie tightly as a noose, and before she knew what she was doing, Cherie had walked from the platform, and her Magick had fallen away, like a discarded cloak.

      One of the guards who had been protecting her inserted the oar-like key into the Intra-portal lock. There was the now-familiar click and groan. Ambient Ember and the people on the grate shimmered, and then they were above, someone shouting, “Move out.”

      For a moment, no one in the large room spoke. Cherie’s eyes darted to the Crimson Guard. There were six of them, all impossibly tall, their entire bodies encased in Crimson Armor. Gram was gone. As was her grandmother’s charm.

      The Queen looked upward, an irate expression on her face. “It’s already quieter up there.” She spun to Cherie and said, “Now call off your dogs, Cherie Charmaine Min Attuegbu Shaw.”

      Cherie felt the compulsion down to the tips of her toes and found herself rising to tiptoes, as though being pulled toward the Queen. “I can’t,” she said, and hated that she sounded regretful.

      The Queen took a step toward her, eyes narrowing. “You’re not lying to me. You don’t know—”

      The Queen’s lips snapped shut, and Cherie’s mind groped. Didn’t know what?

      Inclining her head, the Queen regarded Cherie. She snapped her fingers. Two of the Crimson Guard stepped to a place in the wall between the columns of spikes. They smacked their hands against the wall. Ambient Ember shimmered, and then the wall shimmered, turning into a single, enormous mirror. Cherie stared at herself. Disheveled. Dirty. Someone’s—or something’s—blood smeared on one leg, white powder on her arms.

      Another of the Crimson Guard pulled a stool from the shadows and placed it before the mirror. A third came forward, toting an innocuous-looking briefcase. For some reason, the briefcase made Cherie shiver uncontrollably.

      “Sit, Cherie Charmaine Min Attuegbu Shaw,” the Queen said, Ember halo brightening. Cherie’s feet moved, and her body bent, and she sat, as though she were a clockwork automaton, a machine. The man with the briefcase proceeded to unfasten three brass latches and then to pull from its frame three extendable legs that turned the briefcase into a sort of tripod. He set it before Cherie and opened a few more latches. The briefcase opened, revealing a number of tools, some that Cherie recognized from her time working as her grandmother’s surgical assistant: scalpels and a few sharp scissors, but there were other things the likes of which Cherie had never seen before: a sort of vise and a short whip with multiple, barbed strands. Cherie began to shiver so violently the stool shook, creaking and scraping against the stone floor.

      Cherie wasn’t sure if she imagined the smile in Rana’s voice when she said, “Now to call your Jack.”
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      “They’re retreating!” Ashwin shouted, and Jack sank to his knees on the rooftop, clutching his side. Hot and sticky blood worked its way into his gloves. A gut wound he was too weak to heal. Around him, the wind shrank from a howl to a moan.

      Dr. Diri was at his side a moment later. He put his hands on Jack’s abdomen and Ambient Ember shimmered. Jack exclaimed as pain flared through his insides. A moment later, he sighed as all pain faded away. “Thank you,” Jack said. Diri nodded briefly, grabbed a rifle, and stared out through its sights.

      “Here, princess, have a drink.” Ashwin tossed Jack a canteen, and then peered into the darkness through the scopes of one of his weapons. “Western side. They’re raising a white flag.”

      One of their team members shouted, “Same on the east.”

      From somewhere in the building below them, another person said, “North, too.” And then “South same.”

      “It’s a diversion,” Jack said, tipping the canteen back and taking a sip. “They’re buying time for something.”

      Emerging from a drainpipe, Nimm said, “If I may be so bold, you could use some time buying, too.”

      Jack did. His ambient Ember halo, usually as constant as his shadow, was rapidly fading to nearly non-Magickal levels. Jack grunted. “Fine.”

      Ashwin shouted to the volunteers, “Hold your fire.” As their volunteers acknowledged the order, Ashwin tossed Jack a canister that contained Ember in its rawest form. Jack turned the lid slightly to let a small amount out of the pressurized container. Pure Ember amped Magickal abilities but releasing it all at once would waste too much of it in the open air. Inhaling deeply, he screwed the cap on tight.

      “They’re doing something over here,” said their man on the Northern wall. “Doesn’t look like they have weapons. Are those … mirrors?”

      Crouching low, Jack joined the man and peered over the side of the building. On a hillock of rubble, a group of the Queen’s soldiers were arranging themselves in formation. In their hands they held rectangular mirrors, currently aiming at the sky. Another Magickal man or woman—it was impossible to say beneath all the armor they wore—sat down cross-legged on the ground. All at once, the mirrors flung themselves from the hands of those holding them and arranged themselves in rows of five each that stretched twenty mirror lengths high.

      Gritting his teeth, Jack said, “The Queen has a message for us.”

      “Do you think we should listen?” Ashwin asked.

      “No,” said Jack.

      But the mirrors changed from reflecting the still-stormy sky to Rana, his stepmother. She stood in a dark, cavernous room, her dress and shoes red and glowing, like iron on a forge, her expression murderous.

      “Call it off, Jack,” she snapped.

      From somewhere a few stories below, one of Jack’s volunteers called out, “That’s Storm King, to you.”

      Jack wouldn’t have thought Rana’s face could become any livider, and Ashwin and he both cursed in unison.

      Nimm squeaked, “I’ll go tell them not to incite her!” and scampered down the drainpipe.

      “Give this up,” Rana said. “You only increase the suffering of your people.” As though to emphasize the words, from behind her came the muffled screams of men. Jack’s brow constricted. Her men. What was happening in Sunland?

      Jack’s fists clenched. At least they weren’t Cherie’s screams. He swallowed. They soon might be—if not now, later. He knew he should turn away, but before he could, the air behind Rana shimmered, and a dozen of her own soldiers appeared on an Intra-portal platform. Their screams of pain echoed through the mirrors across the plain, as well as shouts of, “Medic! Medic!”

      Rana’s face went blank.

      “My Queen,” said a man behind her, falling to one knee. “The beasts of the Keep have all been released—”

      “The girl’s spell has ended; she is no longer inciting them!” Rana sneered, and Jack gaped, stunned. He’d never seen Rana lose control. Was he finally witnessing it?

      “Girl’s spell?” Ashwin whispered.

      “I don’t know,” said Jack, eyes riveted now.

      In the mirror, the man replied in a frantic shout, “My Queen, they are dragons, manticore, and basilisks … they don’t need incitement! We need reinforcements!”

      Ambient Ember blazed around Rana, and she shouted, “Silence!” and then proceeded to chant a long stream of names. The men stretched out on the Intra-portal platform went mute, though a few still writhed where they lay. Even from Jack’s distant vantage, stains of blood were visible seeping across the cavernous room’s floor. Jack swallowed. The power of names hadn’t been acknowledged when the Change first occurred, though Cherie and all the people of Somer had certainly believed in it. He dredged his memory for what he’d learned from Dr. Anna, Cherie’s grandmother. The power of names lay in the knowing and was amplified if the name was freely given. Did the Queen know Cherie’s full name? Jack swallowed. Probably. The Queen’s troops were occupying Cherie’s hometown of Somer, where her birth certificate surely was—and a birth certificate was freely recorded, given to the state, and the state was the Queen. He sank lower.

      “Can she control us with our names?” Ashwin whispered.

      Jack scowled, thinking. “If she had your name and recognized you, she’d already have used it. Don’t let yourself be seen.” He hissed to everyone on the rooftop, “Hide your faces.” He wasn’t sure if Rana knew the volunteers or Ashwin. They weren’t Magickal and therefore beneath the Queen’s contempt. Diri, however … He glanced at the doctor. He’d already flipped down the visor of the Vampire Armor he wore, and Jack’s shoulders relaxed.

      Nimm popped up in the drainpipe again. “I will warn the others.”

      In the mirrors, Rana’s gaze became downcast. The ambient Ember around her faded slightly … but then began to swirl and gain in intensity.

      “She has your name, though, Jack.” Ashwin’s face went pale.

      “Nicknames count, too,” Jack replied.

      “She’s your stepmother and she knows yours,” Ashwin said.

      A dark laugh threatened to burst from Jack’s throat. “But the nickname that I’m most known by she won’t ever use in front of her own troops. She won’t ever call me ‘king’ in public.” The moniker that had sealed the city’s fate, that he hated, was going to save him … for a few more hours at least.

      Ashwin growled. “I’m not taking that chance.” Rising from his crouch, he fired his weapon at the mirrors. The projectiles flared against an invisible barrier, and then vanished. Ashwin sank down for a moment, and then rose again, and fired a shot at the Magickal before the mirror. The same thing happened, and the Magickal keeping the mirrors aloft remained as immobile as a stone. Sinking back down, Ashwin grumbled, “I hate Magick.”

      In the mirror, Rana raised her gaze, ambient Ember swirling around her once more. A bestial screech as sharp as the flash of her eyes split from behind her.

      Though Jack could not see the screech’s source, Nimm, emerging from a drainpipe, squeaked, “Oh, that dragon is extremely unhappy and is expressing its desire to turn the people of Sunland to ash.”

      There were a few muffled roars.

      Nimm rose to his hind paw pairs and furiously groomed his nose. “And those manticore are promising to eat everyone. My, they are upset.”

      Jack wanted to scratch the rat behind the ears, grateful for the intel—something was deeply wrong in the Keep—but he wanted to keep his attention on the mirrors. Perhaps he could use that wrongness to his own advantage. Rana began walking, and the scene changed as she did, as though the mirror were a camera. Something in his stomach constricted, afraid of her destination. His stomach sank as she came to a stop behind a figure sitting meekly on a stool. “You will be directly responsible for her suffering, then.”

      She beckoned with a finger, and a man in Crimson Armor stepped forward. Raising a cat o’ nine tails, he went to stand behind Cherie. Cherie, still in the revealing red dress, shook as though sobbing, her hands and feet unbound but seemingly helpless to move.

      “You can’t trust the Queen, Jack,” Ashwin was saying, and someone was grabbing his arms, trying to pull him down. He wasn’t sure if the crack that cut through the night was his own thunder or the whip crashing down on Cherie’s back.
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      Something had changed in the air around Grendel. The dogs still howled in the palace, on the walls, and outside them. There were still fights among the soldiers, and between the soldiers and civilians outside the palace walls. And yet, the sound of gunfire was more sporadic, and the fights among the Queen’s troops seemed to be winding down. There was less shouting. Also, the Magick in the air had changed. The ever-present hum that she heard if she consciously thought about it, was … gentler. Not louder, not softer … less frantic.

      And what sort of explanation was that? Completely unquantifiable. “I hate Magick,” she muttered, and then smacked her hand to the key tucked into the sleeve of her stolen armor. “I don’t hate all Magick,” she whispered, lest the demi-goddess be insulted. Grendel couldn’t afford the Magick of the key being ripped away.

      Grendel rolled on her feet. Could the Magick of the key fade? Should she use it now? Make her way into the prison proper, and then worry about how to get into Cherie’s cell?

      Above her head, she heard someone shout, “And we’re telling you, there is a Vampire in Sunland! Listen to our dogs!”

      “All the dogs are howling!” another man shouted back, tone dripping condescension.

      “Let us set them on its trail!” the first person shot back.

      Grendel’s eyes got wide. That … would be bad.

      “They’re too valuable to be shot out there,” said Condescending Man.

      Except Grendel wasn’t out there, she was in here. Time to go to prison. She trotted out of the shadows as another group of soldiers entered the courtyard, nearly twenty of them, their path obviously the Keep. Grendel considered slipping through time ahead of them and unlocking the door—but the key would only work once. Grendel snicked her visor down and fell into line behind the others. They were all Magickal, and the air hummed with their unique songs. Even though Grendel was well fed, her mouth began to water. It was like being stuffed by Thanksgiving dinner, and then the pumpkin pie coming out.

      “Halt,” cried someone at the front who began talking to someone in the Keep through a little grate.

      The Magickal soldiers halted sharply. Grendel not so sharply. She didn’t run into the man in front of her, but it was a near thing … near enough that the soldier turned around, looked her up and down, and asked, “Who are you?”

      Grendel realized a few things all at once. All these particular Magickals were much taller than her, all were male, and all of them were wearing armor different from her own. It wasn’t Vampire Armor but looked heavier and more robust. Was this the sort that would be impact resistant?

      “Err …” said Grendel.

      At that very moment, from the wall came a shout of, “There is a Vampire in the palace grounds.”

      All the soldiers looked up sharply, except the one talking to Grendel.

      Grendel babbled. “It’s true, there is a Vampire,” she said. “And I need to get into the Keep to alert the guards there that they’ll be having company. Vampiric company. The orders for this Vamp are capture, not kill. They’re going to bring it to the Keep and torture it to find out who invited it in.”

      Her fangs bit into her lips, and she mentally castigated whatever internal voice had prompted that real-life monologue. Was it trying to scare the unholy bejeezus out of her?

      A man spat. “Good for them.”

      “Yeah,” said another, a spark of flame forming at his fingertips.

      But the man who had just been interrogating her said, “You’re not Magickal. What are you doing on the palace grounds after tourism hours?”

      “Well …” Grendel mentally apologized for castigating her internal voices, opened her mouth, and babbled again. “My Magickal talent is being invisibly Magickal.” Sort of the truth; she definitely was at least supernatural. “You can’t see my Magick, and neither can Vampires. They love Magickal blood.” Her mouth watered, and she spit a little as she said it.

      That caused a few of the soldiers to shift on their feet, but the first asked, “You’re a Vampire hunter?” He was wearing a visor, but it didn’t reach far enough down his face to hide his sneer.

      “I’ve been dealing with Vampirism since long before you were born,” Grendel replied. It was the truth. She tensed, waiting for someone to catch that semi-evasion.

      “Why aren’t you wearing Vampire Armor then?” asked her Interrogator.

      Grendel opened her mouth, and then snapped it shut. Why not?

      He continued. “What’s with the camouflage armor?”

      Letting her inner voices run off with her mouth, Grendel replied, “With my particular invisibility talent, I’m utilized as a spy.” Rolling on her feet, Grendel smiled. That lie sounded so convincing, she almost believed it.

      All traces of the interrogator's sneer vanished. “Wow. Good luck catching your man.”

      Somewhere at ground level, some dogs howled with much more seriousness than before.

      Grendel tensed and realized that during the entire conversation the man had been talking to her mouth. Were her fangs visible? She lifted her hand subconsciously.

      The dogs howled closer.

      The man interrogating her lifted his head. “I think they have its scent.”

      “Shit,” Grendel said.

      His attention jerked back down to her.

      Had she said that aloud? Oops. “Have to let the guards know they’ll be expecting company.” She smiled weakly, but he’d already turned away, thankfully, as her fangs were extended. She didn’t drop her hand. She’d seen the man in this armor because of his mouth. She’d be seen within the Keep the same way. What sort of “Invisible Armor” showed the mouth? She grasped at the fabric beneath her chin and blinked. It was loose, almost cowl-like. She hadn’t noticed it before. Grasping it tightly, she pulled it up over her nose … and realized why her armor’s previous occupant hadn’t used it. It stank like old cheese and older farts. She swore under her breath, but the dogs were too loud for it to be overheard.

      The man in charge upfront shouted, “Let’s go!”

      Were the doggos in the courtyard yet? Not daring to turn around, Grendel rushed by the man holding the door open. He didn’t notice and almost stepped on her. The soldiers who’d been in front of her jogged straight ahead, and Grendel almost followed them, but then one of her little voices hissed, “You’re too old to rush into things blindly.” Another snapped back, “You’re in the bosom of your enemy. Why stop now?” But Grendel did stop. Peeling sideways, she took in her surroundings. She was in a cavernous space, with steel H-beams of the sort she was accustomed to in her time, exposed and running like ribs, from the floors to the ceiling, and then across. The H-beams were adorned with enormous spikes. Perfect for taking out a heart. She grimaced and followed the beams across the ceiling. Some of them intersected with a strange circular metal grate there. Through the grate came inhuman screeches and roars, and strange shadowy movements. There was a sort of platform beneath the grate on the floor, barely visible beneath a throng of humans standing, kneeling, and writhing upon it. Blood seeped out over the platform and onto the stones from the writhing men. The men wore expressions of anguish, but they were strangely mute. The soldiers she’d come in with milled about the injured men, looking stunned and confused. Standing in a line off to Grendel’s left were six men in crimson armor and flowing capes in the same shade. “And people think Vampires look evil,” Grendel’s inner voices complained in unison. To a one, the Crimson Goons appeared to be over seven feet tall and broader than anyone had a right to be. Jack hadn’t told her anything about red armor in particular. What did it do? Behind the Crimson Goons, a floor-to-ceiling window overlooked not the courtyard outside but a tornado someplace else. Her eyes fell to the Crimson Goons again. Their armor hummed with Magick, they looked like human tanks, and Grendel instinctively slunk back in fear.

      And then she heard a sob. Cherie’s sob. Directly behind the Crimson Goons. “My child,” Grendel whispered, not a Vampire, but a mom, a grandmother. She even thought like a grandmother, someone weak, who had to outthink anyone who tried to hurt her babies. Grendel crab walked sideways, quietly as she could, keeping her back to the wall.

      Someone shouted, “Clear the Intra-portal.” There was shuffling, and then a woman in the crowd said, “What are you doing? All able-bodied men will get back up there and contain the prisoners!”

      Something roared above their heads. The hair on Grendel’s neck stood on end. She froze.

      A man shouted, “Who has the key to the block?”

      “I do,” another panted. There was a click, and a clang. The Magickal hum in the air intensified, and then the crowd in the room thinned; one woman and the men in red remained. The men in red parted, and the woman stepped through and gazed up at the scene of the storm. All of their bodies turned in the direction Grendel was heading. Grendel paused again.

      “Shall I hit her again?” asked the man.

      “No,” the woman replied, her voice in perfect pitch with the sound of her Magick. Her dress sang a similar song, and her shoes sang loudest of all. “Let him burn himself out. Then we’ll hit her again.”

      Grendel heard a sharp intake of breath. Another sob. Continuing on her chosen course would put Grendel in front of the woman and her Crimson Goons. Gritting her teeth, Grendel resumed her slide through the shadows. Reaching the corner, her line of vision cleared. She saw Cherie, spilled out on the floor on her stomach, the back of her dress in tatters, her back in tatters. It was all Grendel could do not to charge forward, and she couldn’t say what held her back. Guilt? It should be her there on the floor. Caution? She didn’t know what the mysterious Magickal armor the guards wore could do, or what sort of power the woman’s clothing had. Her heart broke, and her vision got blurry.

      No one seemed to notice her, but Cherie looked up at Grendel and smiled. Grendel’s heart constricted. People who wanted to die always saw her. It was all Grendel could do not to scream.

      A knock sounded at the door to the Keep. Two of the faceless red guards went to answer it. There was a click and a slide. The howl of dogs, muffled before, intensified, and over it, a man shouted, “Member of the Vampire Legion with an urgent message for the Queen.”

      The woman—the Queen—turned away from Cherie and went to the door. Her men in red followed, and Grendel couldn’t restrain herself anymore. She rushed forward, without a plan in her head, and fell to her knees beside Cherie.

      “Grandmother, is that you?” Cherie whispered.

      Pulling the cowl down, Grendel whispered, “Yes, hush. I have to get you out of here.”

      But at the door, the Vampire Guard declared, “My Queen, there is a Vampire in the Keep!”
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      Cherie wasn’t sure how the Queen and her Guard couldn’t see the angel in the corner of the Keep. She wasn’t sure how she saw the angel with pain shooting through every nerve in her body. And then the Angel was rushing to her, and there was something in the stride, in the way she fell to her knees beside Cherie that was familiar. “Grandmother, is that you?” Cherie whispered.

      “Yes, hush. I have to get you out of here,” Grendel replied.

      Grendel could do that. One way or another. The dead, the dying, and those in pain call to me, Grendel had once said. Cherie was all three.

      “Thank you,” Cherie whispered, and at the same time, far off in the distance someone declared, “My Queen, there is a Vampire in the Keep!”

      Grendel jerked, as though to pull away, but Cherie held her down. “It hurts,” she managed to say—still unable to say, “Kill me,” even if that is what she meant.

      “Permission to enter,” the same voice said, somewhere far, far away.

      Grendel hesitated a moment, and then bit Cherie’s wrist, piercing skin and veins. The pain of the bite was nothing, not compared to the nerves in her back that were white hot and …

      … fading … the pain of her flogging was fading. It was working. Cherie would escape the Queen in death after all. She smiled. Almost giggled.

      “Thank you,” the Queen said, somewhere far away, “but we’ll handle it ourselves.”

      “Hurry,” Cherie whispered. “Kill me.”

      Grendel pulled away.

      “No,” Cherie cried.

      There was the click of high heels on stone and the thud of boots.

      “It’s Grendel, I presume,” the Queen said, her Ember halo shining like a bolt of lightning, and the Magickal shoes shining like dual suns. “You will reveal yourself and surrender, Grendel.”

      Grendel stood and with a jerky movement, pulled a cowl away from her face. Like a robot. Like an automaton. And Cherie gasped. The Queen knew Grendel’s name. She’d heard Cherie utter it, or gathered it from spies, and just using it was enough, like it had been when the elf king and Baba Yaga had used Cherie’s name to control her.

      Grendel hissed, and in a move too fast to see, raised a pistol. “Die, Bitch.”

      There was a click from the weapon, and another click in Cherie’s mind. Grendel was not just Grendel. She was Rose Someone Else. She was Mom, she was Grandmother, and all those names that Queen Rana didn’t know, gave Grendel the power to resist the Queen’s compulsion.

      The Queen halted, eyes widening briefly. Cherie’s heart rate sped up. But the weapon didn’t fire … probably because Grendel had likely stolen it, and it was Magickally linked to its owner.

      The Crimson Guard rushed forward, but the Queen held up a hand. They drew to a halt a few paces away. One of them still held the whip used on Cherie, and she felt tears on her cheeks at the memory of pain so wicked and sharp she’d temporarily been blinded by it.

      Sinking to her haunches behind Cherie, Grendel drew Cherie’s back to her chest, whispering, “I’m sorry this hurts.” But it didn’t hurt. Grendel’s bite hadn’t worn off. Not yet. Cherie was suddenly feather-light, and there was no more sound. Grendel had pulled her out-of-time. Beside her, Grendel smashed the pistol against the floor, bending its barrel. She rose, pulling Cherie with her, and hurled the twisted weapon at the Queen … who caught it in midair and smirked. Her guards drew closer to her. Cherie’s eyes went wide. They were supposed to be frozen in real time. Her stomach sank with the sickening realization that the Queen and her Crimson Guard could travel with Grendel in the out-of-time … the Guards maybe because of the armor. But how did the Queen?

      Grendel and Cherie slammed back into real time, and the Queen said, “Who do you think envisioned Vampire Armor?”

      Grendel drew Cherie back toward the wall and whispered, “I’m sorry, Granddaughter.”

      Cherie’s eyes went blurry. She was going to die by the whip—or something worse.

      “Grendel Shaw, release the girl,” the Queen said, perhaps mistaking Grendel for Cherie’s real grandmother. Grendel hissed and held Cherie to her tighter. “What do I do?” she whispered in Cherie’s ear. Cherie shook her head. She didn’t know.

      This wasn’t how Charming Princesses died in fairy tales.

      The Queen tried again. “Release the girl, Grendel Attuegbu,” the Queen said, trying another name and taking another cautious step forward—perhaps she thought Grendel had other weapons. Cherie knew better. Grendel wouldn’t hesitate to kill the Queen if she had another weapon.

      Paying no attention to the Queen’s order, Grendel drew Cherie back another step. “Get behind me, Granddaughter,” Grendel whispered. Cherie wiped her nose but couldn’t move. She tasted bitterness in her mouth. Solien and Baba Yaga were cruel to call her “Charming Princess.” Or “Peacekeeper” … or … she raised her eyes and met the Queen’s. Cherie had other names, too. Names used by Elf kings and Baba Yaga, both older and more powerful than even the Queen. Names used by her grandmother and Grendel, who knew her better than anyone else. Charming Princess. Peacekeeper. Atom Bomb.

      “I’m tired of this,” the Queen said. “Apprehend them both.”

      The guards rushed forward, the one with the whip brandishing it high. Ambient Ember around Cherie crackled; the Ember in the stones flowed up through her bare feet, and her Magick swelled around her.

      The Queen snarled, “Cherie Charmaine Min Attuegbu Shaw, release your Magick at once.”

      Cherie expected the command. Her Magick flickered, but she played a mantra in her mind: Peacekeeper, I am the Charming Princess Peacekeeper, to Solien and Baba Yaga, and I am an atom bomb. Her Magickal shield surged, stronger than before.

      “No,” Cherie snarled.

      “Take them!” the Queen snapped.

      The men backed away instead, the one with the whip letting it fall to his side …

      Grendel gasped. “You’ve discovered your Magick?”

      Cherie could only nod, gaze intent on the Queen. Above their heads, a man screamed, and outside, muffled by the Keep’s thick walls, gunfire resumed.

      “I said, take them!” the Queen said again.

      The guards took another step back. One said, “My Queen, I cannot.”

      Lip curling, the Queen approached Cherie and Grendel in quick strides. Grendel growled, and Cherie had to throw her arms back to keep the Vampire from rushing forward. “Easy,” Cherie whispered.

      The Queen’s eyes widened, and her steps slowed … then stopped. She got as close as two feet away and raised a hand as though to slap Cherie’s face. Or tried to. It was as though Rana tried to lift an invisible weight; her face contorted and sweat formed on her brow.

      Grendel ducked low and aimed a vicious kick around Cherie’s body. Cherie strained to keep the Vampire enrobed in her Magick. The Queen jumped back with a shriek.

      “Grandmother!” Cherie panted. Her body wanted to sag with the strain of protecting herself and Grendel. She felt sweat prickling the back of her neck.

      “Next time I won’t miss,” Grendel assured her.

      Something above them roared, and a bolt of fire shot from the grate in the ceiling.

      Narrowing her eyes at them, the Queen declared, “I’ll deal with you later.” So saying she spun with her Crimson Guard to the Intra-portal, and picked her way through the bodies of the injured lying on the floor.

      Cherie sagged. “Grandmother … I don’t think I can wrap you in my … Magick … of protection … if you kick or punch.”

      “According to you, I can regrow my limbs,” Grendel retorted.

      Cherie winced and gasped. “Might need … your limbs … soon.”

      “Oh, all right,” Grendel grumbled. “No one should be that graceful in stilettos; I want to break her legs.”

      Cherie snorted, almost lost her Magick, and cast Grendel a warning glance.

      “Did one of my little internal voices speak aloud?” Grendel asked.

      Glancing at the Queen, back still to them, Cherie turned around and hugged Grendel tight.

      Grendel went rigid. “I don’t really think you should put your neck so near my mouth.”

      “Grandmother, listen,” Cherie panted, trying to hold onto her Magick.

      There was another roar and shrieks from above. Outside, the firefight continued. One of the Crimson Guards asked, “Should we send up reinforcements, Your Majesty?” The Queen’s response was lost in another roar.

      Grendel licked her lips and whined.

      Taking a deep breath, Cherie said, “I can make things not hurt me. I am extending … that to you … but I can’t keep this up much longer.”

      “Then stop protecting me,” Grendel whispered.

      Cherie shook her head. “We need ideas, Grandmother. The guards, the Queen, all … can slip through time if you do. There are too many …”

      Head lifting, Grendel gazed upward. “I might be able to open that grate and set the creatures above free,” Grendel whispered.

      The creatures of the Keep could distract the Guards and probably blow down the door to the outside, but … “It’s an … Intra-portal …” Cherie panted, before realizing that was probably gibberish to Grendel.

      “A portal is a door … yes?” Grendel asked.

      “You need a key,” Cherie whispered, jaw tight.

      “I have a Magickal key that can open anything,” Grendel replied, attempting to pull away.

      Cherie’s eyes got wide. For a moment, her Magick flowed away. Could Grendel really open the Intra-Portal? And what if she did? What if the creatures of the Keep escaped out into the city beyond? Cherie swallowed. Every human in the city would be in danger.

      She opened her mouth, to protest the plan, but then she remembered that every human and animal in Chicago had been in danger for two centuries due to the sluagh. They would be again, if the Queen’s forces succeeded.

      Were the people of Sunland really less innocent than the people of Chicago? They couldn’t be.

      Her mind spun. Maybe they didn’t have to do something so rash. Or did they?

      Not knowing what to do, Cherie shook Grendel, making the Vampire meet her eyes. “Grandmother, you’re old,” Cherie said. “And I need your wisdom.”

      Grendel snorted.

      Cherie remembered what she first noticed when the Queen had summoned her. “Gram isn’t here.” Gram, who had made her necklace go cold. In a country of so many millions, wouldn’t there be many Grams?

      Grendel looked at her blankly, but Cherie had no time to explain. “Do you think … do you think … the Queen’s reign isn’t just her … it must be more people enacting her policies … ordering the soldiers to kill civilians fleeing Chicago, mustn’t it?”

      Grendel’s expression grew serious. She stroked Cherie’s hands and said, “Yes, of course, there are others. No one can rule so many alone.” The lines in the Vampire’s face grew deeper, and she looked very human. “I’m sorry.”

      Cherie’s stomach sank. If Rana’s power was more than her, even her death would not bring her soldiers home. Only danger to the capital, danger to all the people who were her accomplices—the bureaucrats, the soldiers—could save the people of Chicago. But she would condemn the innocent as well as the guilty.

      She exhaled. Baba Yaga had warned her this choice was coming. Cherie had wondered how Rana could murder innocents. Now she knew.

      In a whisper, Cherie said, “Free the monsters.”
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      Grendel whispered to Cherie, “Are you sure you cannot be hurt?”

      Her adopted granddaughter nodded.

      Grendel hesitated. What if Cherie was wrong? But she remembered the Queen’s trembling hand, and the Guard’s lowered arms.

      “Distract them for me,” Grendel said, pulling her armor’s cowl up over her face.

      Cherie nodded again. Eyes on a point above Grendel’s shoulder, she turned away and walked over to the guard who’d been watching them.

      “Eh …?” he said.

      Grendel crab walked along the wall again.

      Cherie spread her feet shoulder width apart, one slightly in front of the other, bent her knees and raised her fists. Grendel had never been taught to fight properly, but it looked like the correct boxing stance. Cherie sent a jab at the guard. Grendel held her breath—Cherie’s Magick still sang like an entire choir. She waited for the guard to go sailing across the room … He didn’t even budge. His face was hidden, but Grendel swore she could see his shoulders rise and fall in a sigh. “What are you doing?” he asked. Cherie punched him again. Again, to absolutely no effect.

      “Your Majesty … the prisoner, she is trying something,” the guard said.

      “Where is the Vampire?” the Queen demanded.

      “What?” said the guard, twisting his neck in the direction Grendel had been.

      Reaching an exposed H-beam over ten meters away from the nearest man and hopefully out of range of his armor, Grendel grabbed the lip of the beam, slipped out-of-time and held her breath. She felt the weight of another being with her in the out-of-time, but a quick glance showed no one looking in her direction. Panting a little at the pull of whomever was with her, Grendel scaled the wall, alternating between using the spikes as a ladder and the H-beam lips as purchase. Glancing down from the ceiling, she saw Cherie and the guards all frozen in time. The Queen, however, made her way to the wall, picking her way past the others caught in time. She paused briefly by Cherie, raised a hand as though to strike, and then, lip curling, she walked on. At the wall, she turned and began making her way along it, in the direction Grendel had taken.

      “She’s looking for you. Don’t stop, you blood-sucking sloth,” one of Grendel’s inner voices hissed. With renewed energy, Grendel crawled toward the grate, using her fingers and toes, like a sloth but faster. “Thank you for that imagery, subconscious.” Grendel snorted as she reached the rim of the grate.

      Fighting the Queen’s pull, Grendel hung by two feet and one arm and removed the key from her sleeve. She blinked. She had no idea where the lock was. The grate was a perfect circle without hinges that she could see. It was probably Magickal. Stupid Magick. Without alternatives, Grendel slid the key between the rim of the grate and the ceiling. She managed a few feet, the radius of her arm, basically. Nothing seemed to happen. Huffing, she put the key between her teeth, crawled upside down along the grate, marking the limit of her swipe of the Magickal key with her eyes. When she got to that limit, she swiped the key along the rim of the grate again. Again, nothing seemed to happen. Swearing to herself—she’d never had a tremendous amount of upper-body strength even when she was young, and it was hard to manage, even in the lower gravity of the out-of-time—she crawled forward again. And again. And again. Swiping the key along as she went, she crawled, halfway around the circle.

      Below, the Queen still paced around the room, weaving her way through the other humans who were frozen in real time. Like Grendel in Baba Yaga’s barn, when she’d heard Cherie’s Magick, it didn’t seem to occur to the Queen to look up. “Let that be a lesson to you: always look up,” one of her voices admonished. “You probably won’t live through this,” her other voice countered. “The Queen’s going to look up eventually.”

      Taking a swipe along the grate, the more optimistic inner voice replied, “If she does, she won’t see, thanks to the armor.” Grendel glanced at the floor. No longer making her way around the room, the Queen turned in a painfully slow circle instead.

      Grendel huffed, drew the key along another length of the rim, put it in her mouth, managed three more swipes, and then, as she was nearing her starting point, she encountered a problem. Something was sitting on the grate, something very large and very scaly, and Grendel could not insert her fingers up into the space above and get a proper grip. She tried pinching the regions of the grate she could reach and managed to hold herself up with two hands, but when she tried to use her one hand to swipe the key along the grate’s rim, she slipped precariously. Hastily regaining her grip, Grendel maneuvered herself so that one hand was underneath The Thing, and one hand had a proper grip. Taking a deep breath, she grasped the key in one hand, held the grate with the other, braced her toes on another section of the grate for leverage, and then slammed back into real time. She shoved the key into The Thing’s belly. Roaring, it leaped—which had been desired—and then Grendel’s feet slipped, which hadn’t been. She dangled, the full weight of her body suspended several stories above the ground, her one hand, fingers, arm, and shoulder straining, the other flailing. Fire shot past her nose, and she pulled herself back into the out-of-time. Grasping the key with her teeth, she swung her feet up and crawled upside down to the last few feet of the rim. She swiped the key, hoping it would work. Nothing happened. She almost cursed the Goddess, but one of her voices reminded her, “You’re in the out-of-time; it may be that it takes a few seconds.” Which was going to be a few very long minutes here, and her arms and legs hurt. Glancing down, Grendel wondered if she could simply drop to the floor or if it would put her too close to the Queen or guys in red. The Queen stood not quite directly below her among the wounded. A few were slowly reaching upward … right to where Grendel was. Panic seized Grendel’s heart. They’d seen her in the real time, as those near death had a tendency to do.

      If the Queen knew that … Letting go of the grate, Grendel pushed off with her feet, launching herself headfirst in a backward dive toward the Queen. She fell slowly, like a feather. As her body’s path righted, she looked down and saw the exact moment the Queen realized what the men were pointing at. The Queen's head jerked up.

      Grendel slammed into real time and prepared to use the key as a weapon, but it turned to a lock of hair in her hand.
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      In her protective cloak of Magick, Cherie threw another punch that landed uselessly below the Crimson Guard’s sternum. His comrades, standing in a line between Cherie and the Queen, looked on, chuckling slightly.

      The man Cherie had punched rounded on them. “You stop her if you think it’s funny.” He turned back to Cherie and hissed, “Your Magick won’t last forever, and I’m going to remember this.” His arms lifted at his side, as though he was going to grab her, but they shook madly, and then fell. Cherie kicked him in the shins. It didn’t hurt him, but she took some satisfaction in it anyway. He growled but didn’t do anything or couldn’t do anything. She didn’t let herself think of the implications of “later.”

      Above them, the dragon roared and shot a bolt of flame. Cherie didn’t feel its heat. Bouncing on her heels, breathing heavily, she raised her arms again, hoping that Grendel’s Magickal key was working.

      And then the Queen gasped, and all the guards turned away from Cherie. There was a blur, a thud, and hissing. Cherie recognized that hiss. Diving between the guards, she found herself on top of the Queen, who was on top of Grendel.

      “How dare you!” the Queen shouted.

      “Let her go,” Cherie cried, trying to reach for Rana’s hands to pull them off Grendel.

      Grendel’s voice, cold as a knife’s blade, cut through the distant sound of gunfire, howling dogs, and the angry noises of the creatures above. “I’m not going to let her go, Granddaughter.” There was a soft, squishing sound, and a gasp from Rana, and then a gurgle.

      Cherie’s breath caught. Grendel had killed the Queen, right beneath her. The knowledge sent a chill through her, and in that instant, her Magick fled. Her body went limp, as did Rana’s, and she heard a slurp.

      “Her Magick is down!” shouted one of the Crimson Guard. At the same time, there was a groan from above. Ducking her head, Cherie pulled her Magick tight around Grendel, herself, and the corpse of the Queen by default, just in time—the guards were hulking shadows above them.

      Covering three bodies with her Magick was hard. Cherie’s body shook with the strain … The Guard had been right; Cherie couldn’t keep her Magick around her forever, especially not while she was protecting Grendel and the corpse. They’d killed the Queen and would die along with her soon.

      Something clanged above them, and then metal screeched.

      “What was that noise?” one of the guards asked.

      And another shouted, “Get back!”

      On her stomach, limbs tangled with Rana’s and Grendel’s, Cherie couldn’t move as Hell rained down in the form of sharp beaks, mighty bodies, and claws. Fire and probably acid shot past Cherie, Grendel, and Rana’s body, and Cherie called on all her Magick to keep them off … Something exploded, and fresh air gusted into the Keep. Gunfire and howls rang in her ears, no longer muffled. The screams outside weren’t muffled, either.

      She couldn’t say how long they lay there, but the beasts had not entirely cleared out when Grendel said, “We have to get up.”

      Cherie protested, “I can’t protect you and Rana if I don’t touch you—”

      “Rana doesn’t need protection anymore, and I don’t think I need protection either,” Grendel said.

      Cherie didn’t move.

      “I’m a monster, remember?” Grendel whispered.

      “No,” Cherie said, but plucked her shaking limbs out of the tangle and sat up, her Magick fleeing her, but her limbs still trembling.

      Grendel was out from under Rana in an instant, body bowed, bloody claws flexing, head darting side to side. In a moment, she hopped over to the body of a Crimson Guard, fumbled with something at his belt, and removed a sword. Before Cherie could stop her, she was a blur. A second later, she was panting above Cherie, her cowl dropped low, the bottom half of her face smeared with fresh blood, and Cherie remembered something else from the story of Snow White … the name of Snow White’s sister. “Rose Red,” Cherie whispered.

      Grendel didn’t hear or didn’t care. She swung the blade, and in the next instant, held up Rana’s head by the hair.

      More creatures leapt down from above. Snakes with wings soared by, harpies flapped foul smelling wings, shadows hummed in tones that made Cherie’s skin crawl, and creatures the likes of which Cherie had never seen in any of her mythology books fled the Keep.  A few glanced at Cherie, but Grendel hissed, and they drew away. Cherie was too tired to use her Magick. Fortunately, Grendel’s bite still kept the pain in her back at bay.

      From the corner came an inhuman snort. Grendel’s gaze went past Cherie’s shoulder. Cherie turned to see the Minotaur, standing on the Keep’s enormous steel door, torn from its hinges and flat on the ground. Beyond him, fires blazed in the night, and screams were constant. “You see!” bellowed the Minotaur, nostrils flaring. “I was able to escape!”

      The door had been blasted from its hinges by a dragon or two, but Cherie decided not to mention it. The Minotaur cocked his head as though waiting for a challenge to that statement, and then, snarling, it took off into the night.

      “We better go, too,” said Grendel.

      “Wait,” Cherie said, her gaze going to the mirror the Queen had spoken to Jack through. It showed a storm, so fierce that not even the building Jack’s forces occupied could be seen. But Jack’s forces were there, and many more of the Queen’s soldiers were waiting for Jack’s Magick to weaken.

      “Give me the Queen’s head,” Cherie said.

      She had the feeling Grendel blinked at her behind the visor of her stolen armor, but the Vampire handed it to Cherie without protest. Cherie tried to take it, but seeing Rana’s face, lifeless and ashen, her neck still dripping blood and … things … her hands started to shake. “We need to show Jack,” she whispered. “In the mirror.”

      “We’ll raise it together,” Grendel said.

      Cherie nodded. With the head between them, they raised it high, and Cherie tried to put Magick behind her words when she called out, “Storm King, Major Yukio DeWitt, Jack Frost … my friend … the Queen is dead!”
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      The wind spoke weakly in Cherie’s voice, “Storm King.”

      His conscience. Mocking him. He was no king.

      Cherie’s voice became stronger, “Major Yukio DeWitt.” He still thought it was his conscience. “Jack Frost!” shouted the wind in Cherie’s voice, and Nimm squeaked, nearby, “Do you hear that?”

      “My friend,” Cherie said, “the Queen is dead!”

      Jack’s arms fell, and his storm howled to an end. Soldiers rose from the cover of piles of rubble, weapons ready, but Jack’s eyes were glued to the mirrors, still hovering perfectly in midair.

      Cherie stood in the reflection, her red dress ripped and stained, Grendel next to her. Between them dangled his stepmother’s head, her face frozen in a snarl of rage or shock.

      “Soldiers of the Queen, hear me!” Cherie shouted, the ambient Ember around her shining in a bright, clear, and strong halo. “The Queen is dead, and all the monsters of the Keep are loose in Sunland! Retreat. Come home, or there will be no home for you to return to!”

      Jack gaped, partially in shock. Cherie’s Magick was strong, but defuse … gentle, not the burning halo around her in the mirror. And he gaped in disgust, not in disgust at Cherie, but at what she’d been forced to do. The wind moaned behind him—or maybe those were the moans of the fallen. Regaining himself, he nodded at Cherie and Grendel, not sure how clearly they could see him. He willed Grendel to feel his gratitude and almost mouthed the words, “Come home,” but then remembered there might not be a home here, either. Exhaling, he told himself Cherie hadn’t particularly liked Chicago; its concrete and water that “tasted like soap.”

      A sort of low rumble rose in the shattered, rubble strewn plain as soldiers digested that news. Jack tensed, knowing what the eventual outcome would be. To Ashwin, he said, “Give me—”

      Ashwin pressed a canister of Ember into his hand.

      “—another hit,” Jack finished. Opening the can, he inhaled, feeling a weak dose of Ember work its way deep into his lungs. “Thanks.”

      “That’s the last of it,” Ashwin said grimly.

      Peering over the edge of the wall, Nimm perked, ears swiveling and whiskers twitching. “Oh, some of them want to go home.”

      “Sure, they want to,” Ashwin said.

      Their leaders wouldn’t let them. Not so easily. Not so fast. Jack took another hit of Ember. There were shouts, and although Jack couldn’t quite understand the words, he knew they were orders, and he knew what they were. He cast a glance at Cherie and Grendel, Rana’s head sinking between them, their reflections in the mirror getting dimmer, fading with the last vestiges of Rana’s power. Before they disappeared, he rose from behind the rooftop wall and shouted, “Get out of there.”

      Ashwin pulled him down, and bullets whizzed overhead.

      Cowering at Ashwin’s side, Nimm squeaked, “Sunrise is only an hour away. The Vampire harassing their Eastern flank won’t be much use then, and the rodent army won’t be as effective during the day against your damnably good human eyesight.” He buried his nose in his paws. “I don’t know how long the Wests and their gang can hold them off.”

      A bullet hit the building, and a chip of the ancient mortar went sailing past Jack’s ear. The gunfire grew louder. Ashwin shouted, “They're advancing.”

      Jack flexed his fingers and held out his arms, drawing on the Ember within him and any lingering in the air. With a roar, he let loose bolts of lightning. Seconds later, thunder and gunfire echoed his roar. The wind howled around the building, raising men and rubble above the ground and spinning them through the air. Jack gasped for breath, the howling wind became a moan, and the men and rubble within it crashed to the ground. Jack crumbled too, falling to his hands and knees. Over the bodies of the men he’d just razed, more men appeared. He closed his eyes, held out his arms, and could summon only sparks. “Ember!” he shouted, hand outstretched...

      “Gone,” Ashwin replied.

      “Rifle,” Jack commanded.

      Ashwin pressed one into his hand. Jack approached the wall of the roof. In the darkness, shadows raced toward them.

      Shouts came from the building below, and someone said, “We’ve got intruders!” But Jack could only focus on the line of shadows advancing across the plain. He fired his rifle, and then cursed. “Ammo!”

      “All out,” said Ashwin.

      Throwing down the weapon, Jack gathered what little ambient Ember that was left. This was it. He tried to stand, but the building shook, and he tumbled again, and this time he belly-flopped, his chin colliding with the rough gravel of the roof top.

      Ashwin swore. Nimm cried in terror, and the cry was echoed by a chorus of human throats. Jack blinked. The cries were coming from around the building.

      “J-j-j-j-ack,” Ashwin said.

      Jack looked to his friend. Ashwin cowered against the wall, gazing up and behind, not toward their enemies. Jack spun onto his back, and then scrambled backward. A house with chicken legs stood above them. Light and Ember spilled abruptly from its doorway and windows, and from those shot women with butterfly wings, bows with arrows nocked, their voices rising in an angry chorus.

      “Vila?” gasped Ashwin.

      Jack nodded.

      “What are they doing?” Diri shouted from somewhere out of sight.

      Nimm scurried out from the drainpipe. “Destroying our enemies.”

      The Vila and Ember continued to pour from the house’s windows and doors, far more than could have possibly been within it … if it were a normal house. A cackle crackled over the Vilas’ chorus and the gunfire of the Queen’s forces. An old woman, plump and hearty, appeared on the porch of the house.

      For a minute, Jack sat mute.

      Putting her hands on her hips, the woman declared, “Is that any way to say thank you?”

      It could be only one person. Heedless of being shot—suspecting there was no danger of that anymore—Jack pulled himself wearily to his feet and bowed. “Baba Yaga, thank you. I don’t know what we have done to deserve this honor but—”

      She cut him off with a snort and hopped off of the porch with alarming ease. “The Charming Princess has proven herself capable of both kinds of peacekeeping. Between the two of you, the city has hope of standing.”

      “Only with your help, it seems,” Jack said with an incline of his head to the scene around them. Vila filled the air, firing arrows tipped with something hot and molten, their beautiful faces contorted in rage and rapture.

      She shrugged. “I could not do it alone, or I would have.” She waved a hand, and a mug of something hot and steaming appeared in it. She waved the mug out toward the surrounding land. “I like this land. Forests and marsh; it reminds me of home.” She took a sip from her mug and gestured to the sky. “I like that you will share it with my angels.”

      “Always,” Jack promised.

      “I will hold you to it,” said Baba Yaga. She took another sip of tea and faded from sight.

      “What do we do?” Ashwin asked.

      Lowering to a crouch and pressing Ashwin down with him—not certain Baba Yaga’s protection extended when she wasn’t beside them—Jack gathered the suddenly plentiful ambient Ember to him and said, “We support her angels.”

      Baba Yaga’s words rang in his mind. “Between the two of you, the city has hope of standing.” Was that a prophecy? Did it mean Cherie was coming home? He remembered Cherie standing in the ruins of the Keep, Rana’s head suspended from her and Grendel’s hands. After all that Cherie had endured, and been forced to do, the Cherie he’d known—the happy, optimistic girl from Somer—was never returning, even if she managed to make it back to the city. That Cherie was gone.
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      Cherie surveyed the ruined Keep, the dead guards, the headless Queen, with gunshots and screams ringing in the distance and felt … detached … a sort of numbness. She should feel terror, or shame, something …

      “Now we have to go,” Grendel said.

      Cherie stood, immobilized. A dark shape with bat wings shot from above. She felt no fear, but reflexively flared her Magick in protection. Changing its path, the creature made a beeline for Grendel instead.

      The Vampire hissed, “Ooh … dessert …”

      And the creature changed course again, darting out into the night.

      Grendel growled. “I’d like to rip its wings off.”

      Sound from above made Cherie look to the gaping hole in the ceiling. A group of fauns began lowering an emaciated female centaur on ropes that looked like they might have been woven from horsehair. Cherie swallowed, feeling something at last … the need to help. The centaur’s tail was a forearm’s length whip of bone and muscle. How long must she have been planning to escape to have woven so much rope?

      “Do you need help?” Cherie asked.

      The fauns and the centaur didn’t appear to realize she’d spoken to them. The familiar voice of the sphinx said, “Do you really think you can catch a horse? Do you think they need your help?” And indeed, a few seconds later, the centaur’s hooves planted on the floor. She began untying herself, casting an angry, suspicious gaze in Cherie’s direction. The sphinx sailed down, sand-colored wings unfurling and then retracting as she landed beside the centaur. Dancing a few steps sideways, the centaur summoned a ball of fire in her hand and shouted something in another language at the sphinx.

      Whipping her leonine tail, the sphinx snarled back and licked her lips.

      The fauns above leapt to the ground, bouncing on their goat legs, as though on a trampoline, hopping to encircle the centaur.

      Grendel edged closer to Cherie, body low in a stalking stance, a low growl in her throat. “We need to leave.”

      “No,” Cherie whispered. “We can’t let them fight.” Cherie got the feeling the sphinx would win in a contest with the centaur, fire balls or no. The sphinx’s body was as large as the centaur’s, but that of a predator, with rippling muscles under tawny fur, and thick, finger-length claws that scraped the stone floor. Like the centaur, she had a human torso and head. She was lovely, with dark black curls, skin a rich coffee color, a tiny, pointed nose, and a tapered chin that was very feminine. The curl of her lips exposing sharp pointed teeth was not feminine at all. The sphinx spun at Cherie. “Are you trying to make me kill her? Are you trying to make her kill me? Why are you flaring your Magick, making us angry? Do you not understand that stealing peace from all the land will have consequences?”

      Cherie’s jaw dropped, and her Magick as well.

      The fireball in the centaur’s hand flickered out. The fauns relaxed. Grendel still crouched, but her growl faded.

      The sphinx smiled, light and feminine. “Do you expect us to be nice when you steal all the peace from the land?”

      The Queen’s accusations about the violence in the Keep and outside returned to Cherie. She’d thought the Queen had lied to deflect from her own failures. Had Cherie … really … Outside, gunshots still continued.

      “May I get down now?” someone asked from behind the sphinx’s wings.

      The sphinx chuckled, lowered her wings, and Cherie’s eyes went wide. “Lady Penelope!”

      Lady Penelope slid from the sphinx’s back, her tapestry wrapped over her shoulders. “Would you … take me to Ashwin …? It’s been … a few months.”

      Cherie’s lips parted in dismay.

      “It’s been longer, hasn’t it?” said Lady Penelope.

      Nodding, Cherie took her hand.

      “Don’t you think we should go now?” asked the sphinx.

      The fauns and centaur took that moment to escape.

      Grendel exclaimed. “Yes!” The Vampire had a sack made from one of the Crimson Guard’s capes twisted into a bag and slung over one shoulder. It had a wet splotch on the side of it. Giving Cherie a proud, fangy smile, she patted the sack and said, “I got the Queen’s shoes, too!” As the Vampire skipped over to Penelope and Cherie, Cherie decided not to think about what the wet splotch was. Grendel took both their hands in hers, and oddly, Penelope didn’t shrink back from the Vampire’s touch.

      Grendel whispered, “I need to touch you to take you through the out-of-time.”

      Cherie nodded, and after a moment Penelope did, too.

      With a huff, the sphinx bolted off into the night, calling back, “Maybe we will meet again?” Her voice carried over the howls of all sorts of beasts and gunfire, and Cherie decided it had to be Magick.

      Tightening her grip on Cherie and Penelope’s hands, Grendel sighed. “You’re going to be heavy.” They slipped out-of-time and into silence, their pathway lit by Nnenne’s flickering apparition floating beside them.

      They walked through the ruins of the palace’s walls. They walked past the Minotaur, frozen in time, hurtling a skull at human enemies. They made their way past a field of corpses being devoured by monsters.

      Grendel came to a halt beside a bush, fell to her knees, released their hands, and time resumed. A streak of gold emerged from beneath the bush. “Chance!” Cherie exclaimed, and the dog nosed her free hand and Penelope’s but didn’t wag his tail. Grendel dragged what looked like a heavy black blanket from beneath the bush and threw it over Cherie’s shoulders. It turned out to be a coat, too heavy for the weather, but Cherie pulled it tight around her. Her Magick and the effects of Grendel’s bite were weakening, and she felt a twinge of pain. Voice sounding weary, Grendel said, “Chance, find us a way to Geoff and Annette that won’t get us killed. Go as fast as you need. I’ll pull them through time after you.”

      Chance shot off into the dark in a golden blur. Yanking Penelope and Cherie out-of-time, Grendel caught up to the dog, fell over, and pulled them back into real time. Chance kept running. Penelope and Cherie helped Grendel to her feet, and she pulled them out-of-time again and kept them there until they caught up with the dog. They followed Chance like that, matching the dog’s path exactly, even when he zigged and zagged seemingly at random.

      Everywhere there was chaos, conflict, and death, monsters devouring humans, and humans locked in combat with each other.

      It seemed an eternity before they stumbled into an alley, strangely peaceful in the chaos. They slammed back into real time. Grendel almost toppled, but Penelope held her up. Cherie had no strength left. The coat was soaked and heavy. It took her a few seconds to realize that it was soaked with her blood. The anesthetic from Grendel’s bite seemed to dissipate all at once. Pain lanced through Cherie’s back. Tears ran down her cheeks, and Cherie bit her lip to keep from crying out.

      Chance abruptly turned a corner and disappeared. Three blistering steps later and Geoff and Annette emerged in the alleyway. Annette’s hand went to her mouth, and her eyes went wide. “Chance brought you back to us!”

      Scratching Chance’s head, Geoff said, “Good boy, Chance, good boy!” The dog wiggled beside Geoff, tail tucked between his legs, but wagging.

      Bobbing a bit, Annette said, “I think we better leave. Your friend is welcome, too.”

      Pain was making the world hazy at the edges. Cherie tried to be polite and introduce Penelope to Annette but what came out of her mouth was a strangled gasp. Grendel bit Cherie’s wrist … the pain vanished, but not the exhaustion. Cherie’s friends loaded her up into Lucky. Lying in the truck’s flatbed in a world lit by firelight, screams, roars, and explosions rising in the night, Cherie murmured, “Did I do this?”
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      The thing flew over Lucky. Larger than a barn, its shadow blocked the orange glow of flames. Geoff ordered his truck, “Keep your wheels straight,” because he couldn’t see but couldn’t turn on his headlights, not if he didn’t want to draw attention. He let his hands go loose on the wheel and took his foot off the gas. The truck made tiny micro-corrections —Geoff could feel the wheel sliding between his fingers—he could also see the Ember levels in the tank dropping precariously fast. Taking control always drained the truck. But Geoff didn’t dare stop. Chance had said go straight and no matter what was up there, straight they were going and would keep going. The muscles in his back tightened, anticipating the thing looping around to have another shot. The thing didn’t return. Maybe it had found easier fare.

      Chance looked right, and Geoff swerved hard and swore. They were definitely heading east. Since they’d left the grounds around the palace, they’d been heading northeast, rolling through back alleys, and the wrong way along one-way streets—Chance had never been good about traffic rules—Geoff had hoped their destination was a human highway. But now they rolled along a boulevard, wide and straight, lined by houses with vast front yards of ornately placed rocks and sage brush. Geoff knew they were going back to Coyote’s country. He gulped at the flat expanse of land on either side of them that left them exposed. He glanced at Chance. His dog’s nose pointed straight ahead. Chance had gotten them this far. Geoff put his foot on the accelerator.

      They hadn’t gone more than a half mile when Chance whined and began hopping up and down on the seat.

      “What is it?” Annette asked at the exact moment Geoff slammed on Lucky’s brakes. They screeched to a halt, Grendel hissing, Annette gasping, and Chance sliding from the seat. Geoff scowled out into the night. A man stood hunched over in the middle of the road, hands on knees, puking. Recognizing the smoky long hair that hid the man’s face, Geoff sighed. Leaning out his window, Geoff waited for him to finish and then called out, “Coyote, you need a ride?”

      Wiping his mouth, Coyote straightened most of the way upright. “Geoff? My love, is that you?” Putting his hands together, he rested his cheek on them and batted his eyelashes at Geoff—or maybe had a minor seizure. It was hard to say.

      “Get in the truck,” Geoff said, hoping that he wouldn’t have to carry the guy. He didn’t want to be too solicitous to Magickals or demi-gods, no matter how powerful. It didn’t pay for them to take you for granted. He tasted bitterness on his tongue, thinking of Cillian.

      “My knight in shining armor has saved me!” Coyote exclaimed, throwing out his arms. Thick ropes of fire arced from his hands. Something screamed and fell from the sky not twenty yards from the truck. A tree toppled. The ground shook. The creature’s scorpion tail, longer than Lucky and thick as a man, thrashed among an ornate rock garden and set sage brush on fire.

      “Oops,” said Coyote, skipping to the truck. For someone who had just vomited, Coyote moved with surprising speed. In a moment, the demi-god thumped into the flatbed and declared, “Not to be a backseat driver, but I think—”

      Geoff hit the accelerator.

      “—we should get moving,” Coyote finished. A moment later, Geoff heard Coyote say, “Hey, you the girl they were looking for? I didn’t know you were an Indian with a dot!”

      “No, that’s Penelope. She’s a bonus,” Grendel replied. “This is Cherie, the girl we were looking for. Penelope and Cherie, this is Coyote.”

      “Nice to meet you,” Penelope replied. “Indian with a feather.”

      If Cherie responded, Geoff didn’t hear. Which wasn’t like Cherie at all. Cherie was always friendly. He hoped Cherie’s answer had merely been lost in the sound of the wind.

      A few minutes later, burned-out cars filled the boulevard. Geoff slowed Lucky to swerve around them. No living things moved in the cars or in the houses beside the road. Without the wind rushing by them, the night became quiet and oppressive. Glancing to the side, he saw a form that might have been a charred body half-in, half-out of a car.

      He looked away fast.

      Coyote broke the silence. “Indian with a dot, you’re very comfortable with the blood-sucking grandmother sitting next to you.”

      Geoff’s eyes slid to Annette, worried she’d seen the body, but she’d turned in her seat, possibly to see Coyote’s antics.

      “You’re trying to get Penelope to sit next to you, you flirt,” Grendel muttered.

      “I only have eyes for Geoff,” Coyote protested. “Indian with a dot, care to explain yourself?”

      Geoff glanced in the mirror and saw Penelope shrug. “My sister was a Vampire.”

      “There were more Vampires … recently?” Grendel asked.

      Penelope shook her head. “I wove myself into suspended animation for the last two hundred years.”

      Geoff’s eyebrows rose. Another Magickal.

      Annette asked, “She died in the Vampire War?”

      Penelope huffed a brittle laugh. “Which one?”

      “There was more than one?” Grendel asked.

      Penelope said, “Not officially … but there was a war between the Vampires themselves. One faction wanted more egalitarian relations with humans, the other didn’t. My sister favored an egalitarian relationship. Her side lost.”

      They’d never learned about that in school. The steering wheel slipped through Geoff’s fingers. He gripped the wheel tighter, looked up into the sky, and saw a shadow haloed by the moon coming straight for them. He glanced at Chance. The dog’s nose pointed straight ahead. He held the course. He had to get them home and not be picked up by a roving dragon, or manticore, or—

      In the back, Coyote yelled, “Pew, pew!”

      The shape in the sky burst into flames and plummeted with a shriek.

      “What are you doing?” Grendel asked.

      Geoff glanced in the rearview mirror.

      Coyote sat against a wheel well, aiming his index finger like a gun, squinting over his thumb comically. “I’m shooting things!”

      Geoff’s eyes widened. Without Coyote, they would be dead tonight, probably twice over now. Geoff glanced down at Chance. They wouldn’t have found Cherie without Chance, either. Giving him a pat, Geoff said, “Thanks for finding her, Chance.”

      He glanced back at Cherie, huddled and quiet in the back seat, and not the same Cherie he knew at all. They passed another burned-out car, and Annette put a hand to her mouth. He could guess what she’d seen. Geoff’s jaw got hard. No one was going to be the same after this trip.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 32

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Lucky drew closer to the glacier … and then the truck was rolling through a field of burned stubble, barely visible in the darkening night. Geoff’s heart sped up, half expecting the Smythes’ men to be waiting, but the field was empty.

      “You’re home!” Coyote exclaimed from the back. And then, slumping over, he fell to his side with a thump and began to snore.

      Beside Geoff, Annette winced.

      In the back, Penelope said, “Well, at least we know he’s still alive.”

      Coyote had slept the days and nights in his country. On the plus side, he hadn’t eaten any of their food.

      Grendel crawled out from under the tarp. “It’s night here. Cherie, do you—?”

      “Yes,” Cherie half-whispered, half-whimpered from where she lay on her stomach. She held out her arm to the Vampire, and Grendel bit her wrist, so delicately it might have been a kiss. Grendel pulled away, and Cherie sighed and dropped her head. Geoff swallowed. Cherie hurt between Vampire bites. Annette and Penelope had done as much as they could to keep the wounds on her back clean and given her acetaminophen. Coyote had offered her sips of fire wine, but the only time Cherie really had relief from pain was when Grendel bit her. For some reason, she wouldn’t use her Magick.

      Holding Cherie’s hand, Grendel looked up at Geoff. “I can drive, if you want.”

      Geoff cocked his head, considering. Grendel had been driving after dark in Coyote’s country. Since the humans had been feeding her, she’d been awake every night of the journey. She’d been able to drive without the truck’s Ember lights, sparing fuel in case of emergency.

      Geoff gazed out to the highway, and his weariness evaporated. They were back on Earth. Even with hundreds of miles left to go, it felt like home. Checking the fuel gauge, he flipped on Lucky’s headlights. “Nah, I’m good. But keep a lookout for anything out of the ordinary.”

      “Weirder than us, you mean,” Grendel said, and he could hear the smile in her voice.

      Setting Lucky into gear, he chuckled. “Yeah, Grandma.”

      Lucky crunched over the field’s burnt stubble, bumped into the ditch beside the highway, and then Geoff hit the accelerator and pulled them onto the deserted highway. They hadn’t gone ten minutes before Grendel said, “I see something. There are trucks … coming the other way … but people are hanging on the outside of them. That’s weird, isn’t it?”

      It was weird. Squinting into the dark, Geoff couldn’t see it, though.

      Chance started to whine.

      “Which way is safe, Chance?” Annette whispered. The dog’s nose remained pointed to the highway, so Geoff tightened his hand on the steering wheel and drove on, trying to drive as normally as possible. A few minutes later, the trucks came into view of his pitiful human, non-Magickal night vision. It was a military convoy, but not like Geoff had ever seen in any magazine or book. Men hung off the sides, and they slumped on the trucks’ roofs. Dogs in the convoy—probably Vampire sniffers—howled, and Geoff’s hands tightened on the wheel, but the convoy didn’t stop.

      “The soldiers aren’t even looking at us,” Grendel said. “They look … beaten.”

      “They lost in Chicago,” Penelope said.

      A few minutes later, another convoy passed by on the other side. And another. And another. Some had dogs, some didn’t, but they did not stop.

      After about an hour, Grendel said, “I see a hitchhiker. He’s—”

      Chance growled, and the figure came into view. Walking along the median, his back to Lucky, his height, build, and walk were all familiar.

      “Cillian,” Geoff ground out.

      “Magickal,” Grendel finished.

      Geoff drove by him. Cillian was on the median. He was facing north, thumb raised, trying to go south, presumably to rescue Cherie. Which was something, Geoff supposed.

      A few hundred yards later, Geoff slammed on the brakes. Chance whined.

      Penelope asked, “Why did we stop?”

      Cherie remained eerily silent, but a glance at the rearview mirror confirmed she’d risen to a sitting position to see their former friend.

      Coyote snored.

      Geoff glanced at Annette. She shrugged. “We probably shouldn’t leave him.”

      Geoff shifted Lucky into reverse and stopped a few yards ahead of Cillian. Rolling down the window, he craned his neck back and shouted, “Get in!”

      Cillian’s eyes went wide. “Geoff?”

      “Get in the truck,” Geoff said again.

      Cillian gestured southward. “But the Queen is dead, and Cherie—”

      “I’m here, Cillian,” Cherie said, finally speaking up and sounding as exasperated as Geoff felt.

      Cillian’s jaw dropped. He walked slowly toward Lucky, as though in a trance.

      “You look like shit,” Geoff said, because Cillian did. He was wearing clothing that had probably been nicer than he’d ever owned before, but it was torn and scorched, and the black leather shoes were scuffed.

      “Yeah,” Cillian muttered. “I—” He drew up short. “You’ve got a Vampire in your flatbed! What are you doing?”

      “Rescuing,” Grendel said. “What have you been doing?”

      “Grendel, this is Cillian,” Annette said. “Don’t be mean to him. He is an idiot.”

      Cillian stood stock still.

      Geoff felt himself go hot. “Don’t make me choose, Cillian. You’ll lose. Grendel’s been more loyal than you.”

      Cillian’s eyes fell to Geoff’s wrist. “Did you pay for her loyalty in blood?”

      Geoff’s eyes fell to the bandage. He’d wrapped his wrist after Grendel bit him. It hadn’t gotten infected, didn’t hurt, and he’d forgotten about it.

      Grendel hissed. “My loyalty isn’t buyable. The Queen gave me her blood, and I still killed her.” Tapping her lip, she looked heavenward. “Although perhaps it’s stretching it to say she gave it to me.”

      “You … you killed the Queen?” Cillian asked.

      Pressing her hands together as though in prayer, Grendel smiled beatifically. “I don’t want to take all the credit. I did it with Cherie’s help, and we couldn’t have done it without Geoff, Annette, Chance, and Coyote, either.”

      Cillian gaped.

      Coyote snored and said something in another language.

      Grendel gestured with a clawed hand. “I have her head here if you want to see it.”

      Geoff’s brain flickered as though it were an Ember bulb exposed to Magick. “You what?”

      Cherie said, “You still have her head?”

      “I told you I had it,” Grendel protested.

      Cherie put her head in her hands and groaned. “That is why the sack with the shoes was bloody.”

      “Well … yes,” said Grendel.

      “How is it not stinking?” asked Penelope.

      “Where is it?” Coyote asked, sitting up very straight and very alert.

      “I put it in that empty cooler,” said Grendel.

      Geoff blinked. On the other side of the highway, a military convoy rolled by them, dogs howling as it did. For a few minutes, everyone went quiet. As soon as Geoff was sure the convoy wasn’t stopping, he demanded, “What use could you possibly have for a dead woman’s head?” He’d gotten so used to thinking of her as grandmotherly, he’d forgotten what she was.

      “It’s the best souvenir ever,” Grendel replied. At the same time, Coyote said, “I’ll trade you for it.”

      Grendel’s brow furrowed. “You seem more like the type to steal something than trade for it.”

      “I am the type that steals,” Coyote replied, putting a hand to his chest and looking quite pleased. “But I’m also the type that is lazy.” He held up a bracelet of seashells. “I’ll give you this.”

      It didn’t look impressive, and Grendel didn’t look impressed, either.

      “Your people got a continent for some worthless beads,” Coyote said. “You can give me the Queen’s head for these. They’re Magickal.”

      “What does their Magick do?” Grendel asked.

      Coyote shrugged. “Nothing that I can tell.”

      On the seat beside Geoff, Chance thumped his tail and panted, as though he thought the conversation funny.

      Narrowing her eyes, Grendel said, “You’ll steal it if I don’t give it to you, won’t you?”

      “Yep,” Coyote confirmed.

      Grendel shrugged and held out a hand. “Sure, why not?”

      Coyote tossed her the beads and leaned back, closed his eyes, and started to snore.

      Grendel slipped them on her wrist, and Chance’s tail wagged frantically.

      Cillian, still standing behind them, gaped at the sleeping demi-god. “How did all this happen?”

      “What happened to you?” Geoff demanded. “You ran off with Chance!”

      “I would have gotten him back!” Cillian replied. “I didn’t mean to take him.”

      Chance growled.

      Maybe Cillian was using Magick, trying to charm Chance, Annette, and Geoff into forgiveness. Geoff wasn’t sure if he could forgive, but he said, “Get in.” Even if he couldn’t forgive Cillian, he could do the right thing. He’d never wanted to see him dead.

      He heard Cillian gulp, and for a moment, Geoff expected him to turn away. But a moment later, he climbed into the flatbed instead.

      Coyote opened one eye. “It would be best to keep moving.”

      Shaking his head in frustration, Geoff hit the accelerator.
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      Slumped sideways against the flatbed’s sides, Cherie watched the sky start to brighten in the East. She’d need to ask Grendel to bite her again soon, or the pain in her back would become unbearable.

      Beside her, Grendel was telling Cillian the story of their escape from the Keep. “And then I cut off her head with a sword I stole from one of the Red Goons, and we showed it to Jack—”

      Leaning forward, Penelope asked, “Did you see Ashwin in the mirror?”

      “Yes,” Grendel said. “He was on the rooftop with Jack in the thick of it.”

      Sitting back, Penelope sighed and looked off into the distance.

      Grendel continued. “And then we ran—”

      Cillian said, “With the Queen’s head and her Magickal shoes.” Reaching for the shoes, he asked, “What exactly do they do—?”

      Cherie smacked his hand fast, tearing the wound in her back. Stifling a yelp, she said, “Stop!” surprising even herself.

      His brows rose. He didn’t move forward, but he didn’t withdraw his hand, either.

      “They make you more of what you already are,” Cherie said, by way of explanation. “They’re dangerous.”

      Grendel scooted closer to Cherie. Cillian leaned back, gazing at the Vampire warily.

      “Don’t you think it would matter who wore the shoes?” Grendel suggested. “If I were to wear them, well, that would be one thing, but if you did, Cherie—”

      “My Magick made the people of Sunland more violent,” Cherie said. “When I wrap it around myself, it keeps me safe, but it makes everyone else angry.”

      Cillian huffed. She doubted he believed her Magick could be so strong. Cherie found herself not caring what Cillian thought.

      Penelope asked, “But in ordinary circumstances, when you’re not using your Magick, wouldn’t that be fine?”

      Cherie shook her head. “When I don’t consciously use my Magick, it might make people more peaceful, but maybe that isn’t good, either.” Something she’d been holding inside of her for days spilled over. “Maybe people shouldn’t have anyone Magickally controlling their emotions. In Somer, Magickals and non-Magickals got along. Jack said it was because of me, but maybe they shouldn’t get along. Maybe humans shouldn’t trust us. Maybe we shouldn’t live together.”

      “Yeah,” Cillian said. “I’m starting to think that, too. The Smythes, the people who took Chance … tried to take Chance … they were terrible.”

      Lucky slammed to a halt, and everyone in the back seat toppled over except Cherie. Grendel caught her before her back could crash against the cab or the floor.

      Before Cherie could thank her, Geoff spun in his seat and shouted through the back window, “Oh, no you don’t.” He pointed at Cherie. “You don’t get to call us ‘human’ as though we’re another species.”

      “I set the monsters loose in Sunland!” Cherie meant to say it softly. Reasonably. Instead, it came out a shout. Every muscle in her body tightened, and her back screamed. Tears came to her eyes.

      “No, it was me,” Grendel said.

      “But I told you to,” Cherie protested.

      Grendel shrugged. “It was my decision, not yours.”

      “My Magick made you kill the Queen!” Cherie didn’t know why she sounded so desperate.

      “Do you think I needed any Magickal incentive to kill the woman who kidnapped you?” Grendel replied.

      Cherie’s jaw snapped shut. Of course Grendel hadn’t needed any incentive for that.

      Cherie thought Coyote had been sleeping, but he snorted, and she found his fiery gaze on her.

      “And we brought Grendel to Sunland,” Geoff said, his skin flushing. “That was our decision. And the non-Magickal humans of Sunland were itching for a chance to attack the Queen. They’ve been building up resentment toward her and the other Magickals for a long time.”

      Cherie cowered. She’d never seen him so angry. She’d never seen him angry at all.

      Geoff’s voice got louder. “The non-Magickals of Sunland, Annette, and I, we are active participants in this drama. You don’t get to pull away and hide in some tower out of guilt that is really an excuse to feel superior.” He glared at Cillian. “Because that is what the Smythes did, isn’t it?”

      Cillian’s jaw snapped shut.

      Penelope whispered, “I don’t want to be in a tower. I want to be with Ashwin. The only man who’d have me after I willingly gave blood to a Vampire.”

      Cherie hadn’t thought that much about Ashwin while she’d been in Chicago, but Penelope had kept herself alive for two hundred years for him. Cherie might be the Charming Princess, but it was Penelope and Ashwin who had the fairytale. “I … I … didn’t mean …”

      Annette put her hand on Geoff’s shoulder. “Cherie’s been through a lot.”

      Geoff’s shoulders rose and fell, he gritted his teeth, and his eyes flashed in anger, but he held his peace.

      “You’ve all been through a lot,” Coyote said. “That doesn’t solve the matter of the shoes.”

      Rubbing his fingers together as though he itched to touch them, Cillian lifted his hand again. Coyote caught it. “Should any of us be more of what we already are?”

      The wind howled across the Midwestern plains.

      Grendel spoke softly. “Jack thinks the Queen’s Magickal talent wasn’t looking through mirrors, it was manipulation. But she over manipulated. If she had not stolen Cherie, or even if she had kidnapped her but not put her in the Keep—” Grendel’s voice became a snarl, and her fangs glinted. “If she had not tortured Cherie and put my other grandbabies in danger, I would not have ripped her throat out and hacked off her head. I would not have had to release the monsters.”

      Cherie stared at the shoes. She hadn’t thought they fit the fairy tale, but maybe they did. “In one of the versions of Snow White, the Queen was given a pair of red-hot iron shoes and forced to dance in them until she died. Queen Rana stole the shoes, but maybe they wouldn’t let her stop her dance of manipulation. It made her more of what she was.”

      Coyote’s eyes glowed like a sunrise. “Perhaps none of us should be made more of who we are. That limit should be explored for each on their own.”

      Cillian tilted his head. “But if the person wearing them weren’t Magickal—”

      “Do you think Magick is the source of all power?” Coyote snapped.

      Cherie shivered. Over the past few days, she’d heard Coyote snore and watched and listened to him puke; it was easy to forget that in the myths he’d created the universe, given fire to man, and brought death to the land. But now, his hair was rising in the wind like a streaming banner of smoke, and the fire in his eyes burned from white to blue.

      Coyote continued, “Geoff has the ability to create machines that can rip my limbs asunder. You’d be ground beneath their treads, Cillian.” He glanced at Annette. “And Annette is more dangerous than all of us. She’s too smart.”

      He touched his heart and smiled with teeth too sharp and too bright. “Really, Geoff, I love you, but I won’t lie, part of my love for you is because your girlfriend scares me.”

      Geoff snorted and rolled his eyes.

      “What do we do with the shoes?” Annette asked.

      “Give them to me,” said Coyote.

      Cillian snapped, “We should trust them with you?”

      “I can and will destroy them,” Coyote said. His teeth flashed again. “I know my limits. I live merely to test yours.”

      “They’re Cherie’s shoes,” Grendel said.

      “Ah, but the Queen stole them from Cherie, and you stole them from the Queen, so they’re yours, Grandmother,” Coyote said.

      Grendel glanced at Cherie. “What do I do?”

      Nnenne’s words played in Cherie’s mind. Remember your mythology; someday it might save your life. Coyote was a Trickster, but also a friend to man. He was not a destroyer of worlds, like Loki was mythologically predicted to be. “Give them to Coyote,” she whispered.

      Grendel pushed the shoes to the demi-god, as if afraid to hold them any longer.

      Coyote had no such qualms. His eyes glowed brighter as he picked them up. “In return for this gift, Grandmother Death, I shall grant you safe passage whenever you wish through my realms.”

      “Will I be able to open the Gate myself?” Grendel asked.

      “No,” Coyote said. “That would be two gifts.”

      Grendel snorted and rolled her eyes, but all of Coyote’s attention was riveted to the shoes. “It is something of a shame. They would make my legs look stunning. Geoff, darling, if I wore these—?”

      “No,” said Geoff, setting Lucky into gear.

      Coyote chuckled. “Grendel, you’d better take cover. Everyone else look away. I’m going to set these shoes on a fire that will burn your retinas out.” Grendel dived underneath the tarp; Cherie ducked her head. When Cherie looked again, ash was blowing from Coyote’s outstretched palm. When it was gone, Coyote leaned back, interlaced his hands over his stomach, closed his eyes, and began to snore.
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      “She’s coming home,” Ashwin said to Jack in the Tower’s lobby. “You’ve seen her in the mirrors; Mizuki has seen her in dreams. You don’t need to be so glum.” Jack rubbed the back of his neck. He hadn’t slept in days, and his eyes felt like sandpaper. About eight hours after Baba Yaga’s forces had joined the city’s defenses, the Queen’s army had begun to retreat. He wasn’t sure what the trigger had been. Jack had destroyed many of their vehicles, and it had been a reckless, slow, and sloppy affair, unit after unit falling away and had appeared spontaneous rather than planned. Jack had stayed awake for the whole thing, warding off the stragglers … And then he’d come back to Chicago to find gangs not affiliated with the Wests or Juan Carlos looting in the less-organized neighborhoods. He’d worked with the police, cooperative gangs, and more legitimate neighborhood groups to restore order.

      Cherie’s return was the only thing keeping him awake. “I let her be tortured.” Jack didn’t realize he’d said the words aloud until Ashwin’s expression fell.

      Nimm came scampering across the floor, and Ashwin knelt to let him up his arm. “You don’t know how Miss Cherie feels,” Nimm squeaked. “I, for one, would gladly face the claws of ten thousand cats for Nefertiti.” He sighed. “She feasted on the rodents who’d died protecting the city. I can dream to someday be so honored.”

      Jack and Ashwin’s eyes met. Shaking his head, Ashwin pressed his lips together. They had been unsuccessful at convincing Nimm that his desire to sacrifice himself to the cat might be obsessive.

      Coming out of his dangerous daydream, Nimm squeaked. “And this Magickal Penelope that is traveling with them is a friend of yours, Ashwin? I don’t think you ever told us about her.”

      Ashwin flushed and stammered, “Ahh … you know … she was one of those people whose Magick came on later in life. We were introduced before that … and then … I really don’t know if she’ll even remember me … but um.” Ashwin scratched behind an ear. “Still will be good to see her.”

      Nimm met Jack’s eyes this time. The rodent shrugged.

      The elevators dinged, and Mizuki skipped out to meet them, saying, “They’re a block away! I can’t wait to meet Coyote.” And then she was past them and out the door. Jack and Ashwin, with Nimm on his shoulder, followed her at a more restrained pace. They joined Mizuki moments later on the stairs in front of the Tower and peered westward, up Jackson Street, packed with MEVs. If Lucky was a block away, Jack couldn’t see it.

      A flash of crimson caught his attention. Jack blinked. A young woman in red East Indian garb was half-walking, half-jogging toward them on the sidewalk. Ashwin peeled Nimm from his shoulder and handed him to Mizuki without a word. As though in a trance, Ashwin began walking west. Jack and Mizuki tried to catch up with him, but Ashwin broke into a jog and then a sprint. “Ashwin!” cried the woman in red.

      “Pen!” Ashwin shouted, holding out his arms.

      “Pen” leaped into Ashwin’s arms, and Ashwin spun her around.

      “Oh,” said Mizuki, coming to an abrupt halt.

      “I guess she remembers him,” said Nimm.

      As they got closer, Jack heard Ashwin declare breathlessly, “You kept the ring,” as he lowered Penelope to the ground.

      Cradling his face in her hands, Penelope said, “Of course I kept your ring. Did you think I wouldn’t marry you because I became Magickal?”

      They were engaged? Jack found himself offended that Ash had deliberately left that out when he said he and Penelope were “introduced …” but then he caught himself. Jack had made his opinions on Magickal/non-Magickal unions clear many times in the past. No wonder Ashwin hadn’t told him.

      He couldn’t dwell on it … As the last rays of sunlight slanted through the skyscrapers, Lucky rolled into view.

      Jack wove his way through the MEVs and motioned for Geoff to park the truck beside the Tower.

      Mizuki asked, “Where is Coyote?”

      Putting Lucky into park, Geoff came out of the truck and stretched. “He said something about meeting his grandpuppies.”

      Annette hopped out of the passenger side. “I would like to have met his grandpuppies.” Cillian slid out of the flatbed and hung back from the others.

      Those things were on the periphery. Jack’s eyes were on Cherie. She rose stiffly from the back of the truck, wearing a man’s trench coat. Rushing to her, he held out a hand. She stared at it, as though it were a complex question.

      “What do you need?” Jack asked. It came out a whisper.

      Cherie shook her head, as though dazed, and finally took his hand.

      The last beam of sunlight vanished, and a shadow rose from the flatbed. “A doctor, she needs a doctor,” Grendel said, springing to the ground, too lightly for the old woman she appeared to be; tense murmurs arose from the Tower’s guards. Safeties clicked. Cherie whispered, “No,” and Jack spun around. “Hold your fire!”

      Grendel held her hands above her head, and a final nail clicked into the coffin of any doubt Jack had once had. He didn’t see Grendel; he saw his friend Nevin, after Nevin had turned into a Vampire. “I’m still me,” Nevin had said, raising his hands in surrender, just before Jack had killed him. Nevin had still been himself, and Jack had killed him. The weight of certainty would have crushed him, if Cherie’s slender fingers hadn’t squeezed Jack’s just then. Grendel had brought Cherie back, just like she promised. Vampires could keep promises. Cherie had known it from the start, just like she’d known to ally with the Old Magickals from the start. It had taken Jack decades to come to the same conclusion.

      “A doctor, she needs a doctor,” Grendel said again.

      Cherie still needed him.

      “Tell Dr. Diri we’re on our way,” Jack ordered a guard. The man gave a worried look in Grendel’s direction, but then nodded and raced into the Tower.

      Jack turned to Cherie. She was watching Ashwin and Penelope looking … wistful?

      He said to her, “Let me carry you inside.”

      She shook her head vigorously. “No, that would hurt my back more.”

      “A stretcher,” he suggested.

      “No, I can walk,” Cherie said, dipping her chin, jaw getting tight.

      He had no idea what to say. “I’m sorry” seemed too little. So, he walked with her into the Tower, Grendel their silent shadow. As he led Cherie to the medical floor, her grip on his hand became less and less, and then fell away. He suspected her spirit hurt more than her body. He remembered Baba Yaga on the rooftop telling him that Cherie had decided to fight, and he remembered Cherie’s Magick, swirling around her bright as the sun. Cherie never wanted to hurt anyone, and no one had prepared her for a fight of the magnitude she’d endured.

      Grendel had vanished … somewhere, and Dr. Diri’s exam room was empty. As he led Cherie in, he asked, “Do you want to talk about it?”

      He didn’t expect her to respond, but she did. “I can make the world violent; I can suck peace from the air.”

      Jack digested that. He’d seen her Magickal halo, condensed and swirling about her. He’d seen her power. Normally, she seemed to make things more peaceful, but why wouldn’t she also be capable of the opposite? And wasn’t violence easier to trigger than peace?

      Her brows drew together, and she stared at a point beyond his shoulder. “I didn’t know … and I can’t blame myself for that. But I told Grendel to let the monsters of the Keep go free. They killed a lot of people … innocent people.”

      Jack’s eyebrow rose. That was probably what Baba Yaga had meant about Cherie choosing to fight. It also explained the troops’ haphazard retreat. The Queen’s death hadn’t been enough, nor Baba Yaga’s angelic Vila army joining the fray, but word of the monsters loose in the capital destroying the homeland had.

      “I know that the Queen killed civilians, too …” Cherie said.

      Her eyes finally met Jack’s.

      “You saved our city,” he said.

      “Was it the right thing?” she asked.

      Did the end justify the means? Had philosophers ever answered that question? He told her what he knew. “You did what you had to do. Some choices will never sit easy or feel right.”

      “How do you live with those choices?” Cherie asked him.

      Jack had tricked humans into wandering into the lands of the Fae and the Aztec sun god. Gorgons lurked along Western Avenue at Twenty-third, turning invaders to stone. Others had been crushed by cyclops, slaughtered by at least one overly protective Vampiric grandparent, and eaten alive … by rats. All with his approval. But what he thought of most was his friend Nevin. “I killed my best friend when he became a Vampire,” Jack said. “I’m trying to create a world where no one else will have to make that choice.”

      Cherie stared at Jack until it became uncomfortable to hold her gaze and not kiss her.

      Doctor Diri arrived, shadowed by Grendel—saving Jack or destroying the moment, he did not know. As Jack left the room, Grendel briefly placed a hand on his forearm. Jack’s lips didn’t turn up in disgust, and he counted it as a victory. He thought the gesture was … grandmotherly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 34

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The Elysian sun rose over the trees. Cherie lay back in the grass, watching its ascent. Spiros lay nearby, with about a dozen other fauns, dryads, and a centaur, exhausted from dancing all night. Cherie’s cheeks hurt from laughing too much. The morning was neither too hot nor too cold. She wasn’t hungry or thirsty. Elysia was perfectly peaceful, and it wasn’t her influence; she’d only been here a few hours. It was truly how it was.

      “You know,” Spiros said, rolling onto an elbow. “There can be more mornings like this.” He took her hand, and his fingers were strong and warm. “Mornings that are even better than this. My offer still stands.” Cherie felt a flutter low in her stomach, and heat that zinged from her fingertips to her toes.

      So much different than what she’d felt the last time she saw Jack. She’d felt nothing … or hardly anything … at all. Now she felt contentment and more. She gazed at Spiros. The early morning light turned his skin to gold. His hair was tousled and wild, but it didn’t detract from his looks, and maybe added to them. He looked like a wild thing of the woods and fields. The late night of dancing and revelry hadn’t left any telltale circles beneath his eyes, and as ever, he smelled like mint and sage.

      This peace and this handsome faun could be hers, forever.

      When she’d left the Tower’s medical wing, she’d heard whispers in the hallway about arresting Mizuki for her part in the curse. The newspapers in the lobby had been filled with editorials on the pros and cons of making peace with Vampires, and pundits declaring the negotiations with Elysia were going “too slow.” There’d also been reports of looting in the aftermath of the attempted exodus of nearly a quarter of the city’s population. There’d been shootings and robberies, and when she’d left the building, there’d been an icy rain pelting down. It was well into spring, but Chicago was still cold and gray. Why would she ever want to go back?

      Why was Cherie thinking about Baba Yaga’s visit to Grendel’s roof a few days ago, when the witch had brought the children in her “care” back to the city?

      Why was Cherie thinking of the day she’d spent shopping in thrift stores with Annette and Mizuki? Or of developing photographs in the basement with Grendel? Or of Ashwin’s and Penelope’s upcoming wedding, and of Penelope teaching Annette and her the craft of weaving?

      Why was Cherie thinking of the night when Geoff and Annette had come over? Geoff had played an old film reel on the wall for Annette, Grendel, and Cherie. The thrift store projector he’d found and repaired set the film on fire at the end, filling the flat with the reek of burnt plastic. They’d all laughed hysterically.

      Why was Cherie thinking of Cillian? He’d used his charm—or whatever—to convince the head of the bank in Somer that doing business with a Chicago bank might be a savvy decision. In the process, he’d gotten Cherie and all the people of Somer access to their savings, if not to their old lives—Somer was still being governed by agents of the former Queen.

      Why was Cherie thinking of the patients in Dr. Diri’s office? She’d recently become employed there. During her last shift, she’d held the hand of a little old man in the waiting room, numbing his pain while they waited for the doctor to finish with his previous patient. No one started fighting in the waiting room—she hadn’t used that much magic.

      Why was she worried about Gram, who’d stolen her necklace? He hadn’t been at that final torture session … was that good or bad?

      And why was she thinking of Jack taking her to coffee in the morning before she went to the office? The rich aroma of the coffee had drowned out the city’s scents of concrete, steel, and coal. She’d told Jack, “It’s one thing to make Vampirism acceptable … it’s another thing to keep Magickals from taking advantage of non-Magickals.”

      Jack had nodded and watched the passersby hurry down the street. “It will involve setting up systems, checks and balances, and ongoing effort.”

      Ongoing effort and strife.

      She could have peace, tranquility, and safety here in Elysia for the rest of her days.

      But Grendel would want to stay in Chicago, at her old home, with Ron’s photography equipment and old clothes. Mizuki might find herself before a jury—and might go to jail—and she needed a friend. Cherie was better friends with Annette and Geoff than she’d ever been before—did she want to leave them now? The patients in Dr. Diri’s office needed her, and she was learning to use her Magick, walking the line between inciting violence and perhaps causing too much peace.

      And Jack … would there ever be a time like in the forest when they’d laughed and fought with sticks like children? Would the man she’d known first as a ghost ever not look haunted? Spiros and the other creatures loved Cherie’s peace, but Jack knew Cherie could cause war … and he accepted her, without condemnation or awe.

      “You have to be a princess,” Spiros said.

      “What?” said Cherie.

      His lips pressed into a crooked smile. “Princesses can’t leave their people. But I didn’t think it was fair for you not to have a choice.”

      Cherie wanted to argue—she wasn’t a princess and didn’t want to be one. Nor did she think the city of Chicago wanted a princess, or a king, or a queen. But that wasn’t what he meant, and she knew it. There was still the Feilong to negotiate with, Baba Yaga, and Solien. Someone had to talk to Abaddon about the damned wandering out of Hell and getting into mischief. She was the only human in Chicago who knew all four of them—although Annette and Geoff had a passing association with Loki that might be helpful for Frost Giants’ relations—depending on if he was in a realm-ending mood.

      She felt like she needed to go back to it; to be part of the mess that was the city. Somehow her life had wound up there, and now she needed to go home.

      Squeezing his hand, she said, “Thank you for the choice.”
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      Cherie arrived back at Grendel’s flat after nightfall. She found Grendel in the kitchen, pouring milk into a cup of tea, humming to herself.

      “You seem happy, Grandmother,” Cherie said. “Did you find the Vampiric grandpa?”

      Grendel’s brow furrowed. “No, I’m still looking.” She brightened. “But I did find Coyote’s grandpuppies, and their mother let me play with them! She’s not afraid of me anymore.” She fiddled with the Magick beads on her wrist. “I wonder if it’s because of the bracelet Coyote gave me.” She blinked up at Cherie. “Or maybe it’s just because I give their mother all my drained rats.”

      Cherie fought the urge to wrinkle her nose at that comment.

      Turning off the hob beneath the kettle, Grendel asked, “How was your day in Elysia?”

      It had been a night, but Cherie didn’t bother to explain. Before she could answer, Grendel exclaimed, “Oh! Jack was here. I saw him just as I was going out.”

      Something in Cherie’s expression must have changed, because Grendel said, “Oh, dear. What’s wrong?”

      Cherie fell into a chair, and Grendel slid a cup of hot chamomile tea in front of her. “I don’t know what to do about Jack,” Cherie confessed. “He’s interested in a relationship, a serious one, I know he is, and I like him …” Or maybe she felt like he was the only person who understood her. Who understood that some choices would always hurt. “... but I have a feeling I’d always be way down his list of priorities.” She could understand him not rescuing her, accept it, even respect him for it—she would not be able to respect him if he’d done otherwise. But she couldn’t, wouldn’t, accept being forgotten and taken for granted day to day. That would hurt more than facing the Queen.

      “He’s been around more of late,” Grendel said, eyes sliding to the window.

      Cherie shook her head. “Of late.” She shook her head again. “I’m not sure if I’m ready for a relationship with him.”

      Grendel stirred her tea, expression meditative. She tilted her head. “You know, Granddaughter, I know you must have told me, but for the unlife of me, I can’t remember … how old are you?”

      Brow furrowing at the non sequitur, Cherie answered.

      Grendel dropped her spoon, spilling hot tea over her mug.

      Blowing across the surface of her own tea, Cherie raised an eyebrow at her.

      Grendel gaped. “You’re what?”
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      The notes of the wedding band echoed from behind Grendel as she left the ballroom. She passed Nimm and the city’s Magickal rodent representatives, another rat, squirrel, and a mouse sitting on a table, a plate of fruits and nuts between them. Across the room, Nefertiti and a small, Magickal hawk watched the rodents from another tabletop. Below them, Chance gave a reproachful growl. Nefertiti flicked her tail and flattened her ears. Cooper, the Hawk, representative of Magickal raptors, snipped, “We’re just admiring the scenery, Chance.”

      Putting a hand between the dog’s ears, Grendel said, “Maybe you should admire other scenery?”

      “Says the Vampire,” Cooper replied, ruffling his feathers and glaring at her.

      “I’m going to the garden for that very reason,” Grendel replied. Touching her chest, she dropped her voice to a whisper. “Really, I understand.” There were too many Magickal humans and animals here, and it was making her mouth water.

      Nefertiti licked her shoulder, but then turned and slunk toward the door. Muttering to himself, Cooper took off after her.

      Looking up at Grendel, Chance gave an approving thump of his tail and nosed at her bracelet, the same bracelet Coyote had given her. A precious gift, worth more than she’d traded for it, the bracelet made all canines friendly toward her. Giving it to her before she’d wandered into Sunland might have saved everyone a lot of trouble, but to be fair, Coyote said he hadn’t known its power, and even if he had, he had been really drunk at the time and might have forgotten. And maybe she’d had to trade him something for it. Maybe no gift could ever be free. She gave Chance a final pat and headed out into the night.

      On the patio, she took a break from the mad beating of human hearts, and the song of blood rushing through so many veins. She smiled up at the stars, nearly invisible beyond the mansion’s lights. Jack and Cherie were man and wife, and Grendel was happy.

      When Cherie had first come back from Sunland, she’d been in shock and suffering from PTSD. She’d also been too young to get married. Only twenty-one.

      When she’d told Grendel her age, Grendel had sloshed her tea and almost reached across the table and shaken her. Instead, she’d just said, “You’re too young to make up your mind right now.”

      “Geoff and Annette have made up their minds,” Cherie replied, looking utterly baffled.

      “And they’ve had years to change their minds,” Grendel said, stirring her tea again so vigorously, more of it splashed over the side of her cup. “If Jack tries to make you make up your mind right now, I’ll bite him. And not for blood.”

      Cherie narrowed her eyes, but then the girl’s shoulders fell. “But what do I do?” she asked Grendel.

      “You?” Grendel snorted. “You have to do absolutely nothing. Let him do the something. Let him pay attention to you. Let him romance you, and let other men do the same. Go on dates. Have fun. Don’t let anything be too serious until you know you want it to be serious.”

      “How will I know I want it to be serious?” Cherie asked.

      “You’ll know,” Grendel replied.

      It had taken four years for Cherie to know. Grendel wasn’t surprised she’d chosen Jack in the end. Jack and Cherie shared something in common: they’d both sacrifice their lives and their love for the greater good. It wasn’t something many people could accept in a partner. Grendel knew she wasn’t that noble.

      The music of Magick whispered above the notes of the band. Grendel looked over her shoulder to see Cherie and Jack coming out onto the patio, Jack wearing a black tuxedo with a Jacquard ivory tie and vest in a cloud pattern. Cherie floated out in a mermaid dress in the same ivory hue, skirts swirling around her as she walked, the hem sparkling with Ember lights. It was a gift from the Fae after an impertinent Fae child, who at nearly a century old really should have known better, declared the high queen of the elves was more powerful than Baba Yaga. The witch had taken exception and the child hostage. Cherie, Chicago’s own Princess Peacekeeper, had facilitated the child’s release.

      “Grandmother,” Cherie said, coming to stand beside her at the wall, “we couldn’t find you.”

      “Well, now you have,” Grendel replied.

      Cherie cocked her head in a way that might have been slightly disapproving. “Has anyone been rude to you?” she asked, a warning in her voice.

      Were odd looks rudeness? Was keeping one’s distance? Maybe, if the object of this aversion was human. But Grendel wasn’t human. They were being sensibly concerned. As long as no one came for her with silver bullets, fire, or stakes, why complain? “No,” Grendel replied.

      Cherie’s lips pursed. Jack arched an eyebrow, but neither decided to argue with her on the matter.

      A man’s voice, tinged with a hint of Quebecois French, said, “Ah, what a beautiful night.” With the voice came the hum of a different Ember song.

      The tiniest creases appeared on Cherie’s brow. Putting a hand on Cherie’s shoulder, Jack whispered, “I’ll handle this. Enjoy yourself.” Turning around, he said, “Ambassador Côté, so nice of you to join us. You’ve met my lovely wife.” Jack smiled at Cherie and winked. Cherie flushed. The ambassador, a Magickal of perhaps forty, nodded and smiled.

      Jack continued, “And our grandmother, Grendel.”

      “Grendel?” said Côté. “No, we have not—” The sound of his Magick increased. His head tilted, and all traces of his smile vanished. “—met.”

      Grendel saw the instant he knew she was a Vampire, a slight widening of the eyes. To his credit, he gamely held out a hand. She took it. Grendel had seen the ambassador raise many hands to his lips that evening. He didn’t do that for her. She gave a friendly shake and a smile, fangs bared and not so friendly. He raised an eyebrow, but his grip didn’t slacken. When Grendel pulled her hand away, Côté said to Jack, “I wonder if we can talk about the St. Lawrence River trade corridor—” And Jack deftly led him away from Cherie and Grendel.

      “You know,” said Cherie. “It might be better if you didn’t call yourself Grendel. It scares people.”

      Grendel snorted. Being a Vampire scared people, and well, it should.

      “You have another name, and it fits you … Rose.”

      The hairs on the back of Grendel’s neck prickled. And one of her many internal voices whispered, No, it doesn’t fit you. Monster. She looked off into the garden, where flowers strained against the confines of their beds, and fluttering bats attacked insects in the humid Midwestern night.

      Cherie sighed. “I told you how I overcame the Queen’s Magick by claiming all my names.”

      “Many times,” Grendel said, hoping that Cherie would drop the subject.

      “Taking a name is like choosing your destiny, Grandmother, good and ill. Grendel was a monster.”

      “Exactly,” Grendel said.

      “You’re setting yourself up for your own downfall,” Cherie said.

      Grendel smirked. “Grendel’s downfall was a medieval warrior named Beowulf. Do you think that Beowulf will rise from the grave to claim me?”

      A breeze, unexpectedly cool, rose from the east, whipping a tendril of Cherie’s hair. “I wouldn’t laugh, Grandmother. Life has taught me that fairy tales have a way of coming true, in ways too twisted to be imagined.”
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      As Gram’s car pulled up to the gatehouse of his Sunland mansion, the pagan charm hidden beneath his shirt went inexplicably cold. Gram studied the new man and slipped his hand to the pistol at his hip.

      The gate house guard leaned forward, and his eyes flitted toward the back seat where Gram sat, as though to look through the one-way, bulletproof glass between them. The charm got colder, but the chauffeur was already pulling up the drive. To Rand and Litt, the two bodyguards who’d been with him since after the Queen’s fall, Gram said, “That new guard, get rid of him.”

      Rand and Litt exchanged a glance with one another, and then both nodded. “It will be done,” Rand said.

      “We’ll handle it the usual way,” Litt added.

      The charm, a gift from the Queen so long ago, became warm again. Gram knew they wouldn’t fail him.

      A moment later, and the car was pulling up beneath the wide awning that marked the entrance to his home. It offered shade and protection from sniper fire. His butler opened the car door. Rand and Litt got out, surveyed the grounds, and then beckoned for Gram. He walked between them up the front steps and into the foyer, where a maid waited with a glass of iced tea. His eyes slipped past her to the small boy standing a few feet away. Smiling, Gram kneeled before his son, Theodore Aloysius Gram II. “And there he is, the boy who would be king!”

      The staff laughed good naturedly. They thought Gram was joking. They were wrong. The United Magickal States was in upheaval and didn’t have a monarch right now. But it would, and it would be Theo, his son. Gram had managed to deceive a Queen who was just shy of telepathic for two decades, a woman so ruthless she’d killed her own husband to destroy her stepson, using her husband’s soul to bind the sluagh to the boy. Gram had learned that secret and more, and he’d used the secrets he’d learned to protect his family through the worst of the troubles and managed to be the shadow master of the realm’s chaos. He couldn’t be a king. He’d been too close to the Queen, and she’d been too hated in the end, even among the Magickals. But for his son, Magickal and strong, Gram could be a kingmaker.

      Theo regarded him with dark, serious eyes. Gram ruffled the boy’s hair. “How go things in your castle, my young prince?”

      “They say the baby is coming,” Theo replied.

      “Indeed, that is what I heard too,” Gram answered. It is why he came home during the middle of the day.

      Theo’s lips turned down. “They won’t let me see Mother.”

      Gram patted his head. “There are doctors and nurses with her; it’s crowded in her room. They may not let me in.”

      Theo puffed out his chest and lifted his chin. “Well, I am smaller and could squeeze in.”

      Gram laughed and hauled the boy up into his arms. “How about I go first and clear a path for both of us?”

      Theo’s eyes narrowed, and then he nodded firmly. “They are less likely to kick you out.”

      “Probably.” Gram gave him a wink.

      Resting his head against Gram’s shoulder, Theo said, “I keep getting turned away. I tried to crawl out my window and over to hers, but Nanny caught me.”

      “Really?” Gram started up the stairs, and Theo’s nanny followed a few steps behind.

      “A few times.” Theo frowned. “I’m worried about Mother.”

      Gram raised an eyebrow, proud of the boy’s doggedness despite the lack of success. “A boy should look out for his family. But I’ll take over from here. Make sure those doctors and nurses are doing their job.”

      Theo nodded solemnly.

      They reached the top of the stairs, and Gram put his son down. His nanny took Theo’s hand. Before she led him away, Theo said, “I hope it’s a boy so I can have a friend.”

      Gram already knew his second child was a boy, but said, “I do, too,” and gave his eldest another wink. The nanny led Theo away. The hallway lights were on, and they flickered in Theo’s wake. Giselle, Gram’s Magickal wife, had done her job and given him one Magickal boy. It was time to see if she would deliver him another. Theo needed a brother. Queen Rana’s enemies were still out there, and Theo needed the loyal protection that only family could give.

      Gram turned and went through not one, but two doors, into the master suite. His wife’s room was thronged with doctors and nurses and Magickal equipment. Giselle was spread out on her bed. She screamed and panted. A nurse came over and said, “The baby is crowning!” Gram passed through the throng of medical attendants and approached the bed where a single doctor was bent between her legs, blood spilling out over the sheets in a crimson bloom. Giselle screamed again, and the doctor said, “That’s the head, just a little more.”

      Giselle panted and grunted, and there was a collective cheer from the attendants. “It’s a boy!”

      Someone brought a pair of scissors for Gram. He cut the cord and pulled away as they cleaned the painfully skinny, fiercely writhing, howling bundle of flesh. Another doctor shouted over the newborn’s howls, “He’s Magickal and strong!”

      Gram smiled.

      They put the baby to Giselle’s breast and the baby latched on instantly, and was almost, but not quite still. His limbs moved spasmodically, as though he were fighting invisible enemies with his tiny fists and feet. “He’s got a lot of life in him,” one of the doctors said.

      Warmth filled Gram’s chest.

      “Well done,” he said to Giselle.

      Her gaze was on their child, and it was a few moments before she said, “What should we name him?”

      Gram already knew the answer to that question. But he waited as though deep in thought, as though considering it. Gram usually had the answers, sometimes to questions that no one asked. Questions like, “Who released the monsters from the Keep?” He knew that the Vampire dogs had cornered a Vampire before the Keep fell. A Vampire would have had to be invited in. And Gram, when he’d been hauling the traitor girl back to her cell, had heard the girl whisper, “Grendel, I invite you in.”

      He could guess who had cut off the Queen’s head, and who would come for Theo’s head, too. He knew what Theo’s brother’s name had to be.

      “Beowulf,” Gram said. “His name is Beowulf.”

      ~ FIN ~

      Thank you so much for reading Snow So White and Blood So Red. I hope you’ll stick around for Grendel and Beowulf—on pre-order now!

      Love the Trickster’s Ball, and Loki in particular? I have written a whole series about the Norse God of Mischief and Chaos! It’s called I Bring the Fire. Get the ebook version of Wolves, the first book in I Bring the Fire, FREE at your favorite vendor.
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