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The werewolf sank its fangs deep into Siobhan O'Donnell's exposed thigh. She cried out with pain and frustration and aimed her desert eagle between the creature's eyes and fired. The recoil lifted her extended arm up a few centimeters. 
The werewolf tore his fangs free, taking with it a good bit of the flesh from her leg. 
Well, so much for the legend of silver bullets killing these things. 
But now it had vampire blood flowing down its throat as it chewed on her flesh. The last thing she needed was some ghouled, blood-drunk werewolf following her around Chicago. 
Time to finish this. 
She released a yell as she moved into a small but powerful round-house kick and her left foot connected with the side of the creature's head. 
She heard the pop as its head flew from its neck and tumbled a few feet from where they faced one another beneath the moonlit oak. The rest of the creature staggered a few seconds before it tipped over on its right side and lay still. 
Within seconds of its death it reverted to the frail, bone-white figure of a nude man before it vanished into gray dust. 
Ah…the effects of my blood in its system. Or so she hoped. She'd never seen a werewolf dissolve before. 
With a grunt of disgust, Siobhan looked down at the tatters of her evening gown. It'd been a nice little number too, with long folds of black chiffon, gathered beneath a tight fitting black satin bodice. Now it hung in shreds around her knees and bleeding thigh. 
Where are my shoes?
A battle-cry from her partner turned her to her right and caught a glimpse of Abyssinian's bright red hair. Prince of the Dark Court Elves, Abyssinian Geld brandished his katana with skilled perfection as his long black coat flowed out behind him like a cape. 
She watched him with lingering admiration. The younger brother of her former lover, Oberon Geld, Abyssinian was a little shorter, yet taller than her own five foot seven stature. His once long fiery hair had been cut short a month ago and framed his thin, angular face perfectly. Even in the night beneath the full moon he glittered brightly, a sign of magic in a dark, new world. 
His opponent, the she-wolf that had stolen a child, charged at him repeatedly. But Aby deflected her with his katana. Finally the werewolf tired of the Elf's game and charged full on—but Abyssinian was ready and feinted right and carried through the bluff as the wolf charged to his left. Aby spun with another cry as the sharp blade sliced through the creature's neck and severed its head. 
It landed a few centimeters away as the body crumpled into a heap. It didn't change into a human, nor did it disintegrate into dust. This was the original. 
Siobhan limped over to where Abyssinian stood, breathing heavily. She could see blood on the side of his face where he'd been struck in the temple. She could also smell it before she drew closer, and it was—intoxicating. 
"So much," she said as she pulled her gaze from the blood on his cheek. "So much for the silver bullet theory." 
"I told you that was bullshit," Abyssinian said with a half smile. He always looked as if he were smirking, even when he wasn't. Once again she was amazed at the differences between he and his brother. 
Oberon was a monster of an elf. Tall, graceful, blonde, with silver blue eyes and a presence that would cause the most foul creature to bow in fear. 
Abyssinian was different. His power was subtle though he was the best at wielding magic outside of Underhill. He was less graceful than Oberon, but his ability to blend into the shadows almost rivaled her own. 
It was his bright red hair that made him stand out in a crowd. That and his violet eyes. 
Forget the ears. Their points never seemed to matter anymore. No one ever noticed. But then, the appearance of elves, trolls, orcs, and dwarves were now as common place as…well…vampires. 
But that didn't mean the world always accepted any of them. They were just more races for frightened, ignorant people to develop prejudices against. Even among themselves. 
He moved toward her, his gaze on the blood of her exposed thigh. Siobhan took several steps back and pointed her gun at him. "Not a good idea. You smell really good right now." 
"But your leg—"
"—will heal. Not so easily that cut on your head. I might suggest getting it looked at. After we find—"
And there it was. The frightened cry of a child in the night. And the scent of young blood on the wind. 
"You sense any more wolves?" she asked him. 
"No," he nodded to the wolf to their right. "Apparently we got the progenitor. Which means the pack should diminish by next full moon." 
"Let's find the child," she turned in the direction of the blood. 
But a hand, warm and tingling on her upper arm, stopped her. She turned to see Abyssinian beside her. His scent swept her up in fantasies of feasting and love making and she had to shake her head to clear away the images that flooded in. 
"Siobhan," he said in a gentle voice. The Elven accent was slight, but still there at times when he spoke her name. "Let me find her—you're not exactly—"
She frowned up at him as he made a strange—worried—face. "I'm not exactly what?"
"Your fangs are out and you're covered with blood, which of course makes your eyes dilate so that whole pretty blue area goes black and the veins in your forehead—"
She put up a hand to stop him. She'd heard the description before. "So I look frightening." 
"To a small child? Uh, yeah. To me," he smiled. "You look beautiful." 
"Down boy," she pulled her arm away, needing desperately to get away from the scent of his blood. "You're right, but I—" 
At that moment her phone rang. Her eyes widened as did his as she tried to figure out where on her body she'd put her phone—and then she remembered. Siobhan pointed to his coat. "Your pocket." 
"Oh," he slid his left hand into the pocket and pulled it out. He glanced at the face and handed it to her. "It's the new guy." 
She looked at the snapshot of Captain Miller and pursed her lips. "He wouldn't be calling me unless there was a break on the vampire case." 
Aby nodded and stepped back. "Answer him. I'll find the baby and return her to her  mother." 
"Kay. Will I see you at the station?" 
He shook his head as started walking away. "Not tonight. Gotta get back to Underhill and find what it was Thom wanted." 
Siobhan nodded, remembering the summons Aby had received before she'd headed out for the evening—and ended up fighting werewolves. "See you at home then?" 
He nodded, then looked apologetic. "Sorry about your date tonight, though." Abyssinian lifted his katana over his head before re-attaching it behind his back. It was his own design using magnets built into his coat lining. "I know you were looking forward to it." 
The child's crying grew more intense. "Find her, Aby. And take her home. And she'll tell her folks about the pretty elf that saved her from the big bad monsters." 
He blew her a kiss and bounded off into the night, through the moonlight touched grass of Lincoln Park. 
Siobhan stood beside the dead wolf. She dialed the local Alchemist hotline and gave the carcass's location. The morning paper would report about a little girl's rescue by the vigilante elf. 
Aby was making a name for himself, and yet, he refused to go legit. 
Siobhan turned in the direction of home and sped along at a pace no human eye could see. To passersby in the night she would be little more than a chill. Something, or someone, walking over their grave. 
Aby's scent lingered on her skin. Some found their relationship odd—a vampire and an elf. 
An elf's blood was death to a vampire—the elixir of the sunlit lands. Any vampire that had ever tasted the blood of an elf had instantly burned from the inside. Though it meant their death, vampires were drawn to it. Craved it.
But the little secret that she and Aby kept was the key to their bond, something he'd shared with her months ago. 
A secret that had saved her life, as well as his. 
Of all the Elves that roamed the earth out of Underhill, Abyssinian's blood was different.  
Abyssinian's blood was not lethal to a vampire. 
One drink from Aby's veins, and a vampire could walk in the light of day. 
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Bright and sunny. As always. Luckily he'd remembered his shades. 
Abyssinian Geld walked with purpose along the path to the castle his brother once ruled from. 
Now his mighty highness sat rotting in a human prison, behind iron bars, awaiting trial. Seemed fitting to Abyssinian. Couldn't have happened to a nicer guy. And yet, even as a smile played on his lips, he touched his hand to his wrist where the shackle of iron his brother had used to imprison him had left a blackened scar. Eventually the band around his wrist would heal—but it would take close to a decade, if not more. 
Getting the summons from the Seleighe regent had been a surprise—especially when it came in the form of a text message just as Siobhan had received the report of a child taken by big dogs. She'd been working on the "vampire" case for weeks. Even though Oberon had been arrested for the deaths—bodies were still showing up, drained of blood. UnSeleighe elves. And his brother's lawyers were having a field day with this. 
And—oddly enough—Keith Song, the Chicago Sun Tribune reporter, a transplant from D.C.—had found the body. Abyssinian had been called in to identify the first of three bodies found when Song first showed up. He'd ducked out when Song focused his attention on him. The focus should have been on the dead elves—and not himself. This only made him dislike the media more.
The white marble walkway to the castle was still as pristine as he remembered. Roses encircled the columns that lined the path. Every color was there save for blue.  The blue rose only grew in the UnSeleighe lands. 
Those lands were little more than ruins now. Most of the UnSeleighe having disappeared into the mortal realm in what was called The Exodus. 
The mortal year had been 1843, the country of Ireland, along the cliffs of Dover. Most had died. 
Many an UnSeleighe's unsettled spirit haunted those cliffs. And Abyssinian dreamed of throwing his own brother over them. Elves were not immortal. They could die. 
And they did. 
The reason for the Exodus was a mystery.
Whenever he asked about what had happened, he'd been told it didn't concern him. What was done—was done.
The columned path lead to the impressive twenty steps up to the golden front doors. Aby sighed as he trudged up. He was in the best condition he'd ever been in and wasn't even winded when he reached the top. The uniformed guard nodded once and opened the door. 
He was amazed again at  how nothing had changed since his own childhood inside these walls. The same banners with the tree of life, the same acorn decorated chairs surrounding the same oak table by a roaring fire to his left. And to his right, the dais, where his mother and father had once sat. 
And where Oberon and his ex-wife Titania had ruled for decades. 
There were perhaps ten other elves in the room, all dressed in various styles of the court. Aby sighed as he walked past the Medieval throw-backs to a by-gone era. Velvet, gold trim, tights, feathers, bustles–
He preferred his leather pants, trench, boots and black shirt to the frills of court. 
"I see you didn't even bother to change, Abyssinian." 
Aby turned slowly to the voice that boomed out over the others. He spotted a familiar figure on the dais. Seated in what was once Oberon's chair. 
"Thom Rhymer," Aby said as he made his way to the base of the dais. "I see being regent has been good to you." He nodded to the two beautiful elven maidens that flanked the sides of his chair. 
"Oh, it has its perks." 
Thom was for all intents and purposes, human. Taken into Underhill over a century ago by Titania and made a part of her court. Unfortunately for Thom, time moved differently in the human realm. And where as the elves were free to move back and forth through the cairns, he was not. It was said that if Thom Rhymer stepped a single boot outside a cairn, he'd become the ashes he truly was. 
Oberon believed this would make him the perfect sub-in-charge, because he would never leave. 
Aby crossed his arms over his chest. "Well? You wanted to see me?" 
Thom laughed and stood before he bounded down the steps and took Aby into a warm embrace. The two had been friends since the day Thom'd been taken. They were both outcasts in a way. 
"It's good to see you, Aby," Thom said as he patted the elf's back. "You look good—all leathered up like that. And what are those?" he reached up and tapped the shades on Aby's face. 
"They're sunglasses," he said and he removed them temporarily. The sun from Underhill seemed unnaturally bright and it stung his eyes. He put them back on. "They protect your eyes from the sun in the human realm, as well as from UV rays." 
"UV rays?" 
Aby gave him a half grin. "I'll explain later. So," he took a step back and held out his gloved hands. The hilt of his katana thrust up from behind his left shoulder. "What is it you wanted to see me about?" 
"Ah," Thom nodded and gestured for Aby to follow him. "Walk with me. We need to talk." 
Aby glanced around warily when no one else followed Thom—no guards or court fops. Thom didn't speak for a while as they walked through the castle atrium to the central gardens. Roses and more roses, Titania's favorite. In the center of the guarden was the tomb—a monolith of white marble erected for the memory of their father, King Calder, who died centuries ago, after a long life of debauchery and human stealing. Or so the legend was sung.
Aby was surprised when Thom produced a set of keys and opened the tomb door. He stepped inside and gestured for Aby to follow him. With a glance around outside, the red-headed UnSeleighe stepped into the darkness. 
"Sorry about the toomb—but it's one of the few places most of Oberon's loyals won't follow," Thom's voice echoed inside. 
Aby was amazed at the size of the interior. It had to be the subtle creation magic of underhill—the spacial differences that made everything possible. For what looked like a shorter version of the Washington monument on the outside, had the depth and width of the New York Museum of Natural History on the inside. He looked at the names chiseled into the marble drawers, housing the kings of a long gone era, both elven and human. Author was rumored to be entombed here, though Aby had never actually seen the name. 
"Abyssinian," Thom began and Aby turned to watch him. "I was more than appalled to hear what it was Oberon was doing. My own spies informed me that his little gang of blood stealers killed upward of fifty-seven elves. Most of them UnSeleighe."
"Fifty-seven?" Abyssinian felt sick in his stomach. He'd only guessed there were perhaps fifteen and he'd based that on the number of bodies found—to learn there were so many undiscovered… 
"I've known Oberon for a painfully long time—hence the use of the word painfully. I have never known him to do something without a solid, logical reason. Even killing. It's my suspicion," Thom rubbed at his chin. "That Oberon was looking for something. Something very rare. So rare that the outward signs of its presence were lost or locked away. Otherwise, he wouldn't have killed so many innocents." 
Sunlight filtering through the tomb's upper stained glass glinted as the trees swayed outside in the breeze. It was so hard to remember this land was perpetually summer when his own home in Chicago in the human realm had just entered the fall. "I'm not sure I understand what you're getting at Thom." He kept his voice even. Abyssinian knew Oberon had been trying to create an elixir that would allow the vampires to walk in the day—he knew this because his brother had taken his blood to create it. 
Siobhan had been successful at convincing Oberon it was still an elixir she'd drank mixed and magic'd by Abyssinian. She'd told no one that she'd drank directly from Aby's bleeding neck. 
Had Aby known it would heal her instead of kill her? 
Yes. 
How had he known? 
Because Oberon told him it would. Had he believed it?
No. Not until he believed her life was in danger. And then he'd have risked anything to save her. 
Thom watched Aby, though his brow was knitted together. "Are you sure you don't understand, Abyssinian?" 
Aby wasn't happy with the regent's tone. He lowered his hands from the tomb and removed his shades. "Thom—why did you want to see me?" 
"How," Thom said abruptly and turned to pace, his hands locked behind him. "How much do you know about the caste of the Seleighe and the UnSeleighe?" 
Know? Aby shrugged. No more than anyone else. "There have always been the two—opposing opinions of the same race." 
"Any other differences?" Thom said and stopped. "Aby—what makes you UnSeleighe and your brother Seleighe?" 
"You mean physical differences?" Aby grinned. "I'm better looking?" 
Thom also smiled, but it vanished quickly. "No other physical differences?" 
"You mean in general? The UnSeleighe seem to possess a greater magic in the mortal realm. My magic was always stronger than my brother's. But as for anything evident at a glance? No. We look the same." 
The Regent rubbed at his forehead. He looked to Aby to be…unsure. "Has it always been sunny in Underhill?" 
The question seemed incongruent. "Yes." 
"No," Thom shook his head. "That's not true. There was a year when snow covered these grounds. When the leaves fell from the trees and did not regrow. When the crops died, when the animals suffered, when Underhill almost fell in the war with the Fallen." 
"The Fallen?" 
"The elves were once a united people, Aby," Thom said as he turned and strolled along the wall in front of a row of tombs. "There was no distinction between the Seleighe and UnSeleighe as they are now. But there were, the Fallen. They were the original Dark Court. And they were…twisted. Immoral creatures. They lusted after all things that gave others terror. And they loved humans. Not in a cherishing way—but in a toying sense. They were the first to drag them into this realm. The first to change them, claim them, and make them theirs." 
"You mean like Changelings?" 
"Not like me—but before then. They used their blood to make small monsters. Humans that needed to feed on the blood of others."
"Thom..are you insinuating that these Fallen…were vampires?" 
"Aye," Thom nodded. "They were the first." He gave a small smile. "Ironic isn't it? That the very race the vampires fear, is the race from where they were born?" 
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"How in the hell did she get out?" 
Siobhan ran a long fingered hand through her dark hair. It was late—an hour past midnight—and already things had gone from bad to worse. Really worse. She fixed Captain Mike Miller with the hardest stare she could muster. She was hungry—and now she was scared. 
And if there was one thing Siobhan hated—it was being one or both of those things. 
Captain Miller, the temporary replacement for the recently incarcerated Captain Oberon Geld, leaned back in his chair. It creaked beneath him in the small, cramped room he used as an office. Four walls of glass, cheap dark-painted pine, and used blinds. "Look—I'd say we did pretty good. You gave us ten names—all of them working with Oberon on his little blood-letting operation and we caught all of them." 
"All—but one got away," Siobhan held up her hands. "And that one is the worst of the bunch of them. She was Oberon's right-hand woman. Elf. Whatever." 
"Don't you think you're over reacting a little?" Captain Miller leaned forward and rested his elbows on his desk. He looked a bit run-down in Siobhan's opinion. She wondered when was the last time he'd had a good night's sleep. Catching the culprit responsible for killing elves had proven a huge feather in his cap—but convicting the former police Captain of the crime—well—
Though a bit of a megalomanic, Geld had held things together and he'd been a damn find detective. Siobhan could vouch for that having worked with him several times. The only snag they might have is if Abyssinian changed his mind and decided not to testify against his brother. 
After the arrest, Aby stated he wouldn't. He would not look upon his brother's face again. The young elf still carried the scar of an iron shackle on his wrist where his own brother had imprisoned him. Iron was poison to Underhill inhabitants. Siobhan could only imagine what sort of pain her partner had endured in Oberon's dungeon—recently uncovered in the basement of his estate. 
It was Aby's own wicked charm that freed him, after he'd bribed one of his brother's mistresses to release him. 
The very Elf that had gotten away.
Siobhan knew how hard it was to resist that charm—though she'd tried on several occasions. Aby always knew how to get her to do things his way. And I'm the vampire with the glamouring gaze. If only it worked on him. Just once. 
Eventually she had worn Aby down and he'd agreed to testify. But he wasn't happy about it. The court date was in two days. The escape of the last of Oberon's little murder gang was a low blow. 
The elf in question, known only as Silira, had somehow tricked her way out of custody, though the Precinct had assured everyone the wards to hold her magic had been in place. The guard on duty had no memory of her ever being in the cell. Yet, video records showed she'd been brought in along with the last three of Oberon's team. 
And now—nothing. 
"Look, I know you're worried about your boyfriend—"
"He's not my boyfriend," she interjected. Though—Siobhan wasn't really sure that statement was accurate. Two months ago she'd heard him tell her he loved her, just before he forced her to drink his blood. At the time, with him bleeding to death of what appeared to be a fatal wound, trapped with her in a room open to the rising sun, she'd believed his motive for feeding her elven poison was so that she wouldn't have to suffer being burned to death. 
She'd expected to die.
But when she'd drank from Aby—the opposite had happened. It had allowed her move in the sun to catch Oberon in the act of searching her mirror store on the Miracle Mile. And he'd made his confession, in a room full of hidden cameras. 
What an arrogant idiot. 
If there was one character flaw Oberon Geld wasn't lacking in, it was hubris. 
"Whatever," Captain Miller said. "If you'd just tell me what it was that the former captain was trying to do by draining UnSeleighe elves of blood—" 
She shook her head and held up a hand. "Look, I really don't know. And I don't know if we'll ever understand his motives. I chalked it up to a long-time rivalry between the two courts." 
"About that," Miller leaned back. "That's something I've never understood. This two courts thing. How can you have two courts with Seleighe and UnSeleighe—and what's the difference? How can Captain Geld be Seleighe and his own brother is UnSeleighe?" He shrugged. "In all the bodies we found so far, how is it that he knew which were which? Is it a mark? Or eye color—though they all have those crazy eyes—or maybe even like hair color? I mean…Abyssinian's hair is a bit—" 
She nodded. "Anime. Yeah, I know. But its natural for him. To answer your question—I don't know. I've never figured that out myself." And she had asked both brothers—Oberon had been her lover a long time ago—as crazy as that sounded. Being in love with a man whose blood could kill you. 
Oberon and Aby had said the same thing. "It's complicated." 
Yeah well…so am I. And there wasn't really an answer she didn't think she couldn't find. But this one was a doozy.
Was it the blood? She and Aby had talked about his blood's ability—and he'd admitted it didn't matter who drank it—if they were a vampire they'd be able to withstand the day for a short period of time. Usually the span of a normal day of daylight. 
"I'm not worried about Aby's safety—he can take care of himself. Quite accomplished at it as well. What I am worried about are all the other UnSeleighe who have no idea these wackos are after them—and by putting it out there on the news—"
"I don't see your issue with that. It was a warning." 
"Yeah—and a warning to all the other nut jobs that'll see that and figure, 'oh, if I can get me some UnSeleighe blood, I can sell it for a price.' Obviously there's a run on it."
Miller looked upset. "I didn't even consider that."
"No, you didn't. But those are the kind of morons I had to deal with when I was a detective." Siobhan didn't like pulling out the former "Top Detective" card, but damn it, Miller needed to listen to her. "You knock one head off the snake, and in this day and age with magic, twelve more are going to pop up. It's a cosmic game of wac-a-mole."
He smiled, but he still looked worried. "What do I do?"
"You kill any more stories about it. One thing the populace can be counted on is having no memory. If it's out of sight, they'll forget about it. But you have to make sure your people keep a low profile on this." 
"Captain!" a uniformed man stepped up to the door. He looked at Siobhan and smiled before he pointed to the Captain's phone. "It's Rechert and Sivalis. They found another body. Elf. Drained of blood." 
Miller closed his eyes and moaned. 
Siobhan watched the uniform step out as the Captain picked up his blinking line. "Miller." 
She listened in on the conversation with her heightened hearing. Not that she was nosy. It just happened. Couldn't be helped.
"Captain. It's Sivalis. Got a call on a body found in an alley behind Pete's Gourmet. Definitely elven, and it's been drained of blood. And…we got a little problem."
"You mean other than the dead elf?" Miller avoided Siobhan's eyes.
"There was a reporter here when we got here. Chicago Sun Tribune. And he's already photographed the body."
Miller cursed. "Lemme guess. Keith Song." 
Siobhan had to stop herself from cursing aloud so Miller wouldn't know she was listening in. Keith Song. By far the worst of the sensationalist reporters in the city. His website and his affiliate's site were one of the top hits online. If he had the pictures, then he'd already made up his story. She needed to check the sites to see if something had gone up, and then she needed to have a little talk with Mr. Song. 
But she needed to contact Aby first and have him look at the body. He'd be able to tell if the elf had been UnSeleighe.
"Is the M.E. there?" 
Yes. So's the bus. Anything you want me to do? 
"Yeah, make sure you don't let any tall, leaf-eat'n red-headed freaks take a look—" 
"Captain—you talk'n about Geld? No. There's been no sign of him. Which is weird since he's showed up at all the other scenes." 
Siobhan turned quickly and looked at Miller. Abyssinian wasn't there? That was odd. The elf had a police scanner—he kept track of everything. And if an elf turned up drained of blood again—
She reached into her jacket pocket and pulled out her phone. No texts. No voicemail. 
She was done with the Captain and vanished before he could register he was alone in the office. She moved with an uncanny speed that made her invisible to the human eye. Once she reached her Ducati parked below, Siobhan checked the Tribune's website on her phone—no story up yet—only the promise of a breaking event. She checked Song's website. Nothing there as well—just the same promise. 
After hitting Aby's speed dial, she left him a message to call her. It'd gone straight to voicemail—which either meant he was out of range of her signal, or his phone was off. Or—he was still in Underhill where no cell phone reached. 
Surely he couldn't still be there. Two hours had passed since he'd left her in the park, and returning the child couldn't have taken that long either. 
She adored that elf in so many ways, except for this part of him. This impulsive, self-serving part of him that believed he had to take care of everything himself. And if he knew about Song there a possibility he was already hunting him to retrieve whatever it was the reporter had—
She donned her helmet, checked traffic and took off in the direction of where she believed Keith Song would be. 
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This was the first Abyssinian had ever heard of this. And he didn't believe it. Assuming this was some fable spun by Thom, he sighed and leaned back against a row of tombs. "Thom—" 
But the changeling held up a hand without looking at Abyssinian. "Listen to me, Son of Calder. This Dark Court worked powerful magic that the elves of what was called the Higher Court couldn't battle, and when the elven King sealed the cairns to the human realm to prevent them from taking any more humans, the Fallen cast this world into a winter of snow and ice. 
"Many of the elves died from illnesses they had never had. Their magicians worked night and day to end the spell over the world. Magic clashed everywhere. It was a year of darkness. A year of suffering. Until finally, a young changeling named Merlin was able to counter the spells by cursing the Dark Court themselves." 
"Merlin?" Abyssinian laughed softly. "You want me to believe that the Merlin was a changeling?" 
"I want you to listen to me, Aby," Thom turned angry eyes to the young prince. "His name was Merlin. That's what the records say. The spell he cast prevented the Dark Court from walking under the light of Underhill without suffering devastating burns and weakness. So they made a truce—they would remove the spell and escape into another realm to claim as their own." 
"Not walk in the sun…" Aby felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end. Like Vampires. "Thom, what are you saying?" 
"I'm saying the Dark Court did two things underhanded," he turned to Abyssinian. "The realm they escaped to was none other than the human realm—the one realm the King, your father, had forbidden them to enter. The cairns were locked, but somehow they broke the magics. And two…" he sighed. "They were able to cast a secret spell when they lifted the snow." 
"A secret spell?"
"All of those born in that decade of Winter were…different. It was their eyes at first. Their color became something not in nature as the elves knew it. And they all possessed an uncanny ability with magic. Even in their cribs they changed the shape of things, and many wounded their parents and siblings without knowing what they were doing. The King gathered all these children at the insistence of his advisors and placed them into the abandoned palaces where the Dark Court had lived. 
"The Black Guard was created to make sure these other cursed elven children didn't attack the High Court. Humans were brought in to care for them. Some humans died from the children's wild magic." 
Aby straightened up and stared at Thom. 
"Unfortunately—the king's solution wasn't enough. There were those that believed those children should be destroyed. They were the seeds of the Fallen. This split the Higher Court in two. And they fought amongst themselves." He fixed his gaze on Abyssinian. "The side that wanted the children destroyed called themselves the blessed, or the Seleighe, and they dubbed those that believed otherwise, the UnSeleighe." 
"Thom, this is ridiculous." 
Thom held up his hand. "Listen to me, Aby. Even though the Fallen were gone, the strife and war they instigated in Underhill remained and lasted for nearly a century. In the end, those that defended the children joined them in the fallen cities. The division was made—and has remained till this day." 
"And those original children?" 
"They were called the Winterbourne. Born in the Winter of Underhill. Their children also possessed these powers." 
"And the Fallen? The ones that escaped into the human realm."
"Most are dead." Thom swept his hand around the room. "And in here are the soldiers sent by your father to kill them. In here he had those who lost their lives fighting them in the human realm. This is how your father died—killing the Fallen." 
"What?" 
"Your brother was his right hand, and continued his work. He built this mausoleum in their memory." 
"My brother?" Aby looked around at the tombs. Was this why this mausoleum had always remained sealed? Because those whose bodies were interned inside had fought their own holy war against the Fallen? "Why—why did my father send elves out to destroy the Fallen? They were gone from Underhill, weren't they? Why pursue them?" 
"Other than the fact they were cruel and wicked and brought corruption on the humans?" Thom looked skeptical. "Because they hurt him, Aby. They hurt your father. Twice. The first was they killed your mother." 
Aby felt his shoulder sag. "W-what?"
"They dragged her into the Mortal Realm and fed on her." 
"Fed—they drank from her."
"Drained her." 
"But vampires can't feed on elves—it's poison." 
"The descendants can't. But the Fallen can." 
Aby ran a hand through his hair. "This is madness."
Thom said. "The Fallen learned they could stave off the pain of their long lives by feeding off of human blood—which of course contains life. And they experimented—making creatures in their own image." 
"Only they're not," Aby guessed. "The vampires we see now—"
"Are diluted. Weak. Only shadows of the strength and power the Fallen once possessed. When it appeared to Oberon as if they would breed their kind to excessive numbers," he shrugged. "He had them destroyed." 
Abyssinian didn't know what to believe—was this true? Was it really possible vampires descended from elves? "But the vampires have their own lineage—their own history." 
"Of course they do. Created by the Fallen. They had no idea that their elders were actually elves. But the Fallen could drink from the Winterbourne, and did so in order to walk in the day." He took a step forward. "That's why the Winterbourne, the UnSeleighe, vanished. The great exodus? It was orchestrated by the Fallen. They lured them into the Mortal Realm and kept them as cattle—vials of elixir that gave them dominion over the day. That's why Oberon hunted them down. He went after them for the same reason your father did."
"You said they hurt my father—twice. My mother and—"
"And you. She had you that year. You were banished to the Dark Court by his own command."
Aby stared hard at Thom. "Are you saying…I'm a Winterbourne?" 
"You are. In fact, Abyssinian," Thom turned and faced him. "Your brother found you and killed the ones that took you into the Mortal Realm. You were half dead, but he brought you back here." 
Aby had stood up, no longer leaning against the wall. He took a step toward Thom who didn't flinch or move. "Thom…this is bullshit. I'm not a Winterbourne. I'm not what you think I am." 
But Thom shook his head. "Your eyes give you away. Your very stature and your bearing. Your strong, wild magic. They speak of royalty—because even though you were relegated to the UnSeleighe realm—you were still the King's son. And you were protected."
"Because supposedly my blood will allow a Fallen to walk in the sun." Aby laughed. He hoped it came out as a confident laugh, and that it conveyed a sense of how ridiculous the idea was. Though he knew part of it was true. Siobhan had walked in the day.
If Thom even suspected that Abyssinian was aware of his blood's power—
"Aye," Thom said as he moved closer, his shoulders down, his expression said. "And because we suspect that not just the Fallen, but all of their kith could benefit from your blood. Merlin suspected the Fallen set the spell in motion early on so that it would some how create a cure for the curse he put on them. The Winterbourne were to be their salvation." 
"No. This is ridiculous." 
"Aby—" Thom stepped out. "When Oberon learned some of the Fallen had survived, he sent out the Black Guard to assassinate them. This was years ago. He learned they were searching for UnSeleighe to feed from. They were looking for Winterbourne." 
But Aby was shaking his head. "No—Oberon never told me all of this."
"He was trying to protect you."
He moved away from Thom toward the door of the tomb. "I have other matters that I need to see to in the mortal realm. Or has no one told you that someone is killing elves again—even with my brother behind bars?" 
"Abyssinian," Thom called out behind him. "I suspect that it wasn't Oberon that killed the ones you and the vamp whore discovered. I think that—" 
But Aby was at his throat before Thom could draw another breath to speak. The tall, slender elf had his hand around the Changeling's throat and cut off his air. Thom tried to pry Aby's hand away but did not have the strength. He was only human. "You will never call Siobhan a whore again—do I make myself clear?" 
Their eyes met and Aby realized Thom was looking at him as if he were looking at a monster. And maybe to the human, he was one. If he was one of these Winterbourne, then he was more than elf. Which would explain his strength as well as his ability in magic. He was alien even among his people. 
But then…he'd always felt like this. 
Abyssinian released Thom and stepped back. "I'm sorry—but you won't insult an honorable woman and the former lover of Oberon." 
The Changeling leaned heavily against a crypt, choking and pulling in air. After a few seconds, he laughed. It was a strained sound. "So you've bedded her as well, Abyssinian. You and your brother have indeed shared much." 
Now he had his katana drawn and his left hand tingled as he instinctually conjured a shield around him for protection. "Why are you trying to goad me?" 
"Because," Thom straightened and moved around the shield which flickered indigo in the light cast from the stained glass. "I needed to know if you already knew what your blood could do. And if a vampire knew." He paused as he neared the door. "I have my answer." 
Abyssinian lowered his katana but kept the shield up as he watched Thom move to the door. He flicked the shield away as well. This strange meeting was over and he wouldn't trust Thom quite as easily as he had before. "You have no answer. You've asked no questions. And if you're sure Oberon did not kill those elves then why did you allow him to be arrested? Why didn't you speak up to the liaison?" 
Thom stopped at the door and looked at Abyssinian as he approached. "I have. And we came to an agreement." Another elf came to the door. He was tall like Aby, though his hair was long and blond and tied behind him. He also held a bow and arrow pointed at Aby. "You will stay in Underhill." 
Abyssinain realized too late  he'd been set up. Before he could conjure the shield again the arrow had been let loose. Aby jumped to the side but not far enough. So instead of striking his chest, the arrow buried itself into his side. He cried out as the pain flared stronger and worse than any wound he'd suffered and he dropped his katana. It was a different kind of pain—and reminded him of the time he spent in Oberon's dungeon—
Iron! The arrowhead was made of Iron! 
Aby felt the poison working inside of him as he tried to reach for his weapon. But he was on his stomach and felt the vibration of boots under him. Hands pulled his arms painfully behind him and he was pinned to the floor. He was disarmed and retching silently as he heard Thom's voice. 
"I'm sorry Abyssinian, but we agreed that it was best if you never returned to the mortal realm."
"No…" he managed to say as his wrists were clamped in manacles and he heard the chains rattling. "Siobhan…" 
"She's already being taken care of. I can assume she's the only one that knows—but we can't be sure. I'm sorry, Abyssinian, but we're going to have to get the truth out of you." 
He felt himself being wrenched to his feet, but the pain of the arrow still buried in his side over rode everything else. Aby wanted to reply but couldn't as he was half dragged, half carried by two elves further into the tomb. 
Aby realized then why Thom had wanted to show him the tomb—so that none of the other elves that lived here could see them shoot and torture one of their own. 
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Siobhan arrived at Song's apartment a little after one in the morning. His address was a loft in a building on the upper floor of one of the lesser maintained areas of Chicago. She cut the Ducati's engine and coasted down the street, killing her headlight as well. None of the street lights were working—either due to electrical decay or because the bulbs had long ago burned or been smashed. 
A few cars from bygone eras sat along the road. Light filtered through slatted windows at the top of the building. She could hear six distinct heart beats. All but one was human. And that heart told her it was elven. Aby? Possibly. But it was coming from where that light originated. Inside of Song's place.  
Perhaps mister Song had company. 
Too bad. So sad. 
She braked the Ducati and pushed it into a tight space between the buildings. Perhaps a drunk or kids would see it. But if they touched it—they would be in for a shock. 
Like… a few hundred volts worth. 
If there was one thing Aby was good at—it was setting magical traps. Let the little fuckers try and take her ride. 
After removing her helmet, she glanced around, stepped back in the shadows and then jumped to the top of the building. Her boots landed noiselessly on the roof's edge and she crouched down low so as not to be see from the street. 
It might take Miller's men a while to find this location. Abyssinian had already scoped Song out and had his address on file in their data-base of "people we want to punish" folder. Song had already sold several gruesome photos on the internet and in print of drained and dead elves, many of which who had maintained a glamoured and happy existence in the mortal realm. Aby felt it wasn't up to Song to destroy that—even after they were dead. 
Siobhan stopped him from coming to this place several times and putting hurt on the reporter. But now? She agreed with Aby and wished like hell he was with her. 
A part of her had hoped he would be hiding somewhere and reveal himself when she appeared. 
No such luck. 
Siobhan knelt down and pressed her ear to the roof. Yes—there was panting and muffled sounds. He human heartbeat was racing. Song definitely had a friend in the house tonight. Which might explain why he hadn't uploaded his latest shots. 
She didn't want to bother him because he had the shots—what she wanted was to find out who his source was and how did know where to be. In each of the killings since Oberon's arrest—Song was always there. And yet the police could never pin the murders on him because he always had an air tight alibi. He was always with someone when he got a call. Miller hadn't been able to trace the calls. Always a different place. 
Whomever this was—they understood technology. So Siobhan had assumed it couldn't be an old world vampire—as technology always befuddled them—but a newer made one. And one wrecklass enough to drain elves. 
Siobhan waited a few more minutes before she crept along the roof to the door. A good wrench and off came the knob. She had no time for pleasantries. The steps down lead directly to a large metal door. A few minutes listening and she knew the door opened on the hall. 
Two good jerks and it was off at the hinges. She only hoped the rough breathing of Song and his fair companion kept them from hearing all her banging about. 
With a glance behind her, Siobhan moved down the hall to the only door available. The bricks were covered in graffiti—though the quality of the art was brilliant in her opinion. Art was art. The floor was damaged wood, scuffed and visibly rotting in some spots. She wondered if this guy actually rented this place or was squatting and siphoning off power from someone else. 
Getting the door open was easy—none of that inviting in crap the books always talked about. But once in, she was assaulted by a myriad of images broadcasted from the two inside. Images of a snowy river, icy waters, and dead trees. And the sun. 
And she smelled…blood. 
Human blood. The place wreaked of it.
The vampire froze where she stood just inside the door and listened carefully now. There were two heartbeats. A human, and what she originally thought was an elf's. There was panting—only the panting came from the male—as did a the muffled noise. And it wasn't the pleasant kind of noises. 
This one was full of pain. And dread. 
Pressing her back against the wall, Siobhan moved down the hall. On her right was a door which she guessed was a kitchen. On her left another door which could be a bathroom or bedroom. But in front of her the living room opened out into a high ceiling area. She saw the slitted window where the escaping light had been visible below. 
With a deep breath she peered around the corner—
This was not love making. Nor was it anything kinky and fun. 
What she saw chilled her down to her bones. 
Keith Song hung naked by his ankles from the exposed steel girders in the ceiling. A large basin caught blood as it dripped from his slit wrists which dangled over his head. The stream of blood was steady, but slowing down. 
His lips were dark, as if they'd been chewed, and then Siobhan realized in a flash they had—and so had his tongue! 
"You play a dangerous game, daughter of Bralewyn." 
The voice struck a chord down Siobhan's back. It compelled her to move forward even though she didn't want to. A few steps closer to Song. 
"I am coming to you." 
Coming from where? 
Siobhan had to do something about Song. He was dying a slow death, with no lips or tongue to speak with. 
But before she could move another step, a woman was in front of her. 
And so was the overwhelming smell of fresh, human blood.
She was tall and willowy, very much like Abyssinian. Her hair was long and dark. It seemed to shine with both red and black highlights as it moved over her shoulders. Her white skin was like alabaster under the loft's fluorescent lights. 
And she was nude. 
Siobhan could see long pointed ears just peeking through her hair. 
And her eyes. 
Siobhan shrank back despite her bravado. 
Her eyes were completely black. 
"Young," the thing said as she reached a long fingered hand up to stroke along Siobhan's cheek. Her voice sounded in her mind, and to her ears. "And so very honest." 
Siobhan shrunk back even further. If she were a turtle, she'd have pulled herself into her shell by now and nailed the door shut. 
The eyes were bad enough—but what really bent her reality was its teeth. They were sharp like a vampire's fangs. 
All of them. 
It was like looking into a mouth full of needles. 
And she spoke with a distinct elven accent—but what the hell kind of elf was this? 
The woman frowned. It was a mockery of emotion because most of her muscles didn't move. It was like giving animation to a statue, only it was still a statue. "I am Maeve—and you too have a name of royal blood. Siobhan. Oh…you are frightened of me. No need to be. We are sisters." And with that she turned and walked gracefully back into the loft's livingroom to look up at Song. 
Siobhan followed, her steps a bit unsteady. The smell of the blood…was overwhelming.
Way too enticing. 
Maeve reached out and took a wine glass from the coffee table and dipped it into the basin. She turned and held it out to Siobhan. "Please…will you not drink with me?" 
The idea…the very thought…both excited Siobhan and repulsed her. The blood—it was still fresh and warm. Steam still rose from it. 
"Neh?" Maeve said as she reached out and took Siobhan's hand and placed the glass in it. She felt the heat from the blood through the smooth surface. "Drink." 
But Siobhan looked up at Song and saw the fear and dread in his eyes. He hung limply, with no strength left in his body. He'd been relieved of speech. And now he was draining away—
Siobhan dashed the glass to the floor and looked at the thing. "Why? Why did you do that to him?" She pointed up at Song. 
Maeve didn't move when the glass broke. Instead she looked—bored. She did look up and smile with those deadly teeth. "This one would not tell me where the Winterbourne is. He follows them," she looked back at Siobhan. "He is told by someone where they are when the impostors are slaughtered." 
Most of that made no sense to Siobhan. Winterbourne? Impostors? "Do you mean because he always shows up where the bodies are? You mean the UnSeleighe." 
"Yes," she moved away from Siobhan then and reached up to grab Song's wrist. Siobhan watched her dig a long, sharp nail into his flesh. More blood welled up—though the force of the flow was greatly decreased. Maeve opened her mouth and let it drizzled into it, over her lips, and down her chin. 
Siobhan wanted to throw up. Yes—a part of her craved the feast. But she was quick and fed only on what she needed. This—this was sadistic. This was playing with one's food. 
"Stop it."
Maeve released Song's wrist and the blood flow lessoned, but didn't stop. More drops of his precious life's fluid joined in the bucket below. She turned to face Siobhan, Maeve's face coated in red from the lips down to her breasts. "You do not like? But you are one of our children. One of our…" she smiled. "Descendants." 
Descendants? "You can obviously tell I'm a vampire—and I can tell you're—" she was at a loss for words. "I don't know what the hell you are. But this," she pointed at Song. She had to hurry. If there was any hope of saving his life, she needed to get him down and to a hospital. "This is unacceptable, even in our world. You're torturing this man." 
"He would not give me the answers I needed," Maeve said and her voice rose. "He knows where the Winterbourne are—I will have them." She was abruptly beside Siobhan, their noses touching. "I must have them—" 
Maeve stopped, her black eyes widening. Her hand was around Siobhan's neck before Siobhan could stop her. Siobhan reached up and tried to pull that vice-like grip away, but it wouldn't budge. She was glad she didn't have to breathe—she felt her windpipe crack. 
"You…I smell one on you…" 
Siobhan continued to pull at Maeve's wrists. One what? What the hell was this bitch going on about? 
And then those teeth were at her throat. She'd turned Siobhan in her hand as if she weighed nothing and sunk those rows of needle teeth—
The pain was like nothing Siobhan had ever experienced—there was no euphoria in this. No endorphin rush. This creature didn't care for its prey—it only required sustenance, and obedience, and nothing more. Song never had a chance. 
Through it all she heard something overhead. A repetitive tapping on the roof. Rain? No, it was too rhythmic. 
Suddenly she was on her ass—her hand at her slick and bloodied throat. Maeve was backing up and looking around as if she were being surrounded. "You brought them here!" she hissed. "Damn Black Guard…"
Black Guard? Who? Siobhan actually coughed instead of spoke. Yeah, now she was pretty sure this bitch had cracked or broke her windpipe. It would heal—but she'd need blood to expedite that process. 
Maeve moved beside her. Whispered in her ear. "You have tasted their elixir, no? You have ridden their power—but you are not like us. You can't know the divine until you devour it whole. You will give that one to me—or I will kill them all." 
And then she was gone and Siobhan felt a rush of wind as a window blew back. She stayed on her hands and knees for a while, listening, and was pretty sure there were people surrounding the apartment. But she also knew their heart beats weren't human. They were elves. 
Maybe they were there to confront Song as well about his ability to know where the dead elves were. But if a creature like Maeve hadn't gotten the information from him—it was possible he didn't know. 
She knew she'd regret her actions later—but she had no choice. When she could move through the pain of her crushed throat, Siobhan grabbed a glass from the kitchen, dunked it into the basin of blood and drank. It was growing cold, and stale, but it was still better than the blood she'd been drinking from blood banks. 
And it made her strong. Song's blood was pure. Untainted by drugs. After two full glasses she'd had enough and with her new found strength, jumped and pulled Song down. The ropes snapped. So did his ankles but he was too far gone to notice. She knelt on the floor with him and cocked her head as she listened for his heart. 
What she heard were the heartbeats of elves outside. They were at the door. And they had frightened this monster. She didn't sense Abyssinian and she was getting worried about him. Every nerve in her body screamed at her to leave. But she couldn't let him die like this.
She was a vampire—but she wasn't a monster. 
Her fangs slid down and she pricked the lifeline in her wrist. With a sigh she streamed that blood over his lips. She watched as the fleshed writhed and curled and quickly reformed itself. Then she pulled his mouth open, pressed his tongue down, and poured the blood inside just as someone beat on the door. "Mr. Song? This is the police! We need you to open up!" 
Siobhan blinked. The police? There weren't any more active elves on the force that she was aware of—but she still sensed the stronger heart beat of elves—and several of them. They were on the roof. So—when did the police start working with elves? Or was it possible that the police didn't know they were there?
Song started to move as he choked and tried to turn away from the blood. 
"No…stop it. You have to drink it or you'll die." 
"No—" he managed to croak out as she forced his mouth open. That meant his tongue was regrowing and she was pretty sure he was on the mend everywhere else. She pressed her wrist to his mouth and he drank.
"This is the only way to save your life. Quickly—what the fuck was that woman?" 
Song drank a bit more and pushed her arm away. He choked up blood and it spilled over his cheeks. She realized he was crying and trying really hard not to. "A monster.." 
"Yeah I got that part. But what was she wanting?" 
"Win—" he coughed again and his eyes eyes fluttered open. He really wasn't a bad looking kid. Sort of reminded her of Takeshi Kineshiro when he was younger. Somewhere around the House of Flying Daggers period. "Winter…born." 
"What is that?" She heard the police give the signal to break the door down. Shit! 
"Un—" he started as the door cracked wide open with one hit. 
The rest was lost in the charge of men inside. 
But Siobhan was already up and delivering a good kick to the first one. The other she round housed backwards before she jumped into the rafters. They all raised their guns at her, told her to freeze, but she jumped through the window, taking glass and frame with her as she tumbled to the street below. 
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Abyssinian had no idea of how long he lay on the ground. He was only vaguely aware of things crawling around him, and over him. The stone was cold against his cheek and felt good against his fevered body. 
Thom had made the gravest of mistakes. 
He'd poisoned an elf with Iron. 
Within the laws of the Seleighe—this was a crime worth punishment. And sometimes death. The only problem Aby could see with this was that no one knew. 
He was in a room beneath the castle—that much he could tell by the sounds. The dripping water. The scurry of creatures. And the distant sounds of singing. Aby tried to call out once or twice but the the act of pulling in a lung full of air was met with a pain that immediately robbed him of breath. 
The arrow was still in his side—burrowed deep and festering. His wrists were chained behind him to prevent him from pulling the arrow out himself. He was helpless and powerless. The Iron negated his magic. 
Thom and his guards had interrogated him—always the same questions—who else has tasted your blood. Did you make Siobhan McDonnell a day walker? He answered truthfully—and yet Thom seemed to find pleasure in pushing the arrow in deeper as he sat helpless chained to a chair. 
Sleep came unbidden—but it was a welcome escape. He only hated the moments like this where he was awake, and hungry, and thirsty…and in pain. 
He'd not expected to hear the door hinge creak. There was no click of a lock—there was no need of one. The UnSeleighe prisoner was incapable of moving as long as the arrow remained in place. 
Abyssinian didn't hear the step of a boot on the stones, but what sounded more like the patter of bare feet. He struggled to shift his position—but the act of moving only aggravated the wound and he blacked out. 
When he came to again, he felt a cold, wet, soft towel over his face. He was no longer on his stomach but had been moved onto his side. With the wounded side up the pain seemed less intense—either that or he'd lost all feeing in his body. The towel disappeared. He heard it dunked in water, wrung out and again applied to his face. 
Aby cleared his throat but kept his breathing shallow. "Who..." He managed to croak out, unable to see anything. It was the first time he realized he was blindfolded. 
"Shhhh," came a female's voice. "Don't talk. Just listen to me." 
Aby didn't want to be quiet—he wanted to know who she was and would she pull the arrow from his side. But a finger on his lips kept him from speaking. 
"Prince you must listen to me." 
She knows who I am! 
"Rhymer's faithful guard tried to capture the Fallen—but they stopped when they realized your vampire was with her." 
He listened quietly as she cooled his forehead. His fever was worse. And if the arrow wasn't removed soon, he knew he'd lapse into a coma that very little could pull him from. Elves poisoned too long with Iron became like iron themselves. Cold. Hard. Unmoving. 
A living dead thing. 
"They found a Fallen, dear Prince. Something that your brother had fought long and hard to eradicate in order to save our people. They said the monster was torturing a human and your vampire saved him—unfortunately the police arrived at that moment and assumed the carnage left in the building—the damage done to the human—was caused by her. He'd been drained of blood." 
Drained of blood? Oh god and of course they'd suspect a vampire. The humans had no knowledge of the Fallen. He nodded to her, hoping she would go on. 
 "As far as I know—they didn't identify who the vampire was—but the Rhymer knows now there is a third player in the game. Someone else who knows of the blood and is seeking out a Winterbourne, draining the elves dry until they find it." 
"I thought…" he said and his throat ached. "Oberon had—" 
"No. Oberon knew only half of what was happening. He knew there were bodies—elven bodies drained of blood. And he knew the vampires would be blamed. He only just discovered the truth when your vampire filmed him. And out of context—he appeared guilty. Oberon sits in a human prison—but the real murderer is still out there." She paused. "And so is the monster." 
There was really a Fallen in the Mortal Realm.
"I need to be free…" he said and hissed as his movement set the arrow in motion. "I—I can't stay here—" 
"You have to stay here for now," the woman said. "Whether you believe this or not—you're safer here. Here the Fallen can't get to you. The few of us that know what the Rhymer has done are working on a way to free you from this.." And he felt cool lips on his cheek. "A Prince should not be treated as such. But we believe the Regent is afraid. Of the monster. And of you—or of what your blood could do to it." 
"I don't…I don't understand."
"If it takes a single drop of your blood, Abyssinian Geld," the woman's voice grew soft. "Merlin's curse will be nullified, as is the magics worked into the Winterbourne. And if the Fallen can gain access back into Underhill, there is nothing that will stop it from attacking us and destroying everything. But it's not just us in peril, Abyssinian. The human realm cannot battle a creature like it—something so filled with the contrary of nature that it cannot be contained." 
He cleared his throat and tried to speak clearly. He needed water. "Is there no way to kill it?" 
"The sun of both realms will destroy it," she said and he felt her shift as she moved away, and then returned and pressed something to his lips. "Drink this." 
It was spring water. Cold and delicious on his parched throat. He drank as deeply as he could before he noticed the aftertaste. He stopped and turned away but not before his head grew heavy and his limps numb. "What…what did you do to me?" 
"It's only a small drug, Prince. It will simulate the final state of the poisoning. If Thom believes you are no longer a threat to him—he will remove the arrow." She touched his forehead. "Just relax and sleep." 
But he didn't want to sleep. Not now. He needed to get to Siobhan and protect her. Without his blood, she was as vulnerable as any other vampire. He tried to fight the blanket of darkness that pulled itself over him…and failed. 
 
 
The Underhill Regent, Thomas Rhymer, read the reports handed to him on parchment. Some were typed on white bond paper—printed out on computers in the Human Realm. It didn't matter to him how he gleaned the information, he just needed to know what was happening. 
His man at arms, a High elf named Xe'Faun, stood at attention near the table. Since Thomas learned of the possibility of a Winterbourne still moving about in the Human Realm, he'd commandeered the parlor room as his office and filled it with the old tomes he'd had brought out from the archives. All the legends of the Winterbourne, those of the Fallen, all the things Oberon had tried to silence—Thom brought them back to life. 
What surprised him above everything else was that the very Winterbourne he'd been searching for these two years was under his nose the whole time. Abyssinian Geld. All records of his being born during that year had been altered—possibly by Oberon's hand. 
The former High King had know what his brother was—and Thom had learned he'd even tried to contain his brother for a time. 
Why? 
What had Oberon been up to? Really? 
And who was it that was killing the UnSeleighe in the Mortal Realm if it wasn't Her. 
"And you're sure Siobhan O'Donnell had nothing to do with what happened to Keith Song?" 
"Yes my lord," Xe'Faun said. "We came upon the same scene she did at the same time. With the same surprise. She'd been with Abyssinian previously and then at the station. It's our belief she has no idea what it was she encountered—but it engaged her, and if didn't appear as if it intended to do her harm." 
"Yes," Thom nodded slowly as he re-read another report. "It no doubt sensed she was kin in a way. And she spoke of Winterbourne?" 
"Aye sir." Xe-Faun start to speak again. 
When he didn't, Thom leaned toward him in askance. "What is it?"
"It's—" he swallowed. "It's the Prince my lord. We've not been able to find him since he rescued that human child. We had reports he'd returned here to Underhill on your summons—and a few say they've seen him here." 
"Yes he came here," Thom said as he watched the elf's face. He knew loyalty to the House of Geld was strong. Loyalty to Oberon was still very high, and many of those in the court did not see Thom as a real leader, but only as a temporary replacement. 
And even though Abyssinian was UnSeleighe—he was still a Prince—and if Oberon did not return then a good many of the Council would vote to bring Aby in as High King. 
To do such a thing rankled Thom. He'd always believed that there were two factions to the Sidhe—two courts. If an UnSeleighe became King he believed it would destroy the cohesive need for the unseen enemy to exist. They would join as a single peoples again and be weaker than before. 
The UnSeleighe's blood was what the Fallen wanted. And if the vampire community at large in the Mortal Realm learned about the properties of his blood—they would clamor for it. They could even attempt to invade Underhill to retrieve it. Or set up traps at any known cairn portals to the human realms. Thom had to know which Winterbourne lived. And so far he had only found two. 
Abyssinian.
"My lord?" 
Thom looked up at Xe-Faun, all worry about the elf's loyalties vanishing. "How far have the police gotten in discovering who is killing the UnSeleighe? I know they blame Oberon—but the killings continue." 
"I'm afraid not very far—they suspect the culprits are elves—Seleighe battling UnSeleighe. That they are making the deaths look as if the vampires are going after them. Blaming another race." He sighed. "I'm afraid they'll stupidly redirect their search on vampires again and not focus on the real—" 
"Good." 
Xe-Faun stopped and pursed his lips. "Good? Sir? I thought you would want the attention on the dead elves to move away from the vampires—" 
"And focus on us?" Thom barked out. He'd not meant to be so loud, but he was frustrated and ill tempered. He'd gotten nothing from the Prince and wasn't sure what else to do with him. He couldn't keep him wounded and chained indefinitely.  
"Sir," Xe-Faun said meekly. "I don't mean they should look at us—but what if they suspect Miss O'Donnell? What if she discovers your covenant with—" 
Thom had his hand around Xe-Faun's neck in seconds. It was one of the few times he'd caught an elf off guard. Xe-Faun looked shocked, and Thom knew if Xe-Faun thought about it, he could easily overpower the human. But he was a loyal elf, and Oberon had given strict orders to follow the regent. "We do not speak about that in these halls—did I not make myself clear?" 
Xe-Faun nodded, but his eyes were dark. 
Thom released him and apologized. "I worry—that's all. Let the police chase after ghosts. It is my belief that another group learned of the legend of the Winterbourne," he watched Xe-Faun's features. He wanted that realization to sink in—what would that mean? "And they are killing off the UnSeleighe in order to find one." 
The truth? Thom knew the truth of the ever-mounting dead bodies. Somehow the vampires had learned of the Winterbourne and were killing indiscriminately trying to find one. It meant they only had the rumor, and not the legend.
"But…they can't believe it's true." 
"For a vampire, even a hint of the possibility could override common sense," Thom said. 
"Yes I understand—but to just kill elves and taste their blood? I've seen what happens when a vampire drinks our blood. They can't be just…sampling it?" 
"How would be know either way?" Thom half smiled. "If they did taste it—there wouldn't be any body left as evidence." 
Xe-Faun nodded.  
"But no matter—there are vampires out there killing our kind. We have to find them, and stop them. Can you do that, Xe-Faun?" 
Xe-Faun came to attention, bowed and left the room. 
Thom sat back in his chair. 
He wanted things the way they'd been when Titania had been the Queen, and Oberon her King. He wanted that simpler life again, before the opening of the Cairns. Before….
Before the ugliness of his true home stepped in. 
Underhill was changing. Emptying out into the Mortal Realm, a little every day. It was elven magic that kept it alive, that kept it in existence, but as their population dwindled here, Underhill had started to turn gray and then black along its borders. 
Thom had never known it to have borders. But he'd seen them. And they grew closer ever day. 
Even as the human world regained a bit of its magic. If even one Fallen returned to Underhill with the magic of a Winterbourne's blood in its belly—there would be no stopping it. It would destroy everything in its thirst for revenge. Thom learned of Oberon's cover ups—of how he'd gone out in the world to be a detective in search of justice, when all he'd really been about doing was finding the Fallen and killing them to protect his brother. 
Thom had to stop it. And to stop it he had to make sure there were no other Winterbournes alive. He had one. And he still searched for the other one, hiding in the Mortal Realm. Once he had both—he would destroy the cairns, destroy the Winterbourne, and restore glory and power to the High Court.
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Siobhan found shelter from the day a few blocks from where she'd left Song and the police. A few of the bullets had grazed her and the flesh over the wounds had healed, as had her throat. The muscle beneath them still smarted. She'd slept for five hours, buried in the basement of one of the numerous abandoned warehouses in the neighborhood. But then she'd come awake during the daylight hours. It didn't happen often—only when she was in need of blood. 
Or when she was uncomfortable where she was or sensed danger. And being shoved into an abandoned waist high freezer in a crumbling building on the wrong side of town made her really uncomfortable. She liked the security of her own place behind her walls. 
Kids came and went somewhere upstairs. A few had even ventured down below exploring. But she'd been able to put off enough of an angry vibe of menace that many of them ran off quickly. 
Aby had always said he could sense when she was in a bad mood a mile away. 
Abyssinian. Where was he? He was always appearing when she got into a spot. But last night there had been no sign of him. Not even a whisper. Had he even made it back from Underhill yet? 
It's official—I'm worried. 
There were more pressing concerns that weighed on her as she sat in the darkness of the basement.  Like…what the hell was that thing? It called itself Maeve. It felt like an elf—but had the outer workings of a vampire. It drank blood. It had fangs—sort of—and it'd been proven that an elf could not be turned. The process always killed it. And any vampire that tried to drink and elf's blood usually impersonated a pipe bomb. 
The second problem she thought over was the weird elven S.W.A.T. team on the roof as the police came through the front door? She'd felt the elves behind her earlier in the night—heard their heartbeats. Why had they been following her? And when they knew where she was—why had they hung back? 
Were they just observing?
They had to have been there because of that thing. Or were they tracking Maeve and not me? Whoever they were—Maeve was afraid of them. Or cautious.
Och…so many unknowns. And somehow Song had been at the heart of it. Everyone converged on him, including Maeve. She'd gotten to him before anyone. Gotten to him…and tortured him. And he hadn't given Maeve what she wanted. 
After what Siobhan had seen—that fact alone impressed her about Song.
"You play a dangerous game, daughter of Bralewyn." 
Maeve had known Siobhan's maker. But how? She'd never even discussed her past with Abyssinian. Was it something Maeve had plucked out of Siobhan's mind? She'd called them sisters. 
Sisters? 
Not likely. 
And she'd insisted several times that Song wouldn't tell her where the winter born were. Winter born. That wasn't even something that remotely sounded familiar. What the hell was that? And what did she mean by—
Footsteps straightened her up from where she'd slouched against the freezer. She stood and slipped behind a wall. To her, the blackness of the basement was darker than a room illuminated by a dim bulb. But to a human—it was ink black. 
She saw him descend the stairs and pick his way around the debris of over turned desks, laundry baskets and then past the rusting hot water heater. And he moved as if he could see as well as she could, though he held a large silver flashlight in his hand.  
When he neared—
"Yeah…I figured this is where the pull would lead me." 
It was Keith Song. 
He looked perfect in her view. His lips were completely healed as was his body. Dressed in a white sweater, leather jacket, tight jeans and sneakers, he looked… 
Her stomach growled. 
Song stood a few feet from her in the darkness and offered her a bag. "I got these from your place. Somehow I knew where everything was. Just like I knew where you were." His mouth pulled to the side in a smirk. "You care to tell me what you did to me?" 
Uh oh. 
She'd forgotten she'd given him her blood. And a lot of it. And he'd had a significant blood loss prior. He wasn't a vampire—turning was a whole other complicated process. 
No… he was a…
"Ghoul," and her voice echoed in the basement. 
He pursed his lips and nodded. "I was afraid of that. You know…I've read all about it. Even did a few feature articles on the process—the pros and cons of it. I never thought I'd become one." 
She'd made…a Ghoul. Not intentionally. And without thinking of the consequences. 
Keith Song—the most annoying, patronizing, and strong willed reporter in the city, in essence now belonged to—
Me. 
Abyssinian hated Keith Song. 
"Uh…" she said and took her travel bag from him. It was already pre-packed with her emergency kit, including clothing, brush, makeup, sun block and a vial of Aby's blood. "This is going to be awkward." 
"Uh…yah think?" He shook his head and shoved his hands into his pockets. "I have this overwhelming desire to be near you, to serve you, and to offer myself to you. Are all of those are the symptoms of a ghouling, Siobhan O'Donnell? I don't think you're supposed to make someone a ghoul without their consent—which of course I did not give." 
She opened her mouth to speak and he held up a finger. "But—I remember every nasty god-damned thing that that bitch did to me. And I remember how frightened you looked when faced with her, which tells me you didn't know what she was either. I remember you cutting me down, and trying to save my life. So…" he turned and lowered his head. "I want to say thank you." 
"Mr. Song—" 
"Call me Keith." 
"Keith—" she licked her lips. The smell of him as he spoke had grown more intoxicating. Ghouling did that to a human being—something in the blood that made them more desirable. And delicious. She'd always sort of seen it as a means of the blood of forging a bond between the two. 
He held up his hand. "I really don't think you meant to—and I've talked to the police to give an account of what happened. That you'd saved me. What I find even more interesting is that Ghouls don't seem to ping on the blood work dial. So they didn't really understand where the bleeding out point for me was since everything had healed up." He rubbed at his forehead. "Though I'm still at a low blood sugar level. Makes me cranky."  
"Rest is the only thing that will help you with the blood you lost," she finally squeaked out. "The element that has now halted your aging isn't necessarily in the blood, but a part of what makes me what I am." 
"So it's true then? The part about ghouls not aging?"
"Afraid it is."
"Sweet. So… as you get dressed and I look the other way, you care to fill me in on what the fuck we do now? Oh, and slip in a bit of Ghoul one oh one too. I'm afraid I'm not sure what to do with the raging reversal of my teen age hormones when I think of you." 
Siobhan blushed as she ducked behind the remainder of a retainer wall and started to dress. 
"Well first off—before I go into any lessons, I need you to tell me why that creature—Maeve—came after you?" 
"Well I thought," came his voice from a good distance away. He really had looked the other way. "That it was because she thought I was hot. And I thought she was. Though trust me—when I met her she did not look like that." 
"Like what?" 
"All teeth and…" She stepped out in time to see him shudder from the back. He was facing away. "Inky eyes. That happened after we got back to my place." 
"Glamour…" Siobhan said as she dug her shoes out of the bag and Song turned around. "That's an eleven power." 
"I would say that bitch wasn't an elf," he said and took a few hesitant steps forward. "Not with teeth like that. And the whole drinking blood thing."
"She wasn't a vampire either," Siobhan pulled her sneakers on. The spare clothes weren't really much more than jeans, a white shirt, socks and sneakers. But there was a plastic bag of cash, cards, and a driver's license. She started putting things in all the pockets and grabbed up the vial of Aby's blood Keith had packed in the bag—though Keith wouldn't know it was Aby's. "And it wasn't an elf. I really don't know what the fuck it was. But it creeped me out." She looked at him. "What made her turn on you? Why did she un-glamour herself?" 
He shrugged. "We were talking about the local blood banks, and clubs. Particularly the one called Chimera over on East. She seemed real interested in it—but I got the impression she wouldn't go inside of it." 
"Why not?" 
"I don't know." He shrugged again. "Just…the way she said it was tainted. That something old and moldy lived there." 
Siobhan stifled a laugh. Old and moldy. That was funny. She knew for a fact that a very old vampire lived there. One that went by the name of St. Claire. Or this century anyway. She was by far the oldest vampire Siobhan knew about—and she was someone no one fucked with. 
Not vamp. Not human. And not elf. 
And apparently not whatever the hell Maeve was. 
"So where is he?" 
The question caught her off guard and she had to refocus on  him. "What?" 
"Where is he? The red headed do gooder? The one the papers love." He held out his hands. "The elf with the crimson hair?" 
Siobhan smirked. Of course he was asking about Abyssinian. The boy was one of the paper's favorites. If they could get him on the cover more often, their website got more hits. "Aby's gone back home for something." 
"So you're on your own on this one?" 
"Yes." She turned her full attention on him. "What's a Winter born." 
Because of their new connection, Song was compelled to answer though she could tell he didn't want to. "They are the children born in Underhill during the only winter the realm has ever experienced." His eyes took on a slightly glazed look and she knew she had him. This wasn't the way she normally worked—but it was obvious Keith Song knew something and he wasn't going to volunteer. 
"They're called this just because they were born during the winter?" 
"Yes and no." 
Siobhan sighed. She was going to have to be specific. "Tell me everything you know about these Winter born." 
Song's eyes dilated. "When the Fallen were punished for their transgressions into the mortal realm, they cast a spell of winter over the whole of Underhill. Many of the High Court perished, though there were also many births. The Merlin eventually discovered a way to lift the spell and banish the Fallen, who fled back into the Mortal Realms and disappeared. The children born within this year were different than the others—all born with high levels of magic. It is rumored that the Winterbourne have gifts the Fallen want." 
Siobhan had leaned against the nearest half-standing wall—and was as confused as before. "Okayyy… so who are the Fallen?" 
Song blinked a few times and shook his head. "Hey…" he said as he narrowed his eyes at her. "I would have told you the truth—you didn't have to mind jujitsu me." 
"Who are the Fallen?" 
"I have no freak'n idea. That was as far as I got in my investigation." He rubbed at his forehead. "That leaves a headache you know…" 
"Shh…" Siobhan gave a slow sigh and pressed her index finger to her lower lip. "What exactly were you investigating? I mean….I've never heard of Winterbourne and I dated an elf." 
That admittance raised Song's eyebrows. "You really did date him, didn't you. I mean, I read the Sun and the locals rags. But I never thought they were true stories. A vampire and an elf? Kind of a nasty combination—if you know what I mean?"
"I never bit him, Keith." 
"I would think not. That could be detrimental to your health." He folded his arms over his chest. "I had originally been looking into all the elf killings—you know the ones you arrested Geld for? The whole vampires draining elves bend the other agencies were putting on it—just didn't add up. I mean—come on—vampires go on a rampage to rid the world of all elves to save their bacon? Not happening. Elf blood is no good to vampires—so who is it good for? Well I thought hunters, only they're all but extinct themselves. So who else?" 
"And?" 
"Well I thought I was on to that idea—that maybe the elves were doing it to themselves? Maybe selling it to the government black ops agencies that want to keep an eye on the vamps. That's when you arrested Geld. So I thought the few leads I had left would dry up. Only they didn't." 
Siobhan watched him as he turned and leaned against one of the metal support poles. 
"I'd just about put all my stuff in the garbage when something I missed in one of my contact's emails caught my eye. It was that term, The Fallen. All capitalized like it meant something. This contact thought they had something to do with the dead elves." 
"And?" 
"Well I got hold of that contact about a month later since I'd tabled the whole thing. We met up late one night and she told me she thought the Fallen were looking for the Winterbourne. She's the one that gave me all that information I just spat out. She was an elf, by the way. Hey," he shook his head. "I was way in over my head. And I thought she was on to something because the bodies were still showing up even after Geld was behind bars. So either his cronies were still doing whatever the hell it was he wanted them to do, or someone else had picked up the idea and decided to look for whatever it was that Geld was looking for." 
"These Winterbourne elves." 
Song nodded. "Yeah—now I'm not a lover of the leaf eaters. As far as I've been able to tell they think they're better than us. But that doesn't give anyone the right to murder them and drain their blood." 
Siobhan and Abyssinian had already talked about the possibility of a third party involved in the killings. Even after he'd seen his brother incarcerated for kidnapping, Aby didn't want to believe Oberon was capable of killing his own kind, and not for their blood. From the beginning no one could understand why Geld had done what he did—elven blood held no special significance to elves? Why drain it? 
Unless someone wanted to use it to build weapons against vampires. But what killed that idea was that elven blood lost its potency after twenty-four hours. 
And then there was the question of Aby's blood, and its unique property. When Oberon was arrested she learned he'd known about his brother's blood, but he didn't know how it worked. It'd never occurred to him that a vampire could just drink it and gain the ability of day. 
Song sighed as he straightened. "So—I followed a lead my informant gave me, which took me to a local club where I met miss sawteeth." He smirked. "And you know the rest." 
She nodded slowly as she felt the wheels turning in her head. Someone was draining the elves of blood. This woman had asked about the Winterbourne. And this woman had tried to drain Keith Song of his blood. Were the two the same? Had all of the murders they'd blamed on Oberon been committed by this monster? 
Or were there two murderers working independently? 
Somehow she doubted Maeve was working for anyone but herself. 
She wanted a Winterbourne. And she was willing to kill every elf in Chicago to get one. 
"You…I smell him on on you…" Maeve had said. 
Realization struck her and she stiffened. Her hand shot out as she moved and she grabbed Song's collar. "Keith—other than strong magic, how else can you tell a Winterbourne from a regular elf?" 
"Oh…" he reached up and put his and on her wrist. "Sometimes they have strange colored eyes—but not always." He stared at her. "This is a four hundred dollar jacket Miss Vamp." 
Purple eyes. 
Indigo eyes. 
Like Abyssinian. Was he…did Oberon know… She released Keith and reached for the vial of blood. "I hate to do this—but what you're about to see—you can't tell anyone. Ever. And if you do your heart will stop." And she knew having said that, for Keith, it would be a reality. 
She was his master. 
In a really weird twist of fate. 
Song sighed as he straightened his jacket. "Yeah..well I kind of figured you'd use that kind of whammy on me eventually—" 
"No," she unstoppered the blood and drank it down. Somehow the 24 hour limit didn't apply to Aby's blood. She'd already tested it. Her eyes glazed for a second at the incredible power within that vial of blood. It was even stronger when fresh. She could smell Aby in that instant, feel him, see him—
There were stained glass windows of purples and greens. It was dark and in that dark was a dulling pain as the colors blurred and finally vanished. 
Siobhan gasped and held out her hands to the nearest wall to brace herself. The sense of pain was overwhelming. It came from her side and she gripped it with her other hand. 
"Siobhan?" Keith was beside her, and reached out for her. 
His touch was comforting—just warm enough to ease her pain. As a ghoul's should be. She knew that was Abyssinian. And he was in pain. He was hurting. And he was in Underhill! 
"I have to see Oberon," she re-emphasized again and pushed Song aside. She made her way out of the basement with him on her heels. 
"Wait!" he called out. "It's like three o'clock out here! The sun will—" 
And that's when she opened the doors and stepped outside. The sun nearly blinded her—but that was all. It tingled against her skin as the magic worked. And she took in a deep breath as she reached into the bag he'd brought her and pulled out her shades. 
"How…" he was beside her, staring. "You're….." 
"Not another word," she commanded. And he was quiet. "I'm sure my bike's been impounded." 
Song shook his head and pointed to her right. There sat the Ducati. 
"Tell me," she said. 
He gasped and rounded on her. "Let's get something straight—I did not ask for this. And you doing that shit to me is wrong. I went back and got your bike because I felt compelled to do it." 
Siobhan felt bad and apologized. She really had no right to abuse her power over him. He'd helped her. "I'm sorry. I don't have another helmet." 
He shook his head. "No problem. You know I live nearby and they should have my place close to cleaned up by now." With a step away he pointed to her. "That stuff you drank….that's what's letting you do this." 
She nodded as she mounted her bike. 
Song followed. "That wasn't blood." 
"It was." She put on her helmet and turned the key. 
The Ducati roared to life under her. She waved to Song and took off in the direction of the Geld. 
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Thom watched the healers remove the iron arrow from Abyssinian's side. The prince was cold in "death," what the elves called Momento Mori. His skin took on a very pale cast, much like the snows Thom still remembered from his life in the mortal realm. Abyssinian had slipped into the coma very quickly, and now the steward of Underhill worried that he'd done the prince more damage than he intended. Abyssinian's face, though serene in mori, still bore the stress of his pain.
His plan had been to simply hold him here until the Fallen could be dealt with and the cold iron had been the simplest way to nullify the prince's magic. But word of the prince's health came just as he sent out more scouts and the few that knew where the prince was and what had been done to him demanded Thom pay Abyssinian the respect he was due. 
As the prince lay on the surgeon's table, Thom felt a bit of pity for him. When an elf fell into the Momento Mori, nothing could wake them. Aby's own father met death this way. If the High Court knew what Thom had done to the prince—he was sure they would sentence him through the cairn. 
And if Oberon discovered this—Thom shivered at the thought. 
The healers treated the black and puckered wound. The mark was bandaged and Thom was ushered from the room by Illeië, the chief Healer and one of the oldest elves in Underhill. 
It was also rumored she was the only surviving member of Calder's original Black Guard. 
"What happens now?" he heard himself ask. 
"He will be cared for in the sick house. Even though his mind has slipped away from us, his body will still go through its usual, daily functions. We will be there to see him through." 
"You said," Thom stopped as they reached the door to the Sick House. Spring tree seeds dropped outside in the breeze as sunlight moved over the nearby lake. He could hear the song of swans outside. The wind brushed petals and leaves in through the front archway and they skittered across the floor before he looked up into the elf's bright eyes. "I've seen younger elves survive much worse wounds." 
She narrowed her eyes at him. "The iron remained inside of his body too long. Aby is UnSeleighe, Thom, in case you've forgotten. Cold Iron is most poisonous to them." 
"And there is no chance he'll wake?" 
Illeië's thin brows arched and her face took on a shadowed look. "Rhymer—I do not think I like the tone of the question. It is in all our best interest that the prince heal and wake soon. With Oberon in the mortal realm making penance, Abyssinian is the rightful King of Underhill." She stood up to her full height and crossed her long thin arms over her chest. "I accepted your story that Abyssinian was brought into Underhill wounded, and you kept his presence here a secret as to not rouse panic among our cousins…but do not think for one moment that I believe it." 
Fear rose like bile in his stomach. He took a step back from Illeië. Her age and her power unnerved him. She was beautiful and frightening. And she was also one of the few in Underhill he feared. "Illeië—" 
She held up a hand and he closed his mouth. "You do what you feel must be done, Rhymer. But know this—if you betray my prince, or my king, I will hunt you down myself. And I will drag you back through a cairn and watch your body disintegrate with age…and turn to dust. Stay out of my house." 
With that, she turned and glided back into the Sick House. 
Thom hadn't realized he'd been holding his breath until he felt light headed. He took in a deep breath and turned, wanting to get as far away from the Sick House as possible. Abyssinian was taken care of. The Fallen wouldn't get to him and use his blood. He just needed to find the other Winterbourne and—
He stopped short when he realized Xe-faun was standing in the center of the path. His skin was also white and his eyes looked haunted. Thom frowned as he approached. Had his aid discovered what he'd been up to? Did he know it was he that stabbed the prince? 
"Steward," Xe-faun stopped and bowed. "Is it true?" 
"Is what true?" 
"That the prince was injured? That he was brought here?"
Damn. News like this traveled fast. Thom hadn't wanted anyone to know where Abyssinian was, and now it seemed all of Underhill did. "Yes. He is in the Sick House."
But when Xe-faun started to move past him, Thom put out a hand. "Leave him. He's fallen into "death" and the healers are looking after him." 
Xe-faun's complexion paled even more. "He was poisoned with cold iron?" 
"I'm afraid so. Please," he pulled gently at Xe-faun to follow him away from the Sick House. The last thing he wanted was him to speak to Illeië. "Now, tell me what's happening in the mortal world. Do you have news?" 
 
 
Siobhan decided last minute to detour home and get a proper shower and clothing. Stepping into her shop during daylight hours was going to unnerve the clientele that knew she was a vampire, so she took the back entrance by jumping on the roof and climbing down through the skylight. 
After the shower, new clothing, and a dark pair of sunglasses and a wig, she returned to her bike and took the short cut over to the prison where Oberon was being held. Luckily the guards on duty were day guards and hadn't seen her before, so her daylight appearance wasn't a surprise. 
What was surprising once she got in was to find Oberon was already in conversation with someone and unavailable. 
Who the hell was he talking to? 
Due to privacy issues within the prison, Siobhan wasn't allowed to know, but she could listen in…if she concentrated her preternatural hearing on a voice she knew better than her own. 
It took a few minutes but she could hear him. He was speaking low, as if he was afraid he'd be overheard. And the voice that answered him was female. 
Who? 
"…isn't going to like this." 
"No, he's not," Oberon said. She could hear him sigh. "How many are there?" 
"In his group? About six. They work in two teams, three a piece. They're going through the list of names and testing by date of known birth. Then the elf disappears and if we're lucky, the police find them." 
Siobhan frowned. Who was this and what were they talking about? The dead elves? And who was working in teams? 
"Is there any chance they have your name?" 
"They have a name. I've been able to evade them this far because I know what they're doing." 
There was another pause. "And you're sure Rhymer knows about this?" Oberon sounded worried. 
"Sir, I'm very sure he knows about the deaths not being caused by vampires but by other elves. What I'm not sure of is if he's behind it. That's what I need to find out." 
Siobhan lowered her head. She'd been right about the murderers being elves and not vamps. And Oberon and whomever this was knew this as well. 
So…if these killings were still happening after Oberon was jailed…
Her head came up. Then…was it possible that Oberon was innocent? That he hadn't been the one to kill the elves in that blood bank she and Abyssinian had broken into? But no…she'd seen the recording of him over the bodies. 
"And you're sure he's the one that hurt Aby?" 
"Yes. Two of the guards in the tomb saw him do it."
Hurt Aby? 
Her heart leapt into her throat. So what she'd dreamed, thought she'd seen in her mind was the truth. Abyssinian was in trouble. And this woman and his brother knew about it. She stood and started pacing the waiting room. 
"Miss, you're going to need to calm down," said the attending guard behind the counter. 
Siobhan gave her a scathing look and continued to pace. Let them try and stop her. She needed to talk to Oberon. 
NOW.
As if the universe knew it was a bad idea to irritate a day-walking vampire, the door buzzed and a tall, thin, elegant elf was escorted through. She looked familiar to Siobhan. Her ears peeked out through the folds of her hair and her eyes were bright and—
Purple. 
Just like Aby's were. 
The elf nearly ran into Siobhan, but she stopped, made an excuse and left the room. 
The room Siobhan entered was small, with one wall of thick plexi-glass. It was partitioned into six sections, each given a privacy wall, a chair, a desk and a phone. 
Oberon sat in the one on the far end. He looked good. Even in prison blues. 
His eyes nearly bugged out of his head when he saw her sit down in the chair the elf had just vacated and removed her glasses. Siobhan took the phone and put it to her ear. 
Oberon raised a shaking hand and picked up the receiver. When he got it to his ear, Siobhan wasted no time. 
"You listen to me, you fucker. Who the hell was that, who is Rhymer and what did he do to Abyssinian?" 
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Keith Song sat in his Jaguar, parked in the prison parking lot, racking up minutes on the parking meter. He'd somehow known where to find Siobhan, and arrived just in time to see her enter the front door of the jail. 
In daylight. 
How was she doing that? Was Siobhan that much different than the other vamps? Was she born that way? Did Geld know? 
Hell…did anybody else know? Was it the stuff she drank?
He wanted to tell someone what he'd seen. A day-walking vampire. 
But he couldn't. He physically couldn't. Even when he called his editor and opened his mouth, instead of letting Barney know what Siobhan O'Donnell could do, he'd wretched in the guy's ear. Literally got sick right there. Insto-puke. Not that he really threw up but he wanted to. 
And might have if he'd have continued to try and talk about it. 
That's when he'd really known he was fuckered. A ghoul. Bound to a vampire. Being a ghoul and being a reporter, was going to suck. 
Ass. 
 
 
"How the hell are you out here in the middle of the day?" Oberon hissed into the receiver. 
Siobhan's answer was a quiet tapping of her long nail on the counter in front of her. She was already getting queasy with the smells of urine, antiseptic and bleach. Not to mention blood. 
There was old blood here. 
"You drank his blood again." 
"You need to answer my questions." She nodded toward the door. "Who was that? I think that's Silira—the elf that got away from Miller. She looks a little different, but it's her. She use glamour before?" 
He glared at her. 
She glared back. 
Finally he sighed. "Yes, that was Silira." 
"And?" 
He arched a blond eyebrow. "She's UnSeleighe." 
"And?" 
"And what?" 
Siobhan leaned forward and lowered her voice. "She's a Winter born, same as Aby, isn't she?" 
She knew she was right the moment the color drained from her old lover's face. He reached out and put a hand on on the window. "It's Winterbourne, and please, don't get messed up in this. I don't know how you know that—but please Siobhan…"
"It's too late." She gave him a small cliff note version of what'd happened to her at Song's place and of the Fallen. Maeve. 
"I never knew it had a name." Oberon rubbed at his stubbled chin. Hah…all those rumors about elves not growing facial hair—Oberon was the perfect example of how the steroids and chemicals in the food in the mortal realm had changed that. He was thicker than an Underhill elf. Which was why Abyssinian remained a vegetarian while not in Underhill. 
"Yeah, it's got a name. And teeth." 
"And power. Look Siobhan, you have to stay away from it. It's got your number, and more than likely it thinks you're its daughter. In fact, it thinks all of the vampires are its creatures. And if it got its way and came back to Underhill?" He shivered. "That thing would make all vampires day-walkers. It wants to destroy the elven race."
Being of the blood-sucking persuasion and missing long walks on the beach didn't sway Siobhan's opinion that vampires should stay in the dark. She had a good idea of what her kind could do if given that ability. And though she liked feeling the warmth of the sun on her skin—without the burning her to a cinder part—she didn't want that kind of future. 
Not for anyone. 
"So let me understand this," she scooted her chair closer. "You knew there was a Fallen running amuk in the mortal realm. And you and your special ops elves—this Black Guard—were trying to find it. By yourself." 
"Yes. But shush on the Black Guard thing. I'm trying to keep them under wraps." 
"You could have asked for help."
"No, we couldn't. Damn Siobhan, we didn't even realize that the whole Winterbourne part of this was true until I did a few tests on Abyssinian's blood. I didn't want to believe what my father had told me—that he was one of them." 
"Is that why you kept him chained in your basement?" She glared at him even harder, remembering the burned scar on the elf's wrist. Cold Iron. 
"Look, Aby's head strong, and I couldn't get him to listen to me. He wasn't going to believe that he could give a vampire the ability to walk in the daylight."
"Did you tell him?"
"Yes. He wouldn't believe me, but from what I saw that morning in your secret room, and now," he sighed. "He obviously does now." 
Well, this explained how he knew by drinking his blood I wouldn't die. His brother had confessed as much while locking Aby in the basement.
 "Siobhan, it's the breaking of Merlin's curse. And he tried to fight me—" he sighed. "So when he did I played dirty." 
"You fucking did play dirty. Did you see what your shackle did to him?" 
"Don't you think I realized he was in pain?" Oberon put his other hand flat on the counter in front of him. "But I also have my people to worry about, Siobhan. Aby's blood, and Silira's blood are the key to breaking that curse. Their blood—just one drop—could cause the annihilation of both of our races. So if it means I have to keep my brother chained up in a basement. In pain. Then yes," and he sat back. "I'll do it." 
She pointed at the door. "So why isn't Silira chained up in a basement? Huh? Why is she walking around free. She's another one?" 
"Because no one knows she is. To anyone else she's a human. Her glamor over mortals is that good. And she's working with me, unlike Aby who's always tried to work against me. She realizes what she could potentially do." 
She was quiet for a moment. As terrible as it sounded, she knew Oberon was right. Abyssinian wasn't known for patience. Especially not when it came to his brother. She licked her lips. "Then why when you saw him in my shop that night when the body was dropped there, you didn't try to take him again?"
Oberon looked away before he answered. "Because I realized that you needed him. That if anyone was going to prove your innocence it'd be him. Only," he looked back at her. "I got caught in the crossfire of that one. And here I am. While Thom Rhymer is out there adding fuel to a fire he can't possibly contain." 
"You said he hurt Aby. I felt something was wrong with Aby earlier today. This Rhymer—" and she stopped. "Wait.. Do you mean Thomas the Rhymer?" 
"Unfortunately." 
"But…the legend of Thomas the Rhymer is decades old. He's real?" 
"Yep. And if he stepped back into the mortal realm," he snapped his fingers. "Those decades would catch up with him. I left him in charge." 
"Abyssinian always talked about Thom, but he never said his last name. That's…weird." 
"Siobhan, Thom put an arrow into Abyssinian's side. One of Cold Iron because he'd need to nullify my brother's magic. He knows Aby's a Winterbourne and he's trying to keep him in Underhill. My spies there have told me they've rescued Aby for now, away from any other harm, but Thom has sent out scouts to find Silira. I don't think he knows who she is, just that he's caught wind of a second Winterbourne." 
Pissed off about Aby's situation didn't even begin to describe how she felt. Siobhan curled her hand into a ball. "This asshole would dare to stab a prince of Underhill?" 
She was surprised when Oberon smiled. He did it so infrequently, so when it came, she was always dazzled. "You sound like Silira did. Thom went too far, I'm afraid. The Healers are faithful to the House of Geld. Harming Aby was the worst thing he could have done. Now he'll have to deal with Illeië." 
"Who?" 
"Nevermind. What's  important is that the Fallen has seen you. It's smelled Winterbourne on you. That means it'll come for you. Right now you have the advantage of daylight by drinking Aby's blood. But, if it knows you were in the daylight or smells it on you, it will come after you faster to find him. Or Silira." 
Siobhan waved her hand. "That's all right and good, and I get it. I do. But what I don't get is—if you're not the one draining these elves, and the vamps aren't doing it? Then who is?" 
"That's what I was trying to find out." Oberon said. "And I was getting close till well…" he laughed. "Your mirror set me up." 
"Why did you come after me at my place then? Why did you make it look like you were guilty?" 
Oberon shrugged. "I thought maybe you'd picked up on what I was doing. That maybe you knew who was killing my people. I didn't realize you suspected me till it was too late. And I didn't want you involved in this reality." 
She didn't believe him. Not all of it. But she wanted to. She could believe he'd stop at nothing to save his people from something like Maeve. And she believed that if it came down to it, he'd kill Aby if he believed that was the only way. 
The fact that Silira had received better treatment still goaded her. It was like big brother was still picking on little brother. Still trying to show him who was boss. "Aby's safe?" 
"He is. But I'm pretty sure he'll be out of commission for a while, which is fine by me. I've given them instructions to keep him there where he's safe and he's not endangering anyone. Silira's heading back there as well. As long as they stay in Underhill, away from the Fallen, then there's no chance of it getting their blood and breaking the curse. The sunlight of Underhill would kill it within seconds unless it has a Winterbourne's blood." 
She pursed her lips. "So what now?" 
"Now? We find out whose killing the elves and stop them." 
"How do we do that?" 
He grinned at her. "By getting me out of here." 
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Abyssinian tried to open his eyes, but the light was too bright. 
"No prince…not yet. Let the antidote finish working. You'll be fine in another half hour or so." 
Antidote? Antidote for what? And why did he feel so…bad? His muscles were stiff and his head ached as if he'd downed a pint of dwarven wine. 
Nasty stuff. 
"I…" his throat was dry and he coughed. A straw was pressed against his lips and he drank something sweet and cold. He recognized the sweetness of Dandelion Wine and sighed. He was home. 
Really home.
"That's good. Keep drinking. I'm afraid the drought you were given was a bit stronger than your body could handle. It stole your life faster than it should. Though I suppose," the voice in the darkness paused. "It's a good thing that Rhymer never really bothered to learn the truth about cold iron poison." 
Cold iron poison? He finished the drink and took in a deep breath. But that only aggravated a dark pain in his side. He gave a low moan and felt cool hands on his shoulders. 
"Really Aby…can't you follow simple instructions? The antidote can heal the draught, but the wound," there was a sigh. "That is real enough, and the iron remained inside of your body too long." 
He finally needed to know whose voice this was. Though familiar, the memory was old and distant. He blinked several times and the light didn't hurt his eyes as much this time. A blurry head and shoulders filled his world, and behind it he saw the movement of sunlight through the trees. The warm, healing sun of home. 
"Ah…I see you've come back to us now." 
Her image sharpened. Thin faced, white hair and light blue eyes. "Illeië," he said in a voice still raw. "Where…" 
"You're in my house this time," she smiled. She was the most ethereal of their people, and one of the oldest. "The Rhymer wouldn't dare to intrude here. And he believes you deep within a cold iron stupor." 
"He does?" Abyssinian reached up with a shaking arm and put his hand to his forehead. His skin was clammy. Even his hair was damp. "Fever?" 
"Normal. I'm afraid it's going to be several days before you're well enough to be back on your feet. And that is because of the cold iron," she turned away from him, disappearing from view. 
"He…stabbed me…." He heard himself say. 
"Yes," Illeië's answer was from the other side of the room. He crammed his neck to try and see where was was. "And though I do understand his somewhat limited reasoning, I do not condone his methods. In a much younger world, harming a prince was punishable by death." 
And to Aby, it sounded as if Illeië were capable of carrying out such a task. And would enjoy it. "He…talked about Fallen and Winterbournes. Oberon told me about them—but I didn't believe him."
"So he did at least try to explain himself to you." 
"Yes." 
"Your blood breaks Merlin's spell. It is that simple. Yours, and Silira. You are the last of the Winterbourne." 
"Silira?" This time he managed to push himself up on his elbows, albeit a bit unstable at it, and saw his savior across the room. Her back was to him as she faced an open wall of arches, each of them wound tightly vines of roses and honeysuckle. The scent of them was making him dizzy. "Why are there so few of us?" 
"Because of the Exodus—didn't Thom tell you? When the Fallen were banished they tried to take as many Winterbourne as they could—to use you as blood machines. But…" she looked sad. "Your father said that Fallen couldn't easily be killed, so the Winterbourne were to be exterminated in order to prevent the Fallen from ever returning."
"No…" 
"In retaliation for what your father did—"
"They took my mother," Aby finished. He was finally putting the pieces together. "And he want after them to find her, but they killed her." 
"Yes. And when he lost her, he went crazy trying to find you. He killed so many Fallen as well as elves. When he found you—" she paused. "He was ambushed and killed. Cold Iron poison. It lead him to Momento Mori, and finally into death. The Black Guard resumed order and the Fallen disappeared. But when it was all finished, there were so few UnSeleighe and Winterbourne left, they fled Underhill and buried themselves into human lives." 
Aby watched her though a haze of dull pain. "And when the killings started in the mortal realm—the drained elves—" 
"Your brother put Thom in charge and set out with the Black Guard to discover what was happening."  
"So you're saying my brother isn't the one killing elves in the Mortal realm?" 
"No. He's been trying to find the same answers you have. According to Silira, someone else is looking for Winterbournes. At first he didn't believe it was the vampires. Because of his feelings for Siobhan. He's blinded by her, you know." 
Yes. He knew. And Aby also knew he was just as blind. And in love. "Do we know who?" 
The look on Illeië's face alarmed him. "We're not sure anymore, Abyssinian." She glided back to him. "There seems to be something we're not seeing, an element we didn't know was in play. Silira continued Oberon's work after he was arrested and has found something…" 
When she didn't continue he struggled to sit up, but bent forward in reaction to the pain in his side. Illeië's healing touch was warm against his side and her hands were pushing him back down. "No…you can't do that just yet." 
Aby was breathing hard when he rested on his back, and his vision blurred some as he blinked quickly. "How long…" 
"Longer if you keep moving. Now," she sat on the edge of the bed with him. "You are protected here. Rhymer can't come into this area of my Sick House. He believes you are in the deep sleep of death. Let him keep thinking that." 
"But I have to help Siobhan," he said but realized quickly there was no way he could stand. I feel so useless…how could I have let this happen? 
"You didn't let it happen," someone said to his right. "The Rhymer has deceived us all." 
He opened his eyes and looked over to see a tall, slender elf with dark auburn hair walking toward them. He could only assume she'd come through the arched doorways. But had she heard his thoughts? 
He recognized her as the elf that freed him from Oberon's basement. "You…" 
"Greetings, Prince. It is nice to see you awake." 
As she neared him, he saw her eyes. They were the same color as his own. Indigo. 
"Silira," Illeië moved around Abyssinian's bed to embrace her cousin. "You have news?" 
Silira nodded. 
"Silira," Abyssinian tried again to push himself up and failed. 
The auburn haired UnSeleighe hurried to him. She had her hands on him as well and he heard her voice in his mind. You must not injure yourself any more, my prince. Please. I have news.
He had never spoken to a cousin in his mind before. He stared up at her with wide eyes. "How are you doing that?" 
"Because we are of the same blood. I can't talk to Illeië this way," Silira said and then straightened. "To the both of you, Oberon sends his greetings. And to you," she looked at Aby. "He sends a warning to be careful. And to stay put."  
"He always does that." And then his memory snapped in place. "That was you…in that dungeon. You were the one that gave me the draught." 
Yes. 
"And as for my brother—" 
"He's very serious this time, Abyssinian," Silira said. "You are going to need to be strong to help him with The Rhymer." 
"What about the Fallen?" Aby asked. "That seems to be the bigger problem here. It has to be destroyed." 
"I agree. But  I have just heard from the loyalists in Thom's guard." And Silira looked at both of them. "Apparently we were right on both counts—our people and a group of vampires are in collusion and responsible for the dead elves. Thom is working with the vampire leader and her own force." She took a deep breath. "And now the Rhymer has ordered our people to destroy the cairns." 
 
 
Xe-Faun stared at the burning, hissing wreck of what had once been the main cairn between Underhill and the mortal realm. The adjoining point had been in San Francisco. It was the first on the list of cairns the Regent wanted destroyed in order to prevent the old enemy from entering Underhill. 
He'd obeyed his orders and done his best. 
But he felt…troubled. This was the oldest of the cairns, and the first established over a century ago. It felt…wrong…to destroy it. Xe-Faun understood the reason why. But wouldn't it be much more beneficial to go after this monster and kill it? By destroying the cairns, it was the same as leaving it trapped in the mortal realm. 
And leaving the mortals trapped with it. 
It seemed almost…cowardly. To do this. And he ached inside at what he'd done. 
The next on his list was the one that took travelers to Oregon. And the next was in Chicago. There were others in the Rhymer's guard working on the lesser cairns, their power of magic not as strong as Xe-Faun's. This kind of work presented its own danger. If the cairn wasn't destroyed the right way, instead of closing it, the thing would open wider, and the magic that kept Underhill alive would dissipate faster as it was pulled into the larger mortal realm. 
With a sigh, Xe-Faun turned and started the walk to the next cairn, his mind a jumble of troubled thoughts. 
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If there was one thing Keith Song never thought he'd see exiting the prison—besides seeing a vampire walking out into the sun—it was that day walking vampire accompanied by Oberon Geld as they walked out of the prison. The former Police Captain was still dressed in an orange jumper and white sneakers. Keith's jaw dropped even further as the two of them made a direct line for his car. 
"Song!" Siobhan called out. 
Just her saying his name was enough to make him react. He got out of the car and stood by the door. "What's going on? You knew I was here?" 
"Of course I did. I need you to get Geld over to your place—unless the police are still there?" Siobhan paused as the tall elf moved around Keith's car to the passenger side. 
"No..no they're gone," Keith watched Geld get in before he turned a panicked look to Siobhan. "What the hell did you do? You break him out?" 
"Yes and no," she rubbed at the bridge of her nose before she shielded her eyes from the sun. "Just get him to your place and dressed. I'll be there in about an hour." 
"Yes ma'am." He winced at the sound of his voice but got into the car. Siobhan turned and sprinted toward the line of motorcycles to her Ducati. 
He cranked the Jaguar and backed up before he glanced over at Geld who was buckling himself in. "You want to fill me in?" 
The rather intimidating elf fixed him in an emerald gaze. Keith was always amazed at the slit pupils the elves had. "You care to tell me why you're doing what Siobhan says? Last I remember of you—Keith Song right—you were more apt to expose her for some bloodsucker than do what she says." 
Keith calmly drove the car from the parking lot and turned onto the expressway before he answered. "Let's just say…she saved my life." 
"From a Fallen." 
"Yeah." 
"You've been ghouled." 
"Yeah." Keith checked his rear view mirror. "You could say that." 
To his surprise, Geld laughed. It was a pleasant sound. Deep and very melodic. As a reporter, Keith had been near the Captain on occasion when covering a story, but he'd never spoken directly to him. "Abyssinian is not gonna like that." 
"Oh?" Keith didn't know what to think about Geld mentioning his younger brother. Especially in such a familial tone. "Why's that?" 
"Because Aby's very possessive. And he doesn't like anyone getting in the way of what he wants." Geld shook his head and patted Keith's shoulder. "I'll go ahead and thank you now. Just in case I don't see you again." 
Oh. Great. 
 
 
"Are you insane?" Illeië's voice rose as high as the Great Hall's rafters. A pair of doves cooed in panic before they flew away through the open breezeways. "You can't close Underhill off, Thomas. If you do we will disappear." 
"That's only a myth," Thom fired back. He hadn't expected the Healer to come to him here. She so rarely ventured away from her trees and her sacred springs. He'd already questioned her on how she knew of his intent to close the cairns but she'd avoided that question. "Underhill existed for a millennium before the cairns were built. And it will exist again." 
But Illeië wasn't going to back down or go away. And truth be told, he had no real power to force her to do anything. She was the oldest of the elves in the High Court. And by right she held more of a position of power than he did. "You will not destroy the cairns, Thomas Rhymer. By doing that you will trap our people in the mortal realm." 
"Those that are in the mortal realm are there by choice. Many of them haven't returned here in decades. I was charged by Titania to keep the realm safe." 
"You were charged by Oberon—not Titania—to hold his rule until he returned." 
He finally turned and faced her. "Why, Illeië? Why did the King find it so important to go to the Mortal Realm when his kingdom here needed him? What was so important there that he left his rule to me? I know about the Fallen, Illeië. I know he's there tracking one down. Why not ask for help?" 
Illeië opened her mouth, but then closed it. "The reasons were his alone. And as king, it was his prerogative." 
"Then as Regent this is my prerogative. I will protect this land—the cairns will be closed." 
"With Oberon forever trapped in the Mortal Realm, Thomas?" Illeië's voice held a note of danger. "You really think the Elders will agree to this?" 
"I will not be asking the Elders," Thom said. He took a menacing step toward the taller elf. "And if you continue to question me, I will have you removed to the Mortal Realm as well. I have the backing to do it. I would suggest if you don't want anything else to happen to your precious prince, you return to your place in the Court and stay there. Quietly." 
Talking to her like that was a risk. He knew she had no military magic. Nothing she could strike with. Unlike Abyssinian's whose magic and sword were a force to be reckoned with. She wouldn't attack him here, in the Great Hall. But he needed her gone so when Xe-Faun returned he wouldn't see her and start to question Thom's actions. 
Illeië stood up to her full height and her long white hair still ended at her fingertips. The silver filigree crown that encircled her forehead reflected the light of the sun as she turned and left him. 
When he was sure she was gone, Thom half-collapsed against a nearby wall. Illeië was the gentlest of creatures and angering her was a risk. But he needed her preoccupied with Abyssinian. With the prince out of the way, and Oberon incarcerated in the mortal realm, he had the perfect opportunity to finally bring all travel between worlds to a halt. 
And once he had all but one of the cairns destroyed, then he could control the single gate and perhaps offer sanctuary to the one who showed him where the second Winterbourne was hiding. Once he or she was in his hands, then the last cairn could be destroyed and the Fallen could never enter into Underhill. 
His world would be safe. 
It was a noble plan. And he felt Titania would have approved. 
 



 
Abyssinian sensed Illeië's anger before he saw her. He was up on his own feet, dressed in soft white pants and a blood soaked bandage wrapped tightly around his chest. With one hand on the wall he was trying to walk—to force himself better. He'd had cold iron poison before. He glanced at the fading scar around his wrist where Oberon had held him in his basement by a single iron shackle. 
Two weeks passed before he was completely free of the effects—something he'd not told Siobhan when he'd come to her aid. He'd been slowed by the wound and the poison when they'd been attacked in that blood bank, and hadn't really known if what he'd learned was true about his blood. What Oberon had said. 
So when he'd fallen so easily by their attacker's magic, having her drink his blood was a fool's gamble. 
And Oberon had been right. 
He knew he was going to repeat the same mistake again. Too weak to fight, or even defend Siobhan. But she was in trouble—he could feel it. His dreams had told him. 
"Abyssinian Geld!" 
He winced when he heard her behind him. He continued to brace himself against the wall as he turned to see her glide toward him. And then she was beside him, her right shoulder under his left, her right arm around his waist, pressing hard against the wound. 
Abyssinian moaned and saw stars as his knees gave and he went limp in her arms. 
"You see," she hissed in his ear and ushered another attendant to help her drag him back to the bed. "You are too weak to leave. Too weak to fight. You have to stay here and recover." 
"No…" he managed to say as he lay on his back and waited for the ceiling to stop spinning. "Illeië I can't…please…I have to go to her. She's in danger. If this Fallen goes after her…if it smells my blood on her…" he focused on Illeië. "Silira said she saw Siobhan at the jail when she spoke to Oberon. And it was daylight. That means she drank one of the vials of blood. And if that thing comes to her—" 
The healer's eyes widened. "I had not thought of that prince. But it can't be helped. You can do nothing for her. And I've heard a lot about this Siobhan O'Donnell. I'm sure she can take care of herself."
"Not against this," and he reached out and took Illeië's hand. "Not this thing. Silira told me about it. It's not like anything she's ever encountered before. And it's not after her—it's after me—" 
"Which is why you and Silira have to stay here in Underhill." She squeezed his hand and sat on the bed beside him. "Aby, it can't get to you. If it does, it breaks the curse—" 
"I know that," he hissed and tried to sit up—only the pain in his side robbed him of strength again. Damn Thom and his twisted loyalties. "But I have magic, Illeië. Magic that's ten times more powerful in the mortal realm. Please…I have to protect her. At least let me bring her here—" 
"But Aby she'll burn here!" 
"Not if she drinks my blood," he said quickly. "We've tested it and four ounces of it can sustain her in daylight for up to eight hours. If she drinks more then the time is longer. At least let me get her out of danger as well—and then I promise to rest and recover." 
"But…" she shook her head. "Even if I agreed to that—you can't even stand up. There's no way you can get to Siobhan in this condition." 
"There's one way," he said and took a deep breath. "The vesta en' coia." 
"No." 
"Illeië—" 
"No." She was on her feet. "I will not do that." 
"But you're a healer—" 
"That is not healing, Abyssinian," Illeië turned away and took several steps from his bed. "I don't know what you were told about that spell—about what it does—but it couldn't have been the truth if you're asking me to actually do it." 
Abyssinian pushed himself up and managed to sit, though he clutched at his side. "I—I know it allows the caster to give some of their life energy to the cursed. That it will speed up the healing fo—" 
"No." 
"No? But I've seen it used," he held out his free hand. "And it worked." 
"What you saw was only the external. The vesta en' coia does give over life, but it has a price, prince. Like all magic does. If I were to set this spell on you—I would give you enough energy to move and fight—" 
Abyssinian opened his mouth to speak but she held up her hand and he sat back. 
"—but only temporarily. And the would would still be there. It works like a tidal wave. My life force would wash over you and give you strength, but then that wave would return back to me, and it would take the exact same energy back," she held up her index and middle fingers. "Times two." 
His eyes widened. No. He hadn't heard that part of the spell at all. "You mean it'll take back what it gave, and then that much more?" 
"Yes. Don't you see? You'd be worse off after it was done. And I can't even tell you how long it would last. The spell is twisting—" she stopped and looked down.
"What? Please Illeië—it can't be much worse than that." 
"It is. It's the reason the vesta en' coia was used in battle so often. A soldier could be dying and be cursed with the vesta en' coia—and they would rise and battle some more—but when the spell ended, if the soldier didn't have enough of their own energy left to give, it would take from the closest source." 
"You mean," Abyssinian sat back, his hand on the edge of the cushioned bed. "It would take from the enemy the soldier is fighting as well?" 
"Yes. It would diminish them. And the conjurer would grow that much stronger. No," she shook her head. "I won't do that, Abyssinian."
"I'll take the risk," he pleaded. "Please Illeië—I can't just lay here and not help her." 
"What if you're beside her when it ends? What if it takes her?" 
"Then I'll stay away from her." 
She looked at him for a while before she finally answered, "Then it defeats the purpose of going and retrieving her. No. You will remain here. Safe. Just as Silira will. I will see about the Rhymer's foolishness with the cairns and I will stop him. Your vampire will be fine, Aby. And when it's all done,  you can return to the mortal realm stronger." 
And she was gone. 
Abyssinian's shoulders slumped forward as he felt the will drain from him. He hated this—hated being weak. Just when Siobhan needed him more than ever. As if in defiance of the truth, he stood, started across the floor—but the sun streaming in the arched windows blurred and he fell to the ground. 
He landed on his back and lay still, trying very hard not to lose consciousness as the iron poison continued to sap him of strength. 
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Siobhan arrived at Keith's house after an hour and was surprised to hear—
Laughter? 
It looked like Keith had done a pretty good job cleaning up the place—even the bucket of his blood was gone. The furniture was new and still wrapped in brown paper but that didn't seem to stop Oberon and the new Ghoul from sitting on it, beers in hand, with bowls of high fat snacks littering a coffee table with the big screen tuned to some sport. 
"Hey Siobhan," Oberon waved at her briefly and turned back to Keith. The elf lord had showered, coiffed his hair and was now dressed in a pressed white shirt, tight jeans and white socks. 
He looked good. 
"Hi boss lady," Keith said and jumped off the couch. "Is there anything I can get for you?" 
"No," Siobhan said as she crossed to the large screen and unplugged it. It was easier than trying to find the remote. She turned and faced both of them. "This isn't a vacation. And Oberon you know they're going to come looking for you if they haven't already." 
"You wiped their memories, right?" he said. 
"Not all of them. I can't wipe the whole city." She rubbed at her forehead. "Guys—there's a freak'n monster lose in this city. And it's gunning for your brother. And it nearly killed you, Song. Aren't you two just a little interested in finding it and destroying?" 
Oberon presented her with a dazzling smile. "You know you really are cute when you fret, Siobhan." 
Before she could lay into him though, he held up a hand and gestured to Song. "Keith?" 
Siobhan looked from Oberon to Keith. "Am I missing something?" 
But the reporter was already pushing his hand into his pants pocket as he approached her. He pulled out a flash drive in the shape of a Duracel Battery and held it up. "Remember that contact I told you about? Well, she mailed me this. Got it when me and the King here arrived." 
Before she could ask any questions Oberon opened a laptop that'd been on the coffee table—she hadn't noticed it before—and Keith slipped the flash into the slot and—
Siobhan crouched down between the two of them as they watched the grainy images moving about. Someone was talking and she thought she could make out the side of some young man's head. He looked—
Dead. 
"So you think she'll take the bait?" This was a man's voice. 
"I can only hope." Female. She sounded young. "I put the word out that I knew where there were more Winterbourne. I'm sure she's desperate enough to find more of her kind. She'll show." 
"And the monster?" The man again. 
There was a long pause. "If she appears, we run and scatter. We don't stand a chance against it. Got that? No heroics. You run." 
The small video stopped. Siobhan looked over at Keith. "Your contact got you this?" 
"Yes," he said as he settled back on the couch. "She said it was taken during a meeting at the Chimera club down on Halsted. Underground meeting between the club owner and one of her henchmen."
"Who was the dead guy?" She rolled her finger on the pad and reset the video to the beginning. 
"I don't know. I don't know if he was part of it, or just some poor schmuck that got in the way." Keith's tone became more serious. "But they do mention Winterbourne, and the monster. It's well known the owners of the Chimera are vampires." 
"Yes, they are. One in particular. She's probably the oldest vampire I know." 
Oberon nodded to the computer. "Is that her voice?"
"I don't know. I've never met her. But I'm willing to bet it is. Only because she told her people to run, not fight. Only someone that old would understand the significance of what this thing is." 
"Do you, Siobhan?" 
She turned and looked at Oberon. He looked amazing. And he still made her heart skip (yes vampires have a heartbeat). But she also knew what an arrogant ass he was. And he was a slob. She'd had enough of picking his things off the floor, stairs, and potted plants every night when she woke up. "I met her, Oberon. She's like nothing I've ever seen before. She's not an elf—" 
"—and she's not entirely a vampire either." He finished for her. Oberon looked serious. "She is more elf than vampire." 
"So you've been looking for her all this time?" she asked him as Keith resettled on the couch to the elf's side. "All these little war parties out there. Special ops kind of things?" 
"I've been looking for the Fallen," he refocused on her. "And whomever has been killing my people and draining them." He sat forward with his elbows on his knees. Soft, longish locks of spun wheat fell forward over his eyes. "I wasn't really sure she existed until I ran into a few people who'd seen her. And a few bodies we kept out of the press—" 
"Hey—" Keith protested. He leaned forward as well. "So I was right those times." 
"Yes," Oberon nodded. "But now having faced the Fallen, and understanding what it is she is capable of, do you understand why I had to prove you were a liar? Why I had to make sure you were discredited?" 
Keith narrowed his eyes but he wasn't focusing on anyone. He was simply…angry. "Yeah…I just wished you'd have been up front with me." 
Siobhan knew then she'd stumbled into something between the two of them. She stood and went to her bag to double check on her things. 
"Up front? Would you have listened? If I'd have said there's an ancient evil let lose in the city. It wants a specific kind of elf? One that will break a centuries old spell and free it from darkness?" 
"No." He was quick to answer. Which told Siobhan he really did agree. "But I think if I'd have known of such a thing, I might not have…" and his gaze traveled up to the beam overhead where Maeve had hung him to die. 
"Song," Siobhan said and inwardly winced when he immediately looked at her and stood. This was what it would be like to have a ghoul. And what it would be like for him. That…and the monthly feedings. "Get over the pity-party. What we have to do now is get to this club and see for ourselves if Maeve shows up there. Call your friend and make sure she's no where near that club tonight, for her own safety." 
He nodded and stepped around the coffee table as he pulled his phone from his pocket. "Got it. Either of you got any ideas on how to kill it?" 
Siobhan looked to Oberon. "This is your show. You've known about it longer." 
She didn't like the look on her old lover's face. "Siobhan…I don't know. I just…don't know." 
 
 
She moved quietly to where he slept. 
A prince. 
He was beautiful…more so than Oberon. And he was like her. UnSeleighe. 
Magical. 
Winterbourne.
Silira had been nearby earlier in the day, before the twilight came. This was the closest Underhill came to nightfall, since Merlin's curse. The sun's dappling rays were stilled and quiet, and the moon was high overhead, but the dark never managed to swallow up the shadows. 
She'd overhead him ask Illeië to preform the vesta en' coia. Silira knew of it. She'd conjured it many times for her comrades when they'd fought the Seleighe. Illeië had been correct—the spell meant doom. But it was never as dire as the Healer had made it out to sound to the prince. 
He wanted to help. So much he wanted to aid his people. And she felt his caring for this woman, this vampire, in his voice. It wasn't his fault that the Rhymer had betrayed him, stabbed him with an iron arrow and then kept it in so that the poison would weaken him. 
Abyssinian Geld was and should be the ruler of this land. Not Thomas Rhymer. Betrayer. 
Human, most foul. 
As an UnSeleighe, she wished to see one of her brethren on that throne, and see the Rhymer returned to the Mortal Realm. There he would decay with the years—and she did not care. 
With her eyes closed she listened to the sounds in the Sick House. Listened to the sounds beyond that to the palace, past the waterfalls, past the Great Hall. She could hear the deep sleep of the court, the Elders, and most importantly, that of Thomas Rhymer. 
Sighing, Silira opened her eyes and held out her hands above the sleeping prince. She felt the strands of his life—strong but weakened. They were diseased with the poison of cold iron. Flitting her fingers up and down as she rewrote the magic of the prince's soul, she began a variation of the chant of vesta en' coia. Her voice was low and she was very happy this curse wasn't something that needed the strength of voice or volume. 
There was the familiar pull…and the soft, sparkling incandescence of her life energy as it moved from her to Abyssinian. He moved in his sleep, and moaned before his eyes snapped open. He sat up just as fast and looked at her. 
"Silira—" he said in a whisper. 
She finished the spell. There was no guarantee how long it would last. But he had to go. Now. "Prince. You have the power. Go now. The Chimera in Chicago. The Fallen is there." 
Aby stood up with no indication of his wound. He was dressed in white pants and nothing else. She turned and gathered up the change of clothing she'd brought—it was more suited to the High Court—but it would have to do. 
"How do you know?" 
"Oberon and Siobhan are going there. Now. You have to be there." 
He nodded. "My katana—" 
Silira smiled. "You will find it at the north Cairn. That gateway has not been destroyed. Go! Now!" 
The prince took the bundle of clothing and turned to leave. He stopped and looked back at her. "You will stay here…so that you're not in danger?" 
Silira nodded. "I will." 
And then he was gone. 
She smiled and took several steps along the same path. 
"That was foolish." 
She knew Illeië was there. Knew the Healer had been watching. "Really? Or more foolish that you didn't stop me?" 
"If the Fallen drinks his blood—" 
"Then she will die." Silira turned and faced the Healer. 
Illeië moved from the shadows, looking more like the monochromatic twilight. "What do you mean? You preformed the vesta en' coia. I saw the transference." 
"No," Silira smiled. "And yes. I did use that curse. But I also added something a little extra." 
The Healer came menacingly close. "What did you do, Silira." 
The UnSeleighe smiled. "I made sure that whether or not the monster takes the prince, she, and everyone around him, will die." 
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Meant as a front for the ever growing blood clubs in Chicago, Chimera was nothing more than a dark, metal door with a single red bulb overhead. The building looked as if it'd been condemned some time ago, and the metal walls were covered in graffiti. 
It was down a side street, away from the other more flashy clubs along the strip. And not a place where respectable young people went unless they were looking to score. 
Paper and debris littered the street from overturned, dinged garbage cans along the left side. The door faced one of the many abandoned brownstone communities that dotted the inner city. The once grand building's former glory could be seen along the roof with its sculpted end-caps. 
As she looked up at it, Siobhan wouldn't have been surprised to see a gargoyle looking down at her. 
Gargoyles. That was a whole different can of worms she hoped not to get into in her long life. 
She and Oberon, dressed in leather and attitude, moved as a couple along the street. Oberon had a dozen knives placed into his jacket and pants, and Siobhan had her own gun tucked snuggly into the back of her pants. If there was a pat-down, they were both in trouble. 
But Oberon seemed pretty sure nothing like that would happen. 
They stopped at the door and Oberon knocked. Several minutes passed before a canned, electronic voice said, "Name." 
Siobhan and he looked at one another. She shrugged and said, "Siobhan O'Donnell." Why lie? 
A few more seconds passed before the door clicked and popped inward. Oberon gave her a "I'm going first" look and pushed the door further in while his other hand shot out in a protective path in front of Siobhan. 
A small, dark hallway descended downward at a rather steep decline, and someone had turned the sound on. What couldn't be heard from the outside was staggeringly audible just past the door. Loud, throbbing music that Siobhan felt against the soles of her feet and moved up to her ribcage. 
She followed behind him, her senses on high alert. She smelled sweat. 
And blood. 
Lots of blood. 
They rounded two more corners in opposite directions before the small hallway opened up into an underground warehouse setting. Lights twisted and blinked and pulsed above them in multi-colors. Smoke hung in an ominous cloud overhead, as people bounced in time to the thudding music. 
She could sense about twenty vampires, and a lot of humans. 
Oberon took her hand—and she gasped. Siobhan hadn't realized how quickly she'd been caught up in the frenzy of free blood and booze. Feeling his warm skin, and his pulse through his grip—she tried to pull away. 
"You have to keep your head in here, Siobhan," Oberon leaned in close to her. "I need you in this. Please?" 
She heard him over the music and the voices and nodded. Several deep breaths and she allowed him to lead her through the throng of dancers, past the DJ on the platform in the center of the floor, to a roped off area near the back. 
A man in a long tail tuxedo nodded to them and automatically opened the velvet rope. "The Mistress is expecting you." 
Siobhan wasn't too happy to hear that but this time she proceeded Oberon past the guard and through a door. She knew he was safe from being a snack. After all—his blood was lethal. 
Unsure what to expect, Siobhan was a bit surprised to find herself in what looked like a board room. The walls were wood and stained to a medium oak. The floor was also hard wood and well treated. In the center was a long oval table with twelve chairs around it .
Twelve to represent the twelve of the city's council. 
At the head of the table sat the oldest vampire Siobhan had ever known. She'd never met her, never spoken to her, but she was very much aware of her. 
As were all the vampires in Chicago. 
Her name was Marion St. Clair and she ruled the shadows of the city. No vampire wanted to be directly in her line of sight. Siobhan had heard she could kill with merely a thought—her age was that great. And she had to admit, she felt that power the moment she'd stepped inside the building. 
Actually seeing St. Clair—
"Siobhan O'Donnell. It is a pleasure to meet you." 
—was a bit, disconcerting. 
Marion looked as if she were ten, with short trimmed red hair and very bright golden eyes. Her skin glowed in the light of the room, cast by a high-mantled fireplace to Siobhan's left, on the opposite side of the table. The roaring fire made it very warm in the room. 
Oberon seemed most affected by that fact and made a motion to unfasten his jacket. 
They were instantly surrounded by thirteen black clad shadows. 
"Please, Valmont," St. Clair said in her childish voice. "Relax. I am sure the former captain is simply…uncomfortable?" 
Oberon nodded and the shadows melted back into the room's corners. Siobhan recognized them. Vampire assassins known as The Cíké. They were taken as young vampires and trained by a Chinese vamp to protect St. Clair. 
"I do apologize, Oberon Geld. You see, with my advanced age and size, I am often…cold." 
Siobhan and he exchanged a glance and moved as one closer to the table. One of the Cíké remained behind St. Clair. "No apologies needed—" Oberon leaned forward, and it was unsure of how he should address her. 
"You may call me Marion. Both of you. Please," and she nodded to the chairs. "Sit." 
They did as she asked. Oberon removed his leather jacket, revealing a dark tee shirt underneath. "Miss Marion," he began. "You know why we're here?" 
"You wish to kill the Fallen." 
Siobhan sighed. Well…it was nice everyone else knew about this thing and she didn't. "Yes. We do." 
"And you've encountered her, Siobhan." When St. Clair said her name there was a slight accent that Siobhan couldn't place. Something that had been watered down through the centuries. "And she frightened you." 
"Yes. But how did you know?" 
"Because I have seen her," St. Clair said and there was awe in her voice. "She is beautiful and deadly. I was watching her the night she took home the reporter—" and she smiled. "By the way, Siobhan, congratulations on the new Ghoul, but please, in the future, seek my approval before you do such a thing." 
Approval? Siobhan snorted. Vampire politics. 
St. Clair looked at Oberon. "You know she will be here tonight." 
"We've been tipped off that she will be. But we don't know why." 
"Why, is because Siobhan is here. She's looking for Abyssinian," St. Clair leaned her head to the side. "And she smells him on you, Siobhan. But what I want to know is why she's seeking your brother, Oberon. Is there something unique about him?" 
Oberon remained silent. 
As did Siobhan. She was more worried about how this little monster knew these things. Did she have spies on them? 
"You don't have to answer, Oberon. I have been searching for the fabled Winterbournes for some time. I'll admit my methods have been a bit clumsy—"" 
Oberon's eyes widened. "You…you're the one killing my people?"
"Of course," she smiled. "The fact that your people would hide such a treasure from us—" she smiled sweetly. "You would deny us the light with such a treat—I feel justified in finding them for myself." 
"So you can imprison them and syphon off their blood?" Oberon said in a stern tone. "I would never allow my people to be captured and used by yours." 
"I know. This is why you've systematically had them killed through the centuries," St. Clair said. "So now there are only two left. And you fought to spare your brother." 
This news came as a second shock to Siobhan. It was originally believed that he had been the one killing UnSeleighe for their blood, but then that'd been disproved by the admission that someone else had been responsible. But to hear that Oberon really had been responsible for the deaths of elves?
He looked at Siobhan. "You will never understand, Siobhan. To let such a power fall into any vampire's hands—" he sighed. "My father couldn't let that happen." 
"So…" and she glared at him. "He killed the Winterbourne? Specifically?" 
"Many of them had already died in the war," Oberon said. And then he was silent. 
"Tell her, Geld," St. Clair said. 
Siobhan looked from him to her. "Tell me what?" 
"That his father was known as the scourge of the UnSeleighe as he butchered the Winterbourne in the mortal realm—until he found his son. Of course, Calder was mortally wounded by Cold Iron, wasn't he Oberon. And when he fell into mori, you were made king. 
"You tried to hide the things your father did—you tried to reunite the Seleighe and UnSeleighe. And you would have been successful—if the Fallen had not returned." 
Siobhan listened to St. Claire, but watched Oberon. She wasn't angry at him for his father did—but the fact he'd tried to cover it up was astonishing. 
St. Claire continued. "And then when the bodies started dropping, you went into the world to discover what as happening. What you found—" she shook her head. "Did you try to cover this up as well, Oberon." 
"What is she talking about?" 
Oberon gritted his teeth. "I only just discovered the truth, Siobhan. Just before I was arrested." 
"About what?" Siobhan put her hands on the table. "Will you please speak to me?" 
St. Claire laughed. "Apparently the one he trust to lead Underhill discovered the truth, and made a covenant with me—with my Cíké. He read what Calder had written—why he'd targeted the Winterbourne," St. Clair said. "So he too sent out assassins to kill. They were to test the blood with a kit he provided and if they tested positive, the Cíké were to dispose of them by removing their heads, draining them and burning what was left." Her eyes seemed to burn with the intensity of the fire. "Until I received a very odd request—to kidnap Abyssinian Geld. Oberon paid a very high price to have his brother brought to him. But you see, I saw the tests of your brother's blood, Oberon. I know he's Winterbourne. And yet you hid him away," she licked her lip. "Until last month when that body appeared, and Abyssinian suddenly reappeared." 
Siobhan stood and backed away from Oberon. "The Cíké took Abyssinian…and then you kept him in your basement? You had your own brother kidnapped?" 
"Because he's my brother, Sio," Oberon said as he stood. "I couldn't let them do that to him. So yes I kept him in my basement and I experimented on his blood—trying to see if there was a way to reverse Merlin's curse from him. But there was nothing." He sighed. "And then the bastard let you drink from him—" 
St. Clair was on her feet—or more or less she was abruptly in front of Siobhan—her hands on either side of Siobhan's face. "You have tasted the curse! It is true? Did you walk in the light? Did you feel its warmth on your face?" 
Siobhan realized at that moment that the little monster hadn't really believed in her heart there was something out there that would allow her to see the sun again. 
Until now. 
"Don't answer her!" Oberon bellowed. 
"Y—Yes—" Siobhan said in a frightened voice. She could hear the little girl's power in her mind, feel it creeping inside. It was as if her brain were being squeezed and would ooze from her ears in rivulets of blood. 
"Give him to me!" St. Clair demanded. 
And then the little girl was no longer there—but slammed against the opposite wall as the fireplace—held up like a picture by invisible nails.
"Daughter of Braelwyn," came the familiar deep voice of Maeve. "My daughter…do not waste your precious Abyssinian on such half-breed debris…instead, offer him up to me." 
And she was there, melting out of the shadow, wearing a cloak of darkness. Her sharp teeth were visible past ruby red lips. 
"Oh no…" Oberon said as he backed away. 
"Maeve…" Siobhan said…and was lost in the monster's dark, black eyes. 
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"What?" Thom stood and pressed both hands on top of the desk. Outside of the Regent's office twilight persisted, the sun little more than a distant glow. Underhill never really vanished into darkness the way the mortal realm did at night. He'd grown so accustom to this he had forgotten what it meant by true darkness. Xe-Faun had woke him with distressing news. 
"I saw the prince by the north cairn." The elf bowed to him in apology. "But I was still too far away to stop him." 
"And you're sure it was Abyssinian?" Thom searched Xe-Faun's face, hoping the elf had made a mistake. 
"Yes. I have sealed only a third of the cairns, Regent. And I had just finished with the smaller one that once stood nearby." 
The Cairn in questions opened up directly into Grant Park in Chicago. It was one of five major cairns first established between the worlds by Merlin. Thom knew Abyssinian had gone back there—to his blood sucking whore. Damn him. And now he'd put the entire world at risk again. 
Illeië had lied to him. The prince had not slipped into a coma. He would deal with her later. Right now the important thing was getting Abyssinian back. "And Silira?" 
The Regent turned and slammed his hand on the desk. "Damn them all. They're going to get us all killed…destroy eons of life…" 
What exactly was he supposed to do now? Both of the Winterbournes were gone—probably back into the mortal realm where the Fallen was. 
"Xe-Faun," he said in a low voice. "Take your best men," Thom straightened as he turned and faced his right hand. "Track him down. Silira and Abyssinian." 
"Bring them back?" 
"No…" the Regent said as he strode past Xe-Faun to the door out of the office. He had a Healer to see. "Kill him." 
 
 
Abyssinian jumped through the cairn's ring of lights just as he heard someone shout. He was pretty sure it was Xe-Faun, but he didn't have time to stop now. Especially not for one of Thom's lackeys. The transition from twilight to solid night wasn't as bad as the difference in the air pressure. 
Underhill always felt light—as if the gravity of the world couldn't touch it. He was lighter in Underhill, and falling was never an issue as he always seemed to land on his feet. Much like a cat. 
But that wasn't what was nagging at him as he crouched low near Grant Park, the famous Buckingham Fountain in view. What was troubling him now was the constant pain in his side. The spell Silira had used had indeed given him energy—strength—he felt as he would if fully healed. 
But the pain from the wound was still there, just as Illeië had warned. 
And that pain could hinder him. 
He couldn't think of that right now. He had his katana, and a change of clothing. Though these weren't the black leathers he was accustomed to wearing, their brown deerskin was soft and well fitted. He slipped on the last boot, paused just a second as the twinge in his side demanded attention and then took off into the city. 
Finding Siobhan wasn't hard. Silira had said the Chimera club. He knew of the place. Had patrolled it often as it was a vampire hot-spot, and owned by one. 
Halsted. The heart of Chicago's club scene. Neon, the shouts of party-goers, and the exhaust fumes of cars greeted him as he tried to pinpoint exactly where she was. After a second he sensed her to his right down a side street that lead to a plain door with a single red bulb above it. 
He didn't want to go in the obvious way—in case Siobhan and Oberon needed him as backup. Maybe there was a back way. 
But when Abyssinian turned to find that way, the door popped open with an audible clunk and pushed itself in a few inches. A metallic voice said, "She's waiting for you." 
She? She who? 
But he didn't bother to ask. Nor did he worry he was walking into a trap—of that he was certain. And the familial ties to Oberon told him his brother was here as well. Abyssinian reached behind him and pulled his katana from the shoulder sheath and moved forward through the door. 
The thudding of industrial music vibrated against his chest as well as the hilt of his weapon as he moved down the corridor. When he stepped out onto the floor of dancing bodies, he hid his katana as he moved along the outer edges, though his elven eyes were constantly searching for Siobhan and Oberon. 
He caught sight of a man waving across the way. To him. Abyssinian crossed over and saw a hallway past a roped off area. To his surprise, the man removed the cord and bowed to him. "She is waiting for you, Abyssinian Geld." 
Okay—now I'm freaked out a little. Abyssinian moved past the man, his weapon held down but ready in case he tried something, and then half jogged down the new hallway. 
He came to a door and leaned against it, pressing his ear to the wood to hear inside. There was nothing. No voices. But he knew Siobhan and Oberon where there. His side was like a constant nag, letting  him know it was still there. It only flared when he moved quickly. In truth, it felt as if some damned dwarf was constantly poking a sharpened stick into his flesh. 
The door was ajar. He pushed it open with his booted foot. 
The interior reminded him of Oberon's library in a way—with the wood walls, large oval table in the center, and the roaring fire in the large fireplace along the left wall. What was missing were shelves of books. There were none. The room was actually very sparse. 
There were six high backed chairs around the table, and he saw Siobhan seated at the far chair. Her eyes shown an unearthly glow, almost silver. And he realized her teeth were visible. 
"Siobhan," he said as he rushed towards her, wincing as his side reminded him again he was on borrowed time. "Are you okay?" 
She stood in a single, graceful fluid motion, and the chair moved back from her, scraping along the wood floor. "Abyssinian. You came for me." 
"Yeah," he looked around. "Where is Oberon?" 
"He's nearby." Siobhan moved from around the table and stepped toward him. He held the katana out in front of him—something was odd. "Abyssinian, I have missed you. Won't you embrace me?" 
Embrace me? He narrowed his eyes at her. Yeah, something was wrong here. 
And when she smiled, he realized what. 
Her teeth were all sharp and pointed. And her fangs extended even further down to touch her lower lip. 
Abyssinian pointed the katana at her. "Who are you?" 
"I'm Siobhan." 
"No, you're not. Where is she? And where is Oberon?" 
Not-Siobhan laughed. The sound drilled into Abyssinian's skull but he remained standing. "What would you do to find them?" 
-Abyssinian Geld!- 
He blinked. That…was a voice in his mind. But it wasn't Siobhan's or Oberon's. 
Who—
-Do you want to save yourself?- The voice said.
I want to save Siobhan and Oberon! 
-Even after Oberon imprisoned you?- There was a giggle at the end. A giggle? 
The Not-Siobhan took another step closer. Abyssinian took a step back and held the katana out in front of him. Was the voice hers? Who was speaking to him?
"Abyssinian," Not-Siobhan said. Her voice was smooth, hypnotic. "You think that stick will stop me? Or you?" She opened her arms wide. "Run me through—right into my heart—in an embrace." 
He's my brother, Abyssinian thought back to the voice. Where had it gone? Who are you? 
-I am the oldest there is…except for the monster in front of you. Yes…even I would call her a monster. If you want to live you will need to get out of there. It is your blood she wants.- 
Aby narrowed his eyes at the image of his partner. My blood? Who is—
And then he knew. Not-Siobhan's eyes became black pools as her face shifted subtly in front of him. Her hair grew even longer, darker, her skin became like white alabaster. Almost translucent. 
Her lips were perfect cherries as they parted to reveal her teeth again. 
And he felt her power. 
The Fallen. 
Run Aby! 
That was Siobhan's voice! 
The Fallen sighed and stepped away, back to the table and the chair she'd been sitting in. She reached a long, white arm down and pressed something under it. Abyssinian turned as the wall to his right slid away, and folded in on itself, as if it were made of thousands of tiny wooden slats—the whole of which created a false wall. 
Now he understood why the place was devoid of books. This wasn't a place of relaxation—but of retribution. 
Set within that wall was a torture chamber of sorts, and hanging from their feet were three figures. Oberon, Siobhan, and a child. 
Their eyes were closed and their arms hung over their heads as they dangled like Christmas ornaments. 
"Siobhan!" he called out when he saw her pale complexion. Paler than he'd ever seen before. 
"Ah…yes. She means a great deal to you." The Fallen glided along the floor to stand in front of Siobhan. She turned to look at Abyssinian. "As does your brother. I can feel your thoughts, Prince of Vothlorien, son of Calder." 
"How did you—" 
"I told you. I know all about you." She smiled at him. It would have been a very sexy smile, if not for her teeth. "I make it a point to know all about the Curse Breakers, like yourself." And she started moving forward. "The powerful magic, the indigo eyes…" she was a sword's distance from him. "The magic blood." 
"My blood isn't magic." 
"Oh yes it is. Your whore there hanging in the closet has tasted it. I can smell it on her now. I tasted it in her blood." She closed her eyes and threw her head back in a moan of delight. "Ah but it was only a simple taste. No power for me. She had already used it."
Abyssinian moved with caution as he tried to get closer to Siobhan. Had he really heard her voice in his mind? He still held the katana out in front of him as he moved past the little girl. He wasn't sure who she was, or why she was there. "What do you want?" 
"I think that's obvious, little prince." She crossed her arms over her chest but remained standing in place. "You. In exchange for them." 
He knew she would say this—but what bothered him was why? She was strong—strong enough to overcome Oberon and Siobhan. He'd kept the pain in his side masked, but he'd noticed he was bleeding again, and it was seeping out into the soft deerskin and linen. 
He was no match for her. She can take me—why is she bargaining? 
"Because of me." 
It was a little girl's voice. The one he'd heard before he entered the room. The one that told him to run. And it was behind him. 
Abyssinian turned in time to see the little girl open her eyes. They were black, much like the Fallen's were. Her teeth were long and sharp and she focused on him. "I told you to run." 
The last thing he saw was her jumping out at him, no longer tethered to the ceiling. Her claws out. 
Her fangs…
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Illeië was leaving when he arrived at the Sick House. She was dressed in brown leathers with a bow and quiver. Her long white hair was pulled back into a tight braid and she glanced only at him as he approached. "So Rhymer, what brings you back—" 
And then he struck her. 
Thom had never struck an elf before. In fact the idea had never come upon him until now. And from her physical reaction, Illeië had never been struck by a human. She was caught off guard and stumbled back, yet landed lightly on her feet in a crouch. Her eyes flashed yellow and the cat-like slits narrowed as she glared at him. 
"You dare—" 
"You allowed him to live! You told me he had entered memento mori!" 
That accusation brought her up to her full height—which was a good two feet taller than himself—and she arched a delicate white eyebrow. "You tried to assassinate the realm's prince, Thomas Rhymer. That in itself is an offense punishable by death." 
"I am trying to save this realm from the monsters." 
"You mean the Fallen." 
"You understand what he is, don't you?" Thom surprised himself when he took a step closer. "What his blood can do." 
"He is one of the few remaining Winterbourne, little man." She took a menacing step toward him. "His blood, his very existence, is what also keeps the curse alive. If he dies, you idiot, then it's broken anyway. And the curse keeping the Fallen out vanishes." 
Thom had opened his mouth to respond, but instead took a step back. "What?" 
"Seems you and Oberon only read the cliff notes and not the whole of the text." With that she moved around him and continued toward the gate of the House.
"Wait," he turned and moved after her. "What are you talking about?" 
She paused and looked up at the moon. It bathed her face in an ethereal light that nearly took Thom's breath away. The elves were indeed the most beautiful of creatures. "Merlin created the curse by using the Winterbourne's magic. It's very basis for existence rests within their blood. But it's not only in their blood, but in their spirit." 
"I don't—" Thom was having a hard time following her. 
"That's obvious." She turned and faced him. "Those cairns you've been so recklessly destroying? Those were set there by Merlin. Not by the realm itself. They are small conduits that encircle the whole of Underhill. They power the Winterbourne's curse, Merlin's curse, so that the Fallen—even if they are granted life in yhe sun—cannot pass." 
"What?" He stumbled backward. 
"You've conveniently destroyed one of the realm's last defenses, you insolent ass. Oberon has tried to find and protect the Winterbourne all this time while you've secretly been working behind him to kill them all off, just as his father did." 
How…how could she know what he'd been doing? Illeië was just a Healer and stayed within the walls of her home and never—
"You think you're so clever, little human," she said as she came toward him. Her eyes glowed a soft gold. "But not everyone is fooled by you. Every cairn you destroyed has now weakened those defenses, and the magic the Winterbourne possess outside of Underhill. You have weakened our defenses with your stupidity and your fear." 
Thom heard something behind him…and then to his right, and then his left. Within seconds he was surrounded by elves—many of which he didn't recognize. He took another few steps back. "What are you doing?"
"Taking back what is ours," Illeië said. "We are the Black Guard, Thom the Rhymer."
"No…" he shook his head. That wasn't possible. The Black Guard was destroyed by the Fallen nearly a century ago. "You can't be them." 
"But we are," she pointed at him. "And I have known of your covenant with the Cíké for quite some time, told to me by the true King's loyal guard." 
Thom took a step back as the elves started moving toward him. "No…it's not possible." 
"We serve the King," she said as she reached behind her and retrieved a knife. "And we do not suffer fools to live." 
 
 
Xe-Faun, along with a small contingent of elves loyal to the Rhymer—those that worked alongside the Cíké—surrounded the club on Halsted. 
Xe-Faun pulled a gazing ball the size of his fist from the pouch at his side. He and three others, his seconds, gathered around the glowing globe to see. The image reflected on the orb's shin surface revealed the vampire, Siobhan. As well as the King!  
So was a child Xe-Faun had not seen before. 
And the Fallen. Nearly everyone had reacted with revulsion at the sight of her. They understood her danger. They also understood their blood would not be poison to her, unlike normal vampires. They would not be protected from her. 
Getting in was easy enough. Magic and glamor worked to infiltrate the humans, as well as the vampires inside. Even if one of these blood-suckers noticed an elf nearby they would simply move away, for fear of being contaminated by their blood. 
Their targets were down below, close to the boiler room under the building. Xe-Faun communicated to his people to surround them, and to use magic if possible to contain the Fallen. He didn't think any of it would have an effect on the creature. 
But he had to save his King. 
And kill the prince. 
The Regent had ordered it. 
 
 
Abyssinian had never known what it was like to be attacked by a vampire. He'd only had Siobhan's fangs at his neck—and those times had been willing. Vampires usually left his kind alone, for fear of death. It was something different to actually have a bloodsucker try and sink their teeth into his throat. 
But the little girl was on his back, her hand clamped over his eyes as she pulled his head back, the left hand and legs wrapped around his chest, over his arms. He screamed out at the pain against his wound—and thrashed around, trying to unseat the monster off. 
"You dare take my feast!" The Fallen bellowed and the room's temperature dropped. 
He and the little creature crashed to the floor as he lost his footing and he yelled out again at the searing pain in his side. His wound was open again, even though the strength given to him by Silira's spell made it possible to fight. He continued to thrash on the floor and brought his sword up and over his head, trying to hack at the little monster. 
The sound of tearing made him pause, followed by a wave of nausea. He'd only felt that kind of sickness when he was badly wounded—as he had been with the cold iron arrow. But this…
He realized the tearing noise was the flesh and muscle of his neck. 
"Insolent hag!" The Fallen called out. 
The thing on his back was gone, and he lay on his side, dizzy and sick. He heard something strike a wall and looked over to see the little girl slam into the wall. Its head had cracked open and blood splattered the wood as it remained suspended against it, as if nailed in place. 
The Fallen came into view, facing the little creature, her hands out as blue and red arcs laced up and down her slender arms. "You dare to take what is mine? You—a small and insignificant bastard child? You wreak of age and filth." 
The little girl continued to fight against what Abyssinian could only imagine was the Fallen's magic. He smelled something burning as he tried to crawl away to the open wall, to where Oberon and Siobhan remained. 
I'm dying… he thought as he realized the strength he'd taken from the spell was ebbing away. No magic could withstand the loss of life's blood. And he was painfully aware he was leaking that blood on the floor, quickly. 
"Siobhan…." He said as he neared where she hung, lifeless. 
Abyssinian! 
That was her voice again. 
But how—
"In the name of the Regent Thomas Rhymer—" boomed a voice from somewhere in the room. "I order you to stop!" 
Abyssinian realized his katana was no longer in his hand as he managed to look back and see Xe-Faun and a small army of elves pile through the door. Each of them glowed softly. 
The little bloodsucker crashed to the floor with an audible and sickening thud. 
The Fallen—Maeve—turned and faced Xe-Faun. "You're too late." 
Abyssinian's strength left him as he felt her behind him. He was lifted up into her arms even as he felt his head fall back. He was loosing consciousness again. 
No! Wasn't the spell supposed to take her power? Wasn't it supposed to end and take his as well? 
Nothing was happening though. 
Except the world was dimming, and he no longer felt anything at all. 
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Keith Song waited. 
Again. 
Outside the club. He stood in the darkness, very impressed that he could see as well as he could. Normally he wouldn't have been able to make out anything past a shadow in the night. But now…
Was this part of being a ghoul? 
He'd already surprised himself by punching out a would-be mugger with one strike. And he'd barely felt it on his knuckles—which he noticed—had already healed from the bruising. 
This was nice. Really nice. What other perks does this have? 
He was hanging out to see what Siobhan would need. In truth he'd been drawn here. Because this was where she was. No conscious thought. Just…here. 
Dread abruptly landed on his shoulders and he looked around. It was a creeping feeling—that something more dangerous than himself was nearby. Was this what a mouse felt like when it sensed a cat? The feeling pushed his gaze up where he saw something leap up off the top of the building he'd been watching and vanish in the air. 
Had that been a girl? 
And what was she carrying? It looked like a body.
KEITH!
Ah, there it was. 
He knew it was coming. And he was ready. 
Hefting the duffle over his shoulder—the one the mugger had tried to take—Keith shoved open the club door and marched through the crowd. Two bouncers tried to stop him, but where easily shoved aside. 
Dancers parted as he walked with purpose and a bit of swagger to the roped off hallway. The dude there tried to stop him as well, but Keith only shoved him back and moved on. 
The door was open downstairs and about six pointy-eared leaf-eaters with bow and arrows and a shit load of sparkly magic turned and faced him. 
"Don't touch him!" 
That Oberon's voice. Keith looked around to see the elf king supporting Siobhan. A slight feeling of jealousy rose up in Keith's throat like bile. He was supposed to take care of her. Not him!
But he quickly squelched it and came inside the room. He smelled blood. A lot of it. As he neared Siobhan he smelled something really…old…
When he glanced over he hadn't expected to see a broken little girl. She looked like a rag doll propped roughly against the wall. 
"Keith," Siobhan said and reached out to him. 
He instinctually moved into her arms and tilted his head to the side. It hurt like hell when her fangs pierced his skin and then he was overcome with a warm tingling sensation. 
"What in the—" Oberon started—but stopped when Keith held up a hand. His own eyes had closed and he felt his strength draining away. He was pretty sure if he hadn't felt the overwhelming need to feed Siobhan—if he didn't feel the need to serve her—he'd be trying to beat her off of him with a stick by now. 
Abruptly she stopped and pulled back. He tried to stand on his own and found his knees too weak. She braced him against her and then helped him down to the floor where she propped him against something. He sighed as he felt her hand on his cheek. 
"Keith…you with me?" 
"Uh huh…" he said and opened his eyes. She was in front of him. "Not sure I'm going to get used to that." That's when he saw the bite marks healing on her neck. "Who bit you?" 
"The Fallen did," Oberon said as he moved Siobhan's hair from her shoulder. "She has Abyssinian." 
One of the taller elves spoke orders to the others. They filed out of the room and he turned to Oberon. "Your majesty—" 
"Can it, Xe-Faun," Oberon said. "I'll deal with you and the others later. What were Thomas' orders?" 
"To kill Abyssinian." Xe-Faun looked conflicted. "But sire—the monster has a Winterbourne now. She'll feed, and then she'll invade Underhill." 
"You have little faith in my brother," Oberon said as he stood and faced his kinsman. "And me." 
"And I as well," Siobhan said. "Is there any way to tracker her." 
"She's heading to Grant Park, and the cairn there," a new voice said. 
Keith turned to the most beautiful, ethereal creature he'd ever seen step into the room. Her hair was white and glowed, braided down her back. Her skin was the color of milk and her eyes were so green they dimmed any emerald he had ever seen. 
"Illeië," Oberon said as he went to her and took both her hands in his. "You have summoned the Black Guard?" 
"Yes my King," And she curtsied to him. "I have many of them guarding that cairn. But I must warn you—we don't have much time—" 
"I'd say," he countered and started to turn away. "I'm sure she'll feed on him as soon as she hits the ground." 
"No sire," she put a hand on his forearm. "It's something worse. Silira preformed the vesta en' coia on the prince." 
That got his attention. Siobhan stepped forward as well, looking from Oberon to Illeië. Keith remained in the background, just…staring stupidly at the woman. He was a little dizzy and decided he needed to sit where he was.
"She did what? The fool!" He put a hand to his head. 
"What is that?" Siobhan looked at Illeië. "I don't understand." 
"The vesta en' coia is a curse. It's actually part of Merlin's magic. It was used in battle to temporary give the wounded—mostly the mortally wounded—the ability to rise and fight once more. It removes a piece of the life force from the castor and sends it into the wounded. It doesn't heal them—the wound is still there. But in the heat of battle, the spell reverses and returns back to the castor." She shook her head. "It takes back what it gave, but it also takes that much more from the wounded as well as the same amount from the one the wounded has their attention focused on. It weakens them, usually just enough for the wounded to make their kill—" she focused on Siobhan. "Before they die." 
"And Abyssinian is wounded—" 
"Yes. Thom buried a cold iron arrow into his side. He has iron poisoning and wouldn't remain safely in Underhill under my care. He wanted to find you and protect you." 
Oberon glanced over at Siobhan. "Illeië is our healer." He looked back to her. "How much time?" 
"Half an hour? Maybe longer? I'm afraid Silira's missing as well. But that's not why I'm worried," she licked her pearl glazed lips. "Silira changed the spell. She put a wider radius on it so that it would remove the life energy of anyone around Abyssinian at the time of the wave. She wanted to make sure the Fallen was weakened." 
"What does that mean?" 
Oberon looked at Siobhan as Illeië turned back and followed Xe-Faun from the room. It was time to move out. "It means if there are any humans near the two of them when the spell collapses, it will kill them. Human's stamina isn't like that of an elf. If anyone is in that park…" he stopped. 
Siobhan's eyes widened. "They'll all die…" 
Keith shivered and looked over at the kid—he wanted to know what the little girl had to do with anything. Only when he looked at the floor where she'd been piled in a crumpled heap—
"Hey…" he spoke up. "Where's that little girl?" 
 
 
Abyssinian opened his eyes. A cool breeze ruffed his hair. The stars were out. A nearly full moon. He could hear a fountain nearby—felt the spray of the water on his face. 
There was another sound. 
A sucking sound. 
And a deep, feminine moan. 
He was in the Fallen's arms, on the concrete ground by the fountain in Grant Park. Maeve was feeding.
She'd taken so much…he wasn't sure he had anymore to give. There was no strength to left in him. He was detached from his body, barely conscious as her face moved into his view. Her skin glowed, her eyes dark pools, and her teeth and lips were crimson with his blood. 
"So…delicious…" she said. "I can feel your life becoming mine. The curse is broken, Abyssinian Geld. You are Merlin's instrument of destruction. I will use your blood to destroy those that imprisoned my kind. And your name will be remembered through time as one who annihilated a nation."
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Silira followed the spell. First to the club downtown, and then to the fountain. She stood nearby, cloaked in the darkness of magic her blood gave her. She watched as the monster fed on Abyssinian. And she felt sorrow that he had to die in order for her plan to work. 
Minutes now, once the prince breathed his last breath. The spell would wave, and the monster would be weakened enough to be killed. 
It was the only way.
Merlin had told her himself. 
She would protect her people. 
 
 
Siobhan hated being helpless. And in this situation she was. She felt empowered after taking that small snack from Keith. She'd ordered him home before he passed out and made a note the boy needed a healthier lifestyle—
Especially if he was going to be her ghoul. 
She was traveling as fast as she could in the air, leaping from roof top to roof top. At this moment, keeping herself hidden seemed useless. She had to get to Abyssinian. 
She had to.
"You love him, don't you?" Oberon had asked before they took their separate routes. His people were already on the move, coordinating along the way to take down a monster. 
Honesty seemed to be the best answer. "I don't know, Oberon. Aby is so young…" 
"He's over two hundred, Siobhan. You're what—" 
"I'm a good bit older," she glared. "But that's not what I meant. He's so young when it comes to the heart. He's had very little experience." 
"Siobhan," Oberon had put a comforting hand on her arm. "Abyssinian does everything with all he has. He fights with his soul, he listens with his mind, in the moment. And he loves with all his heart. He loves you." He turned away to follow Illeië at that moment, but not before saying softly for her hear, "As do I." 
Damn brothers. 
This was just stupid. 
But in her past she couldn't remember ever worrying about Oberon like she did Abyssinian. She felt if she lost him…
The park came into sharp focus, with the fountain as its center. She counted maybe a hundred heart beats around, including one that was fading. 
Aby's heart. 
She landed softly near a tree and immediately sensed another presence in the darkness. Only she couldn't see it—not with her eyes. Just with her senses. She didn't have time to play with ghosts and moved to her left to get a better look. 
The two of them were there, on the ground beside the fountain. They looked like lovers, with Abyssinian in Maeve's arms. She was bent over him, over his face. 
And…he wasn't moving. 
"You can't help him, vampire." Came a voice from the shadows. "Don't interfere." 
Siobhan turned and stared at the empty place beside the tree. "Who—" 
The air shimmered and a cloaked woman—elf—came into view. She was dark haired, pale skinned, with upswept eyes.
Indigo eyes. 
"You're the other Winterbourne." 
"Yes. And I am fulfilling my duty, just as Abyssinian is. We were born to do this." 
"To die?" 
She smiled. "To kill the Fallen." 
 
 
Abyssinian kept awake as best as he could. He had to be conscious. When the wave hit, he wanted to be the one to kill her. He wanted to see her die. But…where was his katana? 
"We're being watched," her voice resonated in his mind as she pulled away from his neck. He could see his blood glistening on her dark lips. "They're gathering. The elves. And a vampire. Siobhan. My daughter." 
"No..not your…daughter…" 
"Maybe not directly. But we are the progenitors of the vampire race in this realm. And because I am the last female, I am their mother." She smiled down at him. "And you are my son. I am also elf born." 
As if to cement that illusion, Abyssinian saw a long, slender pointed ear peek out from beneath her silky black hair. Elf…born? "No…" 
"Yes. I am. We were once the rulers of Underhill. It was our realm and the day walking creatures that invaded took it from us with the Merlin. They destroyed our way of life. Banished us to this realm where we remained in the shadows. But with your blood," and she rubbed her cheek against his own. "I am reborn again. I can walk in the day. I can return to Underhill." 
No… he wanted to reach up and choke her. Squeeze until the life left her. But her power was overwhelming now. And he'd lost so much blood. From her feeding…and the wound in his side. 
"Time to die, Abyssinian. I can't have your blood giving any more of my children this power. It is mine alone. A Goddess must be able to—" 
Something struck the two of them. He rolled out of her arms. Abyssinian lay still on his side, the fence surrounding the fountain just visible in the shadows. He tried to move—screamed at his muscles to obey him. His arms. His legs. But he couldn't. He wasn't strong enough to break free from the weakness of his body. With a long sigh he watched the shadows move along the fountain edge. 
"You fool!" 
He heard a young girl's laughter. "You think you're the only monster here—you think you can lord over me!" 
"You are a child!" 
"Abyssinian!" 
His body jumped in reaction to that voice. It was Siobhan! He summoned as much strength as he could to push himself up on his side and looked around. Several figures stood outside the fence, but Siobhan was trying to run to him. 
Oberon was holding on to her arm. 
Good…keep her away Oberon. Abyssinian could see Illeië. If she was here—then Oberon knew of the curse. He knew what was going to happen. 
 
 
Siobhan saw a blur sail out of the air and knock into Maeve. The two of them fell backward into the fountain as Abyssinian rolled away, unmoving on the ground. 
She called out to him and started forward, but Oberon's hand caught her upper arm as Silira moved past them. 
"We have to get him out of there!" she hissed at Oberon as she tried to get free. "Those two monsters are going to tear each other apart." 
"Then let them," the elf said as he pulled her back to him. He nodded to Silira. "You can't be around Aby right now. No one but Maeve can." 
"Why not?" She looked from Oberon to Silira. She was also aware of Illeië's Black Guard surrounding and sealing off this area of Grant Park. They'd all used their glamour to move any late night humans—mostly bums—from the park. They made it look like a police barracade, with stories of a potential bomber in the area. 
"Because the spell that's about to activate will devour the energy of anyone near him. He has to remain there near the Fallen." 
Siobhan turned a horrified face to Oberon. "What are you saying? If this spell will do that to that bitch—what will it do to Abyssinian?" 
Neither of them answered. 
She started to fight to get away from Oberon but he wrapped his arms around her. Elves were as strong as vampires, and it wasn't like she could bite him. That would only mean her death. Oberon wasn't a Winterbourne. "Let me get to him—" 
"Silira…" Oberon said as he held Siobhan. "How long?" 
"Any minute." She turned to look at her right just as Siobhan heard the sound of sirens. Someone had alerted the humans to what was happening. 
Oberon sighed. Siobhan heard his heart thundering in his chest, and noted the strained sound in his voice. "A minute will be too late." 
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Xe-Faun worked with Illeië's Black Guard to surround the park and move the humans away. He watched from a distance as the Fallen and the small vampire child fought in the fountain. He heard the order to leave Abyssinian where he was. It was obvious to him the Fallen had drank his blood. 
Merlin's curse was broken. 
Just at the Regent had feared. 
He should have destroyed Abyssinian when he was told to. Thom had been right. All of the Winterbourne should have been contained or destroyed. 
Xe-Faun caught a movement from the prince. There was still life in him. 
No. He should die. 
Die for leaving Underhill and sentencing them all to death so he could be with his vampire whore. 
Siobhan. 
She had entrapped the King in the same way. And then he'd been imprisoned in this mortal realm. Now she had the prince.
Maybe…
He spotted Oberon and Siobhan in the shadows, and another elven woman he didn't recognize. This woman stood out from the other two. 
They were arm in arm. Siobhan and Oberon. Even as Abyssinian lay dead or dying. 
It was all her fault. 
The Regent had blamed her as well. 
He promised himself if they survived this, and save Underhill, then justice would be done. 
 
 
Abyssinian managed to shift his position, roll over on his back. In the moonlight he could see the two creatures fighting on the edge of the fountain. Maeve had turned and blocked a dive from the little vampire, who ducked under the arm and tackled the taller woman. He was surprised not to see magic being used—if Maeve was truly a creature of elves and vampires—would she not possess magic? He's seen it used before.
Fuck this… 
With a low groan that crescendoed into something a bit louder, he managed to push himself up into a crouch. Keeping his head upright made him dizzy. Now he really was worried about how much blood he'd lost. He'd known of elves to die—but he's never really considered his own death before now. 
Even as he moved he felt a tingling in his fingertips. His stomach fluttered. 
Magic. 
He looked down at himself when he saw a faint glow reflected off the concrete and grass. His body was cast in a pulsing outline. Soft blue that turned to indigo, and then red. 
The curse—
He looked over at Oberon and Siobhan. He saw Silira moving toward him. He turned to the two combatants. The Fallen was closest. He didn't care if the spell took out the little vampire. Abyssinian managed to stand. 
Go to her. 
Silira's voice. In his mind. It over-rode every other thought. 
And I will destroy her. 
He shuffled forward to the fountain. With every step the red glow intensified, growing brighter and brighter. She turned when he stepped into the water. She was inches away. Her eyes widened. Her mouth—full of sharp teeth—parted in a scream—
And then everything irrupted in a deafening, red light. 
 
 
"Siobhan!" Oberon called out. 
He wrenched her to him as he saw his brother's body explode in a nova of magic. Within seconds he summoned a protection ward over the two of them and pulled her to the ground under his arms. She fought and called out Abyssinian's name over and over again. 
That power…
No ordinary vesta en' coia should contain that kind of power in it. What had Silira done? 
And where had she gained this kind of power? 
Screams of agony, voices chiming in as the approaching sirens grew closer. The vesta en' coia's wave had started. Because Silira had placed the curse, the wave would return to her. But Illeië said the elf had changed it—that it would effect people in a much wider range. 
He felt the waves of magic—of life's energy—buffet his protection. It tried to eat away at it to get to himself and Siobhan. 
And then it was gone. 
The screams. The voices. The sirens. 
There was only the deafening chirp of crickets. 
"Let me go!" Siobhan was hitting him, squirming to get out of his arms. He released her and stood up just as she sprinted—flew—to where Abyssinian had been. 
As Oberon looked around he realized the fountain was dark. The lights that normally illuminated it were off. Even the water wasn't pumping. Buildings around them were dark. The only light came from the full moon overhead. 
He cast a ball of light over his head, built the diameter to five feet, and sent it up to hover over the fountain. 
Oberon saw Siobhan, and four bodies scattered on the ground. He looked around to see if any of the black guard had survived. To his relief, small incandescent bubbles of protection vanished with small flashes. Those who were quick had protected themselves, those who weren't—
"Abyssinian!" 
Oberon jogged to where she knelt over his brother. He joined her and reached a finger to his brother's neck. 
There wasn't a pulse. 
No….
Siobhan watched Oberon. She'd seen his face, and grabbed up his still brother in her arms and began to rock. Oberon put his hand to his face when he saw the blood that covered his brother's side. The wound given to him by Thom. 
The bastard. 
Oberon heard something to his right and turned to see Silira stir. He moved to her and helped her into a sitting position. "Silira?" he said gently. 
She took in a deep breath and opened her eyes to him. They were no longer indigo, but white. Had the power blinded her? He moved his hand over her face. 
"I can see you, King," Silira said. Her voice sounded strange, as if there were an echo. He also felt a strange power eminating softly from her. "In fact, I can finally see everything." 
"Silira…" he looked hard into her face. "Abyssinian…" 
"I am sorry, Oberon. But it had to be done. The Fallen must die." And with that, she pushed him gently away. "Vampire." 
She was directing her voice toward Siobhan, but it was the body of the Fallen that moved under the light of Oberon's magic. He cursed and turned to face it, putting Silira behind him. The crumpled form seemed to ooze and shift until its center moved into a six foot column and reformed itself into the woman he'd seen before. The black eyes, the white skin. 
No! 
She survived! 
"Don't let her illusions fool you, Oberon," Silira said behind him, and again her voice echoed. Was it all in his mind? "Remember…she is one of us, as much as she is one of them." 
The Fallen laughed and spread her arms wide. "Fool! You honestly believed you could defeat me! I have broken Merlin's curse." She waved her hand in the air. 
Oberon—and every elf there he was sure—felt the hum and the vibration as the cairn was activated. He turned to one of the gardens surrounding the fountain and saw the circle of lights flare into existence. 
Damn! She's going to Underhill. 
He made a move to put himself between the Fallen and the cairn, but Silira grabbed him. "No. Allow me." 
A line of Black Guard came running out of the circle of light and formed a line where Oberon had meant to go. Then all reached behind them—
And he expected them to draw their weapons. 
He was surprised when they all pulled high power mag-lights from their backs and aimed them at the Fallen. 
The creature laughed. "Have you forgotten that I have broken the curse, little one? That the sun can no longer burn me?" 
Silira stood slowly and Oberon followed her. He stood beside her, but kept an eye on Abyssinian and Siobhan to his left. His heart was breaking over his brother—but he couldn't show his weakness now. Not in front of a monster like this. 
"For now…" 
Maeve started walking toward the cairn and the line of elves. "You will not stop me. None of you can. I have drained the prince of his life, and now I intend on retaking my kingdom and draining it dry as well. And thanks to that fool you left in charge—" and he looked over at Xe-Faun. "I only have a few cairns left to destroy before I cut Underhill off forever." 
Oberon stepped forward. She had to be stopped. If she did cut Underhill off, then those elves here in the mortal realm would die. They all took their life from their home. And the cairns kept them all in touch with the sunlight of their land. 
She waved her hand and before he could grab a breath, Oberon was knocked backward against the fence. The impact tore the fence down and he stopped several feet away from the garden and the illuminated cairn. 
She still had power! 
This time it was Xe-Faun that rushed at her, his bow and arrow drawn. She waved her hand at him and Oberon watched him fly backward as well. There was a sickening crack as he hit the ground and lay still. 
Illeië's hands went up over her head and an intricate circle of symbols appeared in the air. They glowed bright blue and she started chanting in a low voice. 
Maeve stopped and waved her hand at Illeië—
The elf healer didn't fly backwards—but the circle broke apart into floating sparkles of glitter. 
Oberon's heart sank. She was unstoppable! His brother had died for nothing? 
"Maeve." 
He turned to watch Silira move out to stand in front of Siobhan and Abyssinian. The Fallen looked over at her and waved her hand. 
Silira didn't move. 
Maeve waved both of her hands. 
Still she didn't move. 
"Maeve. You will not win. You will be stopped. The curse that struck you has taken half of your power and given it to me. We are equal now." 
The Fallen's black eyes widened. "You lie!" 
"No. You cannot hurt me." 
"You will die!" The Fallen hissed and expose the ugliness of her soul in her face as she lunged. 
"Silira!" Oberon called out. 
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Siobhan nuzzled his neck. The flesh was butchered from that bitch's feeding. She smelled his blood. It filled her world. But she fought against the desire to drink. He was dead in her arms. She'd believed him gone from her before, and he'd returned. But this time…she felt the life leave him. Felt it hover over them, sing to her, speak to her…
You must survive, Siobhan. 
With a shuddering sob she pulled back from him, and looked down at his face, illuminated by Oberon's lamp above them. His eyes were closed forever. His lips parted in deep sleep. And his beautiful bright red hair lay limp and almost colorless against his cheek and forehead. She touched that hair and heard the creature stirring behind her. 
She heard it speak. 
Felt its magic. 
And acknowledged the rage that built and burned deep inside of her. 
She'd tried to kill Keith…and Siobhan had saved him. 
She'd killed so many elves and vampires…searching for her own selfish needs. 
And now Abyssinian had risked his life to destroy her—and failed. 
Siobhan heard Silira speak. She was furious at this elf for cursing Abyssinian and infusing that curse with such power. All of this death…and thing thing…still…moved… 
She saw Oberon fly backwards. 
She saw Illeië's magic disrupted. 
Her inside boiled. Her rage ignited her heart and her blood. The animal inside of her, the wolf she kept caged inside of her, broke free. She growled as she felt Maeve coming near. Could feel her power. 
Heard Silira taunt her. 
Let Abyssinian rest on the ground. 
Siobhan turned as her body shifted, as her fur grew, her fangs elongated, and her hatred and anger—took over. 
She wasn't surprised when Silira stepped to the side at the last second and Maeve landed in the open embrace of a mad and insane wolf. Siobhan growled and opened her mouth to catch Maeve's neck between her jaws. She bit down deep, hard, and with the intent to break….and to remove. 
"Siobhan!" Oberon called out to her. "She's an elf! Her blood will kill you!" 
But Siobhan no longer cared. She would die an agonizing death if she could take this bitch with her. Maeve fought the wolf—her fingers entwined in the fur and was pulling and kicking and screaming as Siobhan locked on. 
She was not letting go. 
The first drop of the monster's blood slid down her throat. And when it touched her stomach—
The world as she'd always known it—changed. 
 
 
"She can't do that!" Oberon said as he charged forward. But Silira blocked his path. "Move!" 
"Let her be." Silira said. "She's fullfilling her destiny, just as Abyssinian fullfilled his." 
"Destiny?" Oberon spat at her. "What the hell are you, Silira? My brother is dead. Siobhan is going to die—" 
"No. She won't." This wasn't Silira's voice. 
The small child he'd seen before, the one who smelled of death and decay, had risen and now stood beside Silira. Though the child looked to be no older than nine, there was a timelessness in her face. A face that had seen too much in this world. 
And Oberon knew her. "St. Clair." 
She nodded to him and turned. "She won't. But I won't allow her to have it all." The child too became a wolf and dove at the flailing monster. She clamped her maw over the thing's closest arm and bit down. 
Oberon watched in wide-eyed amazement. "I don't—" 
"Patience, King," Silira said. Her white eyes unnerved him. 
 
 
Things changed in her as she drank..and drank…and did not burn. No…this was not poison, but an elixir as sweet as Abyssinian's—
Of course! 
That was it! Siobhan rejoiced inside. This monster had drank his blood. She was both elf and vampire. And her blood was…
Powerful. 
She felt St. Clair's presence beside her and welcomed her kindred. Drink! Drink! Let the beast die! 
And the two of them fed and fed until the monster beneath them no longer moved. Siobhan released first and realized she'd shifted back to her human form. As had St. Clair. The small, older vampire sat back as well, her face turned to the artificial light. A breeze blew her hair from her face and her chin was coated in the rich, sweet black blood. 
The were both infused with a Fallen's life…
But the thing wasn't dead. 
It still moved. Still tried to thrash. 
Maeve was no longer the beautiful creature she had been. Her skin had shrunk to her bones, as if something had sucked all the moisture out of her. Her eyes were exposed as if her eyelids had vanished. They rolled around like marbles. Her lips curled away from her pointed teeth, and a few of those teeth fell out. 
Her dress and cloak vanished, as if it were a part of her, conjured up and now was gone as her power left her. 
And as Siobhan stood and backed away from the thing, she heard the voice in her head. My daughter…save me…
Instead, she spit on her. St. Clair laughed and vanished as she turned. Whatever power she'd culled from the monster would be known only to her. 
"Wow…you people are sick," came a familiar voice. 
She turned to see Keith Song coming forward, a gun in his right hand. He moved past Siobhan, looked down at the thing writhing on the floor, aimed the gun and fired. 
The bullet shattered the monster's skull. Everything fell away, crumbled to the concreted and was taken into the fountain by the wind. 
"I don't care what it is," he said as he turned to face Siobhan. He made a face and reached inside of his pocket and pulled out a small travel pack of moistened towels and handed it to Siobhan. "Or if it tried to kill me. You put it out of its misery." He grinned her. "Wipe your chin." 
She took the wipes and did as he said. 
Her gaze caught Oberon's movement as he went to his brother and knelt down. 
Siobhan handed the bloodied towel back to Keith, who made a face, and moved to kneel on the other side of Abyssinian. 
He looked…peaceful. 
"Siobhan," Silira said and stood behind Oberon. 
She didn't know why she thought of it—of how the idea came—whether it was something Silira had put into her head or because she knew it from the Fallen's voice—but she lifted her wrist to her mouth and bit down. 
The warmth and thrill of the taste disguised any pain she felt and she filled her mouth with her blood. 
"What are you doing?" Oberon moved out to grab her wrist, but Silira stopped him. "What is she doing?" 
Siobhan moved to straddle Abyssinian. On her hands and knees she bent down and pressed her lips to his, and allowed the blood in her mouth to trickle into his. 
"No! You can't turn an elf—Siobhan you know this! His body will corrupt—" 
But she let the blood flow until she felt him stir beneath him. He swallowed, and then swallowed again. She felt him move, his hips against hers, and then he was kissing her, licking her lips, sucking on her tongue as if to pull the last of the blood from it. 
Oberon pulled away from them. "What—what's happening. How is he—" 
"King," Silira said. "The Fallen's blood can restore his life, because it was his blood to begin with. She will not turn him—that is impossible. But she can—" 
"Ghoul him," Keith sighed. "She made him her ghoul. Great….just….great." 
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"He's not a ghoul…" 
Siobhan stood in the Great Hall. Sunbeams streamed in through the stained glass windows, warm on her skin. One of the benefits from drinking the Fallen's blood—immunity to sunlight. 
For now. 
Illeië didn't believe the ability would last. That eventually Siobhan would have to retreat back to the shadows. The blood had increased her strength, heightened her senses, and given her a slight ability in glamor. They were in Underhill because in the mortal realm, Oberon was a wanted man. 
Siobhan had spoken to the Captain, and insisted the elf wasn't the one responsible for the deaths of the elves—another man was. A human. But when she had to admit there was no way to bring that man into the mortal realm—because his body would instantly age and turn to dust—he told her to tell Oberon to turn himself in and justice would be done. 
But the king wasn't going to take his chances with the human system anymore. 
He had returned and re-taken his throne. 
And the regent? 
No one seemed to know where Thomas Rhymer was. 
Three days had passed since the Fallen was destroyed. Keith was back to work chasing news and she told him she'd only call him when she needed him. As for the blood he would need—she'd filled a few months worth of vials and he kept them in his fridge. As a ghoul, he was going to crave that blood. And she did not need a frenzied ghoul on her hands. 
And Abyssinian? 
"If he's not a ghoul," Oberon said as he leaned back in the chair. He wasn't seated at his throne. They shared a table to the side as other elves moved in and about. She'd sensed an excitement around her. It wasn't as if she'd been in Underhill before—as far as she knew it might always feel like this—but from a few of the looks the others had given Oberon they were happy to have him in there. "Then why is he moving? And breathing? He's alive, Siobhan. He drank your blood. Vampire blood will poison an elf. And if you try to turn an elf, it will kill them." He pointed to himself. "I saw him drink from you." 
"And if you'd been paying attention, your kingship, you'd know that vampires aren't supposed to drink from elves because your blood will kill us." Siobhan put her hands on her chest. "But I drank from Abyssinian. His blood doesn't kill me—but it makes me more human. Illeië has already told you—she examined Abyssinian—he's fine. He's still in pain from the iron, but otherwise he's alive." 
"But he's going to need your blood." 
"There's no evidence of that." Which was true. Usually there were signs when a human had been made into a ghoul: the paler skin, the near white eye color, the increased strength—and many ghouls inherited one or two of their benefactor's quirks. 
Like Keith had developed my ability to jump high. 
But Abyssinian hadn't shown anything like that. He'd slept most of the time, deep in an almost coma-like state for long periods of time. He would wake, hold Siobhan in his arms, eat a little fruit, but he would always drift back off again.
Illeië claimed it was his body healing, from the cold iron, and from the great loss of blood.  
No one would talk about the blood she'd given him. No one but Oberon.  
Siobhan wanted Aby to wake and stay that way. Come back with her to Chicago. She needed to talk to him. Hear his voice. Know that he didn't blame her. 
For what? 
For failing him. For being too weak around Maeve. 
"Siobhan," Oberon said and waved his hand in front of her face. "I need you in the moment." 
"I'm sorry. I'm just worried." 
He looked sad. "Did you ever worry this much about me?" 
"No." It was honest. "I always knew you would survive. You were and are the King of Underhill, Oberon Geld." 
"My brother is not weaker than I am," Oberon said. "He is if anything, the stronger of the three." 
Siobhan frowned. "Three?" 
"Me, Abyssinian, and our sister." 
"Sister?" She blinked at him. "You  have a sister?" 
The king smirked. "You really didn't know?" 
"You never talked about a sister." 
"That is because I prefer to remain…" came a familiar voice. "Anonymous in the mortal realm. As well as here. My destiny in this life is to a healer. If I am part of High Court, I cannot be." 
Siobhan turned to see Illeië gliding into the room. She stared hard at the tall, elegant elf and tried to see the resemblance. It was there with Oberon. The eyes, shape of the face, the ethereal pale beauty and blond hair. Though Illeië's was nearly white. "Why does Abyssinian look so different?" 
"Because he is Winterbourne," Illeië said, as if that were the answer and there was no more discussion. "Oberon, Xe-Faun and the others have returned. There is still no sign of the Rhymer." 
"And Silira?" 
Illeië shook her head. 
Siobhan sighed as she sat forward in the chair and placed her elbows on the table. There was something she'd wanted to ask—and being alone with the king and his sister seemed safe. "I need to know—what Silira is." 
"What she is?" Oberon asked. 
"Maeve had a certain hum about her. Being a vampire—I can sense certain things about others. Their pulse—the heartbeat—and sometimes their very life force. Maeve's was different—she had a certain feel about her that no other creature had. It was very similar to Marion St. Clair's," she held out her hand. "But I associate that with age. Both of them were pretty well aged. But Maeve had the same kind of hum some places do in the mortal realm. A pulse." 
"You sensed the ancient magic in Maeve," Illeië said. "And you sense this same thing in Silira?" 
"Well that's just it. I didn't at first, and then I did. When she showed up in Grant Park—I did. At first I thought it all came from Maeve. But after she was no longer there—" she looked at Illeië. "I still felt it. Is Silira a Fallen?" 
Illeië gave Oberon a subtle glance. Maybe not so subtle because Siobhan saw it, but it surprised her. And alarmed her. They looked at one another as if communicating silently. 
Then—
"Merlin's curse," Oberon said. "Is a lot more complicated than—" and he looked at a loss for words. "It's—complicated." 
"And?" Siobhan looked from him to Illeië. 
"Siobhan," Illeië finally pulled a chair back and sat at the head of the table between them. "I think it would be prudent if you knew—though Oberon and I have argued heavily over this—the full truth." 
Full truth? Oh god…there's more? "What?" 
"You know how the Winterbourne were made?"
"I learned it was actually the Fallen using Merlin's curse against him. They cast a spell that those born during that  year of winter changed them so their blood would break the curse." 
"That's the simplified version," Oberon said and rubbed at his face. "That was Thom's version. What he understood from the texts he read. Texts he was forbidden to see, I might add." 
Siobhan saw the worry and stress in her former lover's eyes. She knew he would forever question his motives for putting someone like Thom Rhymer in charge of Underhill while he worked in the mortal realm. "So…what's the long form?" 
"Merlin knew what the Fallen had done," Illeië said. She wasn't looking at Siobhan, but at the table. "Only he learned too late. Of what these children would do. Merlin was many things—and one of them was a prophet. He saw the Fallen creating an army of creatures capable of withstanding the light and invading Underhill. So he worked hard to create—" she looked at Siobhan. "Elven vassals."
Vassals? She shook her head. "I'm not following you." 
"You know what a vassal is?" Oberon sat forward. 
Siobhan glared at him. "Yes I know. It's an older feudal term given to someone who voluntarily agrees to enter into a contract to a monarchy or—" she stopped as her thoughts moved out faster than her words. "Oberon…" 
"There were five of the Winterbourne that agreed to be a vassal," Illeië said. "Of those five, only two survived the mortal realm and Thom's assassination missions." 
"Abyssinian and Silira?" 
"Silira, yes," Oberon said. "But not Abyssinian. Aby was never really made aware of what he was. Not until I told him. I made sure to keep him ignorant." 
"Because you knew he'd volunteer," Siobhan shook her head. "What does it mean? Vassal for what?"
"To be used in the protection of Underhill. Silira knew it was her duty to take on the magic that would destroy the Fallen—she knew what would be necessary. She moved those into play—including Aby—so they could put the Fallen into a position for her to use the spell needed to weaken her—" Oberon sighed. "And then to destroy her." 
"Silira put Aby's life in danger—in order to kill Maeve?" 
"Yes." Illeië said. "The spell Merlin created to kill them involved the use of the vesta en' coia, which is the only thing that can half their power. Which he discovered was the only way to kill them." 
"Merlin died discovering this," Oberon said. "And his vassals carried on the legacy. As was his practice, the High Court never knew which of the Winterbourne were vassals to protect their privacy. And to keep them hidden from the Fallen." 
Some of it made sense to Siobhan. She understood the mechanics of magic—she'd had to being involved with Abyssinian. But it was an even flow of give and take, always equal in mass and energy and always exacting a price. "Silira took half the power from the Fallen in the spell." 
"And you took the other half in the blood." Illeië smiled. "Silira took the magic of the elves, and you took the blood of the vampire." 
Touché. 
"So where is she?" 
"We don't know," Oberon said. "But we trust her. And she will return when she's ready." And that was all she was willing to say on the matter. 
"There is another one? Another of these vassals?" 
"I don't know. Abyssinian and Siliar were the only Winterbourne we knew about." Illeië stood and nodded to Siobhan. "So if you'll excuse me, I must go check on sleeping beauty. I do hope he rouses out of this soon. Siobhan, I will contact you as soon as I know more. But for now, I bid you a peaceful evening." With a lingering look at her brother, she left them alone in the Great Hall. 
"My brain's…fried…" Siobhan put her hands to her face. 
"Go home," Oberon said as he stood and moved from the table. He walked around to her and took her hand and guided her to her feet. "Aby's in good hands with Illeië. And I will make sure she contacts you when there is a change. Come back tomorrow." 
"As long as the Fallen's blood allows me to withstand the daylight." 
The two walked in silence down the path to the largest of the cairns, the doorway back to Grant Park. Back to Chicago. There, the two paused and Siobhan looked up at him in the twilight. "Oberon—what did I do to Abyssinian?" 
"I don't know. You say he's not ghouled, that you would know. As you did with Keith Song. Whatever it is—we'll only know once he's awake long enough to communicate." He reached up and tucked a strand of her wild dark hair behind her ear. "Get rest. Even the undead need it. I'll see you tomorrow." 
He leaned down and kissed her cheek. 
Siobhan smiled up at him and turned to the cairn. She heard Oberon's boots on the stone path and looked behind her to see him striding back up to the Great Hall. Probably to check on Aby himself. 
With a deep inhale of the perfumes of Underhill, Siobhan waved her hand over the circle of stones. Her aura was keyed to the magic. The familiar lights lifted from the circle and hovered a foot or so above the ground. She stepped over the stones and into the center of the ring. 
The snap of a branch or twig to her right caused her to look over. She recognized the tall blond elf that stepped out. He held an arrow positioned in his bow and pointed it at her. "This is your fault, vampire whore." 
She held up her hands just as the gate opened and she felt the familiar flutter in her stomach as she transitioned to the mortal realm. Siobhan heard the snap of the bow. 
She felt the impact as it slid past her vanishing hands, and struck her chest, just as she tumbled out of Underhill and into the morning of Grant Park. 
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High Elven King, Oberon Geld, stood in the arched doorway of the High Court's garden. To his left a willow tree swayed with the breeze. Small yellow fireflies dotted the twilight shadows beneath a soft pink sky. He watched his brother Abyssinian abruptly crouch. He had his hands out in front of him, his fingers curled into the soft, thick grass. 
The speed he moved with impressed and alarmed Oberon. Aby became a blur as he launched himself forward and into a thick patch of brush. The movement also surprised Oberon because of the Cold Iron poisoning he'd suffered at the hands of Oberon's regent, Thom Rhymer. The wound was healed, but the scar it left behind would remain for decades. 
Just like the one Oberon had caused on Abyssinian's wrist. 
There was a small squeak, and then Abyssinian Geld, Prince of the UnSeleighe of Underhill, Regent of Vothlorien, emerged with a rabbit in his bare hands. 
Blood dripped from his fingers as he held the struggling creature in front of him. The thing fought to get away, but Abyssinian only stared at it, as if he were suddenly surprised to see it in his hand. 
Oberon moved cautiously toward him, his hands out. "Aby—" 
Abyssinian looked up from the rabbit at his brother. Aby's eyes were their normal indigo color but he was pale and smooth—unnaturally smooth. The tone and texture of his skin, plus the darkening of his hair from the loud red it'd been since birth, to the now darker fox-red hue it was now, were the two outward differences the prince had shown since his brush with death. 
Since vampire Siobhan O'Donnell had given him her blood. She'd insisted she hadn't turned him into a ghoul. Elves weren't by nature able to be ghouls or vampires. 
But Abyssinian was different than other elves. He was UnSeleighe, and he was Winterbourne. Since the beginning a vampire could never drink from an elf. An elf's blood was poison to them. The physical reaction to it was violent and messy. But Abyssinian's blood…could create a daywalker. 
Before Maeve had drained him till death. 
Abyssinian looked down at the rabbit again. His face became a twisted mass of emotion. "I—Ron I think I—" 
It warmed Oberon's heart when his brother used the old name he'd given Oberon as a child. But it worried him as well. Since waking, Abyssinian seemed almost childlike in so many things—as if he were relearning certain aspects of life. 
And he cried…pinned for Siobhan. For several nights their sister Illeië had held him as he slept. She believed he was tormented with nightmares. And no one in Underhill knew what to do. 
They needed Siohban. 
But she hadn't returned for nearly two weeks. An no one in the mortal realm had seen her. 
Their last meeting had been days after the incident in Grant Park when Silira's spell had drained Maeve the Fallen, and together she, Siobhan, and Keith Song, Siobhan's ghoul, had destroyed the monster. Abyssinian had been brought back by blood, and then cared for here. Siobhan had promised to return the next day—having gained the ability of daywalking from drinking the Fallen's blood. 
But she didn't return, and Oberon feared that ability had already faded. 
A day became two, and then became four. He'd sent men out to find her, but there was no sign of her. Even her friend and sometimes boss, Captain Miller, hadn't heard from her and was worried. 
Keith Song had contacted Oberon earlier in the day. He was running out of his blood supply as well, and was panicked. He swore he could sense Siobhan, and knew she was alive. But he couldn't sense where. 
Abyssinian looked stricken as he held the now limp rabbit out in front of him. "I—I was going to eat it—just like this—" 
Oberon took the dead animal from his brother and handed it off to a waiting guard. They were watching Aby. No one knew what to make of him. He dressed himself in loose shirts and breeches. Barefoot. And he prowled the forests and spent hours in the library. Reading. 
"Oberon—" it was Illeië coming up behind him. "I sense Abyssinian's—" 
Aby saw and heard her and immediately ran to her. He wrapped his arms around her. Against her, he looked like a garish splash of color. Illeië was a monochromatic picture. Pale skin, silver eyes, white dress and snow hair. A contrast to Oberon's wheat color, and Abyssinian's auburn. 
She saw the rabbit in the guard's hand and turned a panicked face to Oberon. "We have to find Siobhan." 
"He's not ghouled." 
"Then what do you think is happening, Oberon?" she held onto her younger brother and lead him away from the garden and into the castle. 
Oberon turned and looked up at the sky. Again the breeze moved his hair against his face. He closed his eyes. "Where are you Siobhan, my love. What happened?" 
 
INSTRUMENTS OF DARKNESS, Coming soon. 
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