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CHAPTER ONE
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As soon as her last student left, Chiara locked the door and drew the curtains, blocking out the growing darkness beyond her windows. She knew everyone in her little town thought it was eccentric of her. 

“It’s safe here in Northampton,” they’d gently admonished her since she was a teenager. But she’d done it for nine years and old habits, even those everyone knew and didn’t quite understand, died hard.

So the knock at the door made her jump. No one should be here after she’d gone through her nightly routine. She peered through the window and released a breath. It was just one of the students. He must have forgotten something. She opened the door and smiled. “Hey, Russ.”

“Hey. That was a great class, Chiara. Thanks for taking the time to explain the difference between pathworking and meditation.” He rubbed his finger along the painted door frame, but said nothing more.

Chiara dimpled at the compliment, her hazel eyes crinkling at the corners. Before the silence got awkward, she nodded. “Thanks. Is there something I can help you with?” The breeze lifted her honey blonde hair, but it carried something else. A scent Chiara recognized as something other than that of the early blooms that signaled spring.

Russ seemed hesitant to speak as he drummed his fingers against the siding. “I was wondering if you... It’s so nice tonight, like actually warm, and...” He reached up and twisted the collar of his jacket. As if he’d flipped a switch, his next words came out in a rush. “Would you like to come downtown for ice cream with me?”

“Oh, I thought everyone knew I didn’t date,” she answered with a shake of her head, a rueful note in her voice. “I’m sorry.”

“Of course. It makes sense. I’m your student, you’re the teacher. It wouldn’t be ethical or something like that.” The young man fiddled with the deadbolt as he babbled and Chiara sighed.

“It’s not a teacher/student thing, Russ. It’s that I don’t date anyone.” By now, at the age of twenty-five, she was accustomed to giving the same excuses, the same apologies. “Between running the shop and teaching classes, there just aren’t enough hours in the day, but thank you very much for thinking of me.”

He blew out a breath and blinked. “Is it because I’m a guy? I mean, everyone in town is saying you just don’t date guys, because of that girl back in high school or something.”

Chiara compressed her lips. Everyone in town also knows I don’t care for personal questions, but it seems like Russ hasn’t gotten the memo.

“It’s okay, of course,” he hastened to add, finally lifting his gaze to her. “I mean, I’m not saying it’s not. Being gay is fine. It’s just...”

“I’m sorry, but I’m very tired. It’s been a long day. Why don’t you go enjoy that ice cream?” Chiara looked for a way to soften the blow. “Mandy would love your company. She’s downtown tonight.”

“She... she is?” Russ took a step back from the door, the same reaction Chiara got from most people when they found out her talents extended far beyond what they expected. “Okay. Thanks. Have a good night.”

“Anytime and you too,” she said and watched as Russ finally made his way down the driveway, turned onto the sidewalk, and headed in the direction of downtown. While his expression still didn’t betray his disappointment, Chiara could almost see him making an effort to appear as nonchalant as possible. While she didn’t like letting people down, sometimes it couldn’t be helped. She finally shut the door, locked it again, and backed into the living room.

As soon as a long moment of silence passed, Chiara turned back to the mantle, propped her elbows against it, and bowed her head against her forearms. 

Dear gods, how much longer could she go on like this? It wasn’t that people misconstrued her kindness, her easygoing attitude, or her smiles as flirtation. It was simply some sort of cosmic joke that whenever someone liked her, she just couldn’t like them back. And, lately, every eligible person within a twenty mile radius couldn’t seem to stop asking her out on dates.

“This has been going on since I was sixteen and it’s just getting worse,” she muttered against her arms. “Is this the way it’s always going to be?”

There was no answer but the flicker of the candles on her mantle. Rather than ponder her frustration, Chiara snuffed out the rose-scented candles and backed away from the fireplace. She turned away to finish putting the room back in order – books on shelves, tools back in their appropriate places, and a final check that all the doors and windows were closed and locked. 

Russ was right, though, when he’d said it was a nice night. So, while she left the downstairs doors and windows locked tight, she trudged upstairs and opened the windows in her bedroom. Sweet, floral smells from the shop downstairs mingled with the fresh air upstairs, diffusing the odors throughout the house. They were the smells that, for better or for worse, reminded Chiara she was home.

She passed through her bedroom, pulling her t-shirt off as she went, then tossed the article of clothing into the hamper in her bathroom. Soon she was enveloped in the warmth of steam as hot water pulsated down on her from the showerhead. 

The Carone residence in downtown Northampton might have been an historic Victorian home, but her nana had modernized it when they converted the dining room and den into their little magick shop. Those renovations included Chiara’s favorite luxury – a tankless water heater, installed five years ago, just before her nana died.

Nana remained on her mind as Chiara completed her bedtime routine. When she finally turned back the comforter and slid under the sheets, she remembered one of her nana’s favorite bits of wisdom: “Listen to the wind. Its voice will tell you what is coming.”

Chiara closed her eyes and waited for the next zephyr. The initial rustling of new leaves just beyond her window gave way to a whisper, the same whisper she’d heard ever since her sixteenth birthday.

“I am coming for you.”

****
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SIXTEEN. LIKE EVERY girl, she’d dreamed of what her sixteenth birthday would mean to her. And now here she was, alone with the beautiful girl who’d come to her school as a new student earlier that year.

A shiver flowed through Chiara, and she wrapped her arms around herself for warmth.

“Chiara,” the girl whispered, “I’m your birthday present.” Her fingers came up and brushed Chiara’s hair back off her shoulder. 

This elicited yet another shudder, and she compressed her lips in a hard line as she shook her head. The strange new girl moved closer, placing her fingers beneath Chiara’s chin, since Chiara had tilted it down against her own shoulder. 

“I need you,” the girl said, her voice as dry as the pages of an old book. “Our people need you.”

“No,” Chiara answered, her voice low, uncertain. Her instincts warred with her sense of trust as the girl said something else to her, something coaxing and sweet. “No,” Chiara said again, this time louder.

“We will die without you. You don’t want that, do you? We are your people and you must come back to us, where you belong.”

The girl’s cold fingers curled over Chiara’s shoulder and she flinched away from the contact. “I can’t do it,” Chiara said, her voice catching. “Please, don’t make me.”

“I’m sorry, Chiara, but I have no choice. Your mother failed our world when she left you here among the mortals. I will not make the same mistake.”

The girl’s grip tightened, while Chiara’s entire body tensed as panic flared within her.

****
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SHE AWOKE WITH A VAGUE recollection of the dream that had left the events of the past far too fresh in her mind. With a shake of her head, Chiara rubbed her hands over her face and groaned. “It’s been almost nine years. Why the hell is it coming back to me now?”

Of course, her nana would have something to say about the power of numbers or perhaps age. Maybe something about how nine was the completion of a cycle. Then there would be the lecture about how she had to face her destiny. If her nana were still there.

Chiara was far too mindful of all of this as she began to prepare for her day. “The past belongs right where it is,” she grumbled into her hands. “Dead and buried, with everyone I ever loved, and not in my dreams, thank you very much, universe.”

Mentally shrugging off the thoughts and emotions that the dream had triggered wasn’t easy as Chiara immersed herself in her daily routine. Somehow, though, she put the dream far behind her as she dressed, made tea, and pored over emails and social media. By the time she had sipped the last of her chai, both her personal and business accounts were balanced, and she had placed an order with her wholesaler for some new merchandise. Before she knew it, it was time to open shop.

She unlocked the door of The Charm Shoppe, opened it, leaned against the doorjamb, and gazed out at Main Street. The mid-March morning was sunny and comfortable, even though a slight chill lingered in the air. It wouldn’t be long before the infamous New England humidity that accompanied summer would settle over the region until September. For now, however, Chiara embraced the fullness of spring and the coming of summer.

“Good morning, el witcho italiano,” trilled a familiar voice. A heavy-set woman with curly brown hair barely contained in two braids walked along the flagstone path toward the door.

Chiara winced and said, “You realize you’re not actually speaking Italian, right Erin?”

“You realize I barely speak English, right Chiara?” Erin held a take-out drink carrier laden with Dunkin Donuts cups in front of her. “I come bearing caffeine.”

“That’s music to my ears.” Chiara accepted a cup of coffee and stepped aside so Erin could enter the shop. Her friend’s long skirt flowed with her movements, as did her loose peasant blouse. In Chiara’s mind, everything about Erin flowed. If someone could personify any of the natural elements, then Erin was water in human form – graceful, lovely when calm, and potentially dangerous when roiled.

Humans were uncomplicated creatures, something Chiara respected. Some days, she wished she could be one. Other days, she found it easy to forget she wasn’t one of them.

Erin set her messenger bag down on the stool behind the counter, and hummed as she fiddled with various displays around the store. Chiara followed and watched. The other woman’s eyes – one brown, one blue – focused on anything but her as she moved from one shelf or table to another.

“So... What’s his name?” Chiara asked with a half-smile, before sipping the ice coffee. Oh yes, humans were far too transparent. All one had to do was observe their mannerisms to understand their ways. Not that Chiara normally thought of humans in an “us versus them” way, but the differences felt more apparent lately.

“What makes you think there’s a name?” Erin asked in a high, sugary-sweet voice.

Chiara lifted her eyebrows. Erin’s exaggerated winsomeness was a dead giveaway. “When you go from screeching death metal one day to humming pop music the next, there is, without a doubt, a name.”

“There could be a name.” Erin turned and grinned.

“I knew it.”

“His name,” she said, pausing until Chiara prompted her with a frantic whirl of her hand, “is Barden.”

“Seriously?” Chiara spluttered, putting her hand to her mouth partially in amusement and partially to keep herself from dribbling coffee as she tried not to laugh.

“Your name is seriously ‘Key-ara’?” Erin retorted, narrowing her eyes and waving her hands around in front of her.

“It’s Italian and a family name.” The lies about her supposed human heritage rolled off her tongue easily before she added, “As you damn well know, you brat.”

“You’re a smart-ass hand-talker, as I damn well know,” Erin said as she walked over to the cash register to open it for the day. “And, yes, that really is his name, so please don’t mock it. I like this guy.”

Chiara didn’t want to point out something she’d known about Erin ever since they’d been friends, but... “You like every guy you meet.”

Erin lowered her chin and glared at her.

“Fine, fine. No need to give me the death stare. I’ll give you the proper opening for girl-talk.” Chiara leaned on the glass jewelry counter, holding her cup between her hands. She cleared her throat and said, “Tell me all about him and spare no detail. Where did you meet? What does he look like? When will the wedding be?”

“Well, he’s tall, shaves his head, and he has these big, dark eyes.”

“Sounds like your type so far.” Chiara sipped her coffee. “I mean, you can’t go wrong with a guy who has eyes.”

“Very funny.” Erin made a finger gun and pointed it at her. “But, seriously, he really is my type. Not only that, but he’s very smart and chivalrous. He’s into Shakespeare.” Erin hesitated and said, “That’s the Romeo and Juliet guy, right?”

Chiara rolled her eyes. “Yes, Shakespeare would be that guy. Hence the name Barden is completely appropriate.”

Now Erin’s lips twisted in a frown. “I’m confused.”

“Don’t be. Shakespeare was known as ‘The Bard’. Simple enough.”

“Oh.” Erin’s chest rose and fell with a sigh. “Well, I guess I’m not as well-educated as you are. Actually, that’s one of the problems I have – the Shakespeare thing, I mean.”

Chiara couldn’t fathom what Erin meant by that. “Since when is Shakespeare a problem? He always championed love.”

“Well...” Erin fiddled with the plastic lid of her cup. “I’ve never read any Shakespeare. Barden’s probably going to want to talk about it when we go out to dinner tonight, but I seriously have no clue. So I need your help.”

Chiara tried not to choke on her coffee as she lowered the cup from her lips. After she forced the mouthful of liquid down the appropriate pipe in her throat, she said, “You’ve never read Shakespeare? Not even in high school?” She remembered reading at least one of his plays each year of high school, as well as his poems. In fact, she had taken the time to completely memorize Sonnet 116, and it remained her favorite to this day.

“This is me we’re talking about, remember?” Erin shook her head, her eyes wide with apprehension over her possibility of failing the Shakespearean portion of her date. “Not one word of it. I was in remedial English. Gosh, Chiara, I can’t even spell Shakespeare.”

“Well, have you ever seen any of the movies based on the stories?” Chiara asked, placing her finger against her chin as she considered the possibilities. “Like either of the most popular versions of Romeo and Juliet or Much Ado About Nothing? Maybe Love’s Labour Lost – there’s a musical version. What about A Midsummer Night’s Dream? That’s my personal favorite.” 

As soon as she mentioned the story, she bit her lip. There it was again, a reminder of everything she’d tried to escape from ever since her birthday. The very world she wanted to shut out of her life, not invite into it.

“Nope.”

“Not even Hamlet with Mel Gibson?” Chiara quelled the chill that threatened to spread from between her shoulders, along the rest of her body. She wouldn’t let it come back. She just wouldn’t. Instead, she stared at her best friend and asked, “How is that even possible?”

“Help me,” Erin whined. “I won’t know what to say if he asks me which play I like best, or what I think of some poem or something. Please, please help me!” She laced her fingers together in a token gesture of begging.

Chiara laughed and the icy sensation at her back receded. “I’ll help you, I’ll help you. That’s what friends are for, after all.” She went into the living room and selected a huge, green book off one of the bookshelves built into the wall. When she returned to the cash register, she placed the tome in Erin’s hands and said, “This will get you started.”

“You’re kidding me.” The other girl looked at Chiara with wide eyes before dropping her gaze back down to the book.

“This is his collected works,” Chiara answered, opening the book to the table of contents and running her finger down the page of text. “It includes all of his plays and sonnets, literally everything you need to brush up on your Shakespeare.”

“I... I...” Erin gaped at her. “I can’t read all of this.” She set her coffee cup on the counter and flipped through the book. “This is over a thousand pages of ‘brushing up,’ Chiara.”

Chiara smiled. Erin’s reaction did not surprise her and she finally took pity on her friend. “I do have a couple movies you can watch. That might help you. Go upstairs and watch Much Ado About Nothing and A Midsummer Night’s Dream.” The cold crept along her shoulders once again and this time made her shiver, but she continued. “I’ll handle the shop today while you prepare for your big date with the perfect man.”

“Thanks!” Erin grabbed her coffee in one hand and her bag in the other, and ran upstairs.

Chiara turned and pitched her cup into the small trash can behind the counter. The sensation was prickling at her relentlessly now, frigid barbs diffusing up along the back of her neck, out along her arms, down her back...

Fists clenched, Chiara turned and hissed, “Dead you are, dead you stay. Find another or you’ll find yourself on the wrong end of an iron blade.”

In the still, silent moment that followed, she felt hesitation. Then, after another breath, the thorny sensation receded. Chiara exhaled and her entire body relaxed. Using her fingertips to dab the wetness away from the corners of her eyes, she walked back into the living room. Bypassing the wall of bookshelves to the right, she approached the altar beneath the bay window. She withdrew a skeleton key from the pocket of her jeans and inserted it into the keyhole just below the tabletop. With a turn of her hand, the front of the altar opened and she looked inside.

The shop door creaked open as Chiara’s fingers curled around a ceremonial bell. She locked the altar and strode back to the shop with a smile. All morning she greeted one customer after another. Even as she answered questions, helped customers find books and CDs, and served up herbal teas, she kept the bell close at hand.

During the lunchtime lull, she lit a stick of patchouli incense and went from room to room, ringing the bell and murmuring words of protection. Erin came downstairs to make sandwiches and looked at her askance. “What are you doing?” she asked as she squeezed mustard onto a slice of wheat bread.

“It just felt like time to renew the house blessing,” Chiara answered and tried to force a smile. What a mundane human like Erin thought of as a ritual and moving energy here and there, Chiara had to treat as a serious defense. “How was the first movie?” She tossed the spent incense stick in the trash and sat at the kitchen table while Erin served the sandwiches.

“Well, I didn’t understand half of what they were saying, but I got the basic gist of things.” Erin set two plates on the table and took the chair across from Chiara. “Are you okay?”

“Of course I am. Why do you ask?”

Erin shrugged and said, “You just seem jumpy today. Is this some kind of anniversary I don’t know about?”

“I’m fine.” Chiara bit into the ham sandwich and met her friend’s gaze. The very thing that wouldn’t leave her alone could have chosen any time to return. It didn’t have to be a special day, like the anniversary of her mother’s disappearance or her nana’s death, or even Chiara’s own birthday. She knew it would come for her when it felt ready. Apparently nine years was the magic number in this case.

“You were walking around ringing a bell.”

Chiara picked up the small instrument and said, “Oh, this old thing? Didn’t we talk about bells when you were in the first degree classes?”

“Yeah. I remember. They ward an area from faeries.”

“That’s right.” Chiara nodded, and found that she couldn’t stop. Before her impression of a bobblehead doll alarmed Erin further, she propped her elbow on the table and rested her chin on her hand. “The solstice is in two months and that means faery mischief.”

“Does that have anything to do with that other movie you told me to watch?”

“Kinda-sorta.” Chiara was finally able to smile. Sometimes, Erin could be very slow to catch on. Other times, she saw deeper than most people expected. “You don’t want one of those little critters to turn you into a donkey, do you?”

“A donkey?”

“Trust me – go watch the movie.”

Erin nodded and they finished their lunch in companionable silence. As soon as they cleared the dishes and Erin went back upstairs, Chiara returned the cash register, bell in hand. To her relief, it was a busy afternoon, and the constant comings and goings of her customers kept her from dwelling on history.

As Chiara closed the shop at three o’clock and tallied the receipts, Erin came downstairs and announced, “I am completely and utterly screwed.”

“It’s not that bad, is it?” Chiara asked, setting the roll of paper down on the countertop.

“No, and I see now that I’ve been missing a lot. There’s some pretty cool stuff in those movies – fairies and elves and love triangles and evil princes. Hot stuff, but...”

“But?” Chiara prompted, and raised her eyebrows.

“But they still speak ye olde English, while I am a girl most modern and fair.”

“Yeah, I understand. Still....” With a smile, Chiara reached for the book and handed it to Erin. “If this Barden guy wants a second date, why don’t you try reading the prose itself sometime this weekend? No matter what you do, don’t stress about the language. Oh, and for goodness sake, please don’t lie to Barden tonight. Admit that you didn’t know anything about Shakespeare until you met him.”

“What good will that do me?” Erin asked, still looking at the book as though it were somehow dangerous.

“You can stroke his ego a bit by telling him, quite honestly, that he inspired you to learn more about Shakespeare,” Chiara pointed out. “He’s much more likely to appreciate that you took the time to learn about something that interests him, than he is to appreciate a lie told just to impress him.”

“Why do you always know just how to handle things with people? You’re so damn reasonable.” Erin shoved the book into her bag and said, “And you’re still giving me homework, even though I’m a third degree student.”

Erin’s voice faded as dizziness swept over Chiara. She felt behind her for the stool and backed onto it.

“Well, I had better get ready for tonight.” Erin continued to chatter on blithely, her excitement at meeting a new guy having not faded at all in the light of day. “I’ll give you a call tomorrow and let you know how the date went.” With that, she left, taking her exuberance with her.

Chiara suddenly felt very isolated, and even though it wasn’t even dinnertime, the shop seemed darker than it should. She hunched over the counter, took a deep breath, and told herself, “She can’t come in here. She can’t hurt me. She can’t take me.”

For almost nine years, she had done her best to forget about that terrible night. She had tried so hard to flee from it completely, to start a new life. But every instinct tingling inside her told her the one, ominous phrase her nana had stated time and again when she’d felt them gathering nearby.

“Blood will out.”

Yes, it would and, normally, her nana had been able to protect Chiara. Now, though, every heart-wrenching aspect of that frightening experience she’d had on her sixteenth birthday seemed to be closing in on her.

And if they wanted Chiara, she knew they would never stop until they had her.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Chiara ran upstairs as quickly as she could, desperate for physical activity. There was one more opportunity to salvage this day – game night. Once she undressed and stepped into the shower, she found her equilibrium returning with the resumption of her usual routine. It didn’t take long to change into jeans and a fresh t-shirt, and grab her messenger bag to shove her Player’s Handbook, character sheet, and dice into it.

The beauty of roleplaying was that it took her to another world where she could pretend to be a completely different person without ever leaving the real world. She’d never felt quite like she belonged in this world, and the game allowed her to escape it, in a manner of speaking. And to escape it on her terms, not theirs.

It was a creative way to release stress. There was always laughter, which Chiara considered to be an essential part of a healthy life. She’d had so little in hers.

She glanced at the photograph of the gaming group on the corkboard on her bedroom wall. In it she was laughing at something someone had said, while Jordan, her best friend regarded the camera with a mix of amusement and exasperation.

Jordan with her short, dark wavy hair, and blue eyes full of mischief. She had a touch of the Otherworld about her, not that Chiara would ever point it out. Her friends thought she was weird enough without knowing the full truth.

Her heart quickened for a moment as she looked into those beautiful, blue eyes, and then she shook her head. “Never going to happen,” Chiara reminded herself. Not that it made looking at her best friend any easier or kept her from catching her breath every so often in Jordan’s presence.

She spun on her heel, hoisted the strap of her messenger bag over her shoulder, and strode out the door.

The evening was cool, but inviting. Despite the strangeness of the past twenty-four hours, she dawdled the entire way, taking slow steps so she could breathe in the smell of early spring. The sun lingered on the horizon, casting a warm, golden glow over the town. Chiara closed her eyes and breathed deeply, inhaling the heady scent of wet earth and new greenery. For a brief moment, she entertained romantic thoughts, like the idea of going out for a treat with a certain long-time female friend. It was the perfect night for a cone of vanilla ice cream with someone who laughed at the same things she did.

Someone like Jordan.

“Cut it out,” she muttered to herself. “She’s never going to be anything but a friend.”

When she reached Jordan’s small cottage, she walked up the brick path, did her best to check her mental baggage at the door, opened the front door, and walked right inside.

The group was already there, a mix of young men and women, sitting around the dining room table and laughing uproariously over some remark that Chiara was sure was related to something fairly juvenile. Maybe someone had farted. Anything was possible with her goofy friends. Hot pizza replaced the scent of the outdoors and her stomach grumbled. 

Chiara walked into the dining room, said “Hello,” dropped her bag into a chair, and kept on walking to the kitchen to grab a can of soda.

“Hi, Josh,” she said to one of the guys standing at the refrigerator.

“Hey, Chiara.” He turned look at her, his gaze raking her from head to toe.

It wasn’t often that the guys looked at her like that. By now, most of them knew she had no interest in them. Of course, they still tried, like Russ had last night. Tried and failed.

As soon as Josh stepped out of her way, she angled herself away from him and smoothed her t-shirt over her slim waist. Pressing one hand to her stomach, she reached for a can of ginger ale with the other. She leaned back just enough to make sure Josh had gone back to the table, then exhaled.

That was the first time any of the guys in her gaming group had looked at her like that. It seemed she was two for two over the last day. She lifted her arm and sniffed surreptitiously at herself. What had changed? Was she giving off some kind of “Check me out” pheromones? And, if so, why weren’t the ladies having the same reaction? Maybe Jordan would give her the look she’d just got gotten from Josh. That would certainly improve her day. Maybe her entire life.

She rarely got to spend time with Jordan, though, since they’d grown up and graduated high school so many years ago. Ever since junior year of high school, hanging out alone with Jordan had meant Jordan showing off her drawings, and Chiara always voiced her admiration of her friend’s talent. But Jordan had certainly never looked at her in a frankly appraising way that meant she considered other possibilities for their relationship.

Chiara shut the refrigerator door and leaned against it, head cocked to one side as she watched everyone in the dining room. She must have gotten lost in her thoughts longer than she realized, because a familiar voice asked, “Are you going to join us or just take up permanent residence here?”

“Huh?” Chiara jerked back to awareness and blinked when she realized Jordan was standing in front of her, waving her hands only inches from her face.

“Hey girl, the game?”

“Right. Sorry.” Chiara pushed away from the refrigerator and tapped her fingernail against the top of the soda can. Looking away from Jordan’s perfect blue eyes kept her from drowning in their depths. “How are you?”

“Thirsty. Do you think you could move?” That was Jordan, blunt to a fault and just as likely as their male friends to make some sort of tasteless joke. But to Chiara, Jordan was beautiful.

“Oh, right.” Chiara furrowed her brow and stepped aside. When Jordan opened the refrigerator, Chiara tried to think of something to say, but it felt like a thick fog clouded her mind. Not just a fog, but something prevented her from sharing her feelings. She released a sigh, turned, and walked to the dining room to get settled into her place at the table.

When it came to Jordan, Chiara’s own feelings about her friend annoyed her. They seemed especially persistent today. She had to admit that while she didn’t want to be “one of the gang” for her entire life, the thought of being more than friends felt foreign to her.

I have everything – an amazing house, a business I love, lots of friends. What is wrong with me? When the hell am I going to give up the ghost of this hopeless crush? Even her own inner monologue annoyed her, and she just pressed her hands to her face, muttering, “Oh my gods.”

“Okay, is everyone ready to die?” Jordan asked as she took her place at the head of the table.

“I swear, if you farted again...” one of the players said.

“Well, when we last left our heroes, they were fighting a lich, so if you’d like him to cast Stinking Cloud, I can make it happen.”

Chiara laughed along with everyone else, even as she realized this was becoming a problem for her. Her crush on Jordan was as old as their friendship. She had to either admit her feelings to Jordan or stop spending so much time with her. Otherwise, she might girl up their gaming in a very embarrassing way.

And, really, there was no point in talking to Jordan about her feelings. Jordan had to know how Chiara felt. It was a topic they had danced around at least a few times in high school. And college. And after college.

“I would hate to ruin our friendship with sex,” Jordan said each time. “You’re more than a hot girl to me.”

Never once had Jordan said no outright to Chiara. Never once had she reacted with horror that Chiara had romantic feelings for her. It’d just been the same statement over and over again – a desire not to ruin their friendship. A statement that their relationship was more meaningful to Jordan than sex.

Chiara hated herself for wanting Jordan to say once, just once, “Hey, nice rack, Chiara.”

Between last night’s dream and now this, I am a hot mess, she told herself. What the hell happened in the last twenty-four hours that my emotions decided it was a good time to implode?

Despite Chiara’s wayward thoughts, she managed to focus on the game. Jordan was running an adventure that allowed for more variety than usual, and everyone was having fun with the custom races they had created. After several slices of pizza and many rolls of the dice, Chiara mostly managed to put her thoughts about Jordan in the background. There was no need, she decided, to let her friend’s blue eyes, tousled dark hair, or husky voice distract her.

I want to smack myself, Chiara thought, letting her head droop onto the table. I need to stop mooning over Jordan like a teenager. We’re twenty-five years old. This is ridiculous. Maybe I should leave town for a while. With all the weirdness going on, I might be better off taking a vacation.

The night felt interminable and by the time the group dispersed at eleven o'clock, Chiara couldn’t wait to go home. As she picked up her belongings, Jordan approached her. Chiara tried not to let her gaze follow the lines of her friend’s slim, almost boyish form. 

“Did you walk here?” Jordan asked while Chiara gathered her dice and put them in their small pouch.

“Yeah. It was too nice outside not to. Besides, it would be a waste of gas to drive, even in the winter.” She finished packing her books and dice in her bag, and smiled up at Jordan. Jordan wasn’t much taller than her, maybe only five foot eight, so their gazes were almost level. “Well, I’ll see you next week. I’m having fun with this campaign. You’ve done some great stuff with it. I like playing a race I created myself.”

“Why don’t I walk you home?” This wasn’t an offer Jordan usually made, and Chiara dropped her gaze to the table.

Why don’t you not, because I might develop some serious word vomit if you do, she thought. “I don’t think so...” she finally answered.

“Why not? Is there something wrong with me walking with you?” Jordan pressed her thumb against an indent in the table and continued. “Chiara, have you noticed that we don’t hang out as much as we used to?”

Her head snapped up and she answered, “I come here every week. All of us hang out together, just like we did in high school. Nothing’s changed.” She winced at how strident her voice sounded, but she gave a shrug and smiled. “It’s not like I dropped off the face of the earth.”

“Yeah, I know we hang out every Friday, but you don’t talk to me as much online, and you don’t come by the comic book store anymore.” Jordan dug her hands into the pockets of her jeans and looked at her, those blues eyes unblinking. “I mean, I’ve worked there since we were kids and you used to stop in every Wednesday afternoon to see the new shipments and talk to me.”

“I’ve been busy with...” She searched her mind for an excuse and found nothing plausible.

“Come on. I want to talk to you.” Jordan grabbed her by the arm and propelled her out the front door. As they set their feet on the sidewalk, Chiara felt that sense of misleading hope that always seemed to pervade her heart, mind, and soul when they were together without their other friends. There was a false sense of anticipation that maybe, just maybe, Jordan wanted to be alone with her because she would declare her feelings for Chiara, hug her, kiss her... Somehow fulfill the hope that Jordan would finally do something that said that she wanted them to be more than just friends.

The eternal dilemma of anyone with a friend they like as more than a friend, especially when they’re the same gender, Chiara thought, rolling her eyes to the night sky. Why me?

“You seemed distracted during the game tonight. Is everything okay with you?” Jordan asked.

“Wonderful,” Chiara responded too quickly.

“You call spending half the night with your head against the table ‘wonderful’?” Her friend’s voice was full of disbelief. “What about last week?”

“What happened last week?” She looked at Jordan, even though she realized her friend probably couldn’t see her quizzical expression since the streetlight was at their backs.

“You spilled a can of soda all over the floor. You’re not usually clumsy.”

Chiara wracked her mind for a believable response. “I was having my period.”

“Okay, well, I guess I can relate to that,” Jordan answered and took a step away from her.

“I’m not in a bad mood or anything, though.” Chiara bowed her head. Fiddling with the strap of her bag, she said, “Um, but you do know there are things that we can’t always control, like, we can’t control when or how or with whom we fall in love.”

“Sure.” Jordan nodded.

Chiara took a deep breath and added, “With people like our best friends, even though we know we shouldn’t love them, and that those kinds of feelings are more likely to mess up the friendship than move it along. But we do it anyway. Sometimes we feel that way for a long time and don’t admit it fully, just so we don’t screw things up. And sometimes we say it anyhow, because we can’t seem to filter a damn thing that comes out of our mouths.”

She realized they had stopped walking and were standing in front of her house, Jordan looking at her with a frown.

Oh no she thought. Here it comes.

“Chiara...”

She felt tears pricking at the corners of her eyes. Blinking faster didn’t alleviate the sensation. The rejection was coming at her like a freight train and, as always, she was powerless to stop it. She heard it in Jordan’s voice, that tone of regret that that came with the realization that someone was about to get hurt, mixed with certainty that Chiara was not what Jordan wanted. 

I should have never said anything. It would be fine just to stay friends. That’s all I needed, but now I’ve gone and screwed it up.

“I think we are great friends and I know we flirt sometimes. I love the banter. But let me put this as clearly as possible. We’re better off as friends.” Jordan was trying to be nice – Chiara could hear it in her voice – and Jordan even reached out to take her hand, but she pulled away far more forcefully than she had intended.

This was too much like that first time she developed a crush during summer camp in her freshman year of high school. That girl had attempted to be just as nice, but no amount of kindness could soothe the sting of rejection.

“That doesn’t tell me how you feel, though,” Chiara pointed out. Why she pushed the matter, she didn’t know. Maybe to find a way to get some closure on it.

Jordan’s lips pressed together and her eyes narrowed. “We just need to stay friends. Can’t that be enough of an explanation? I can’t say more than that and I’m sorry to disappoint you.”

Chiara tightened her jaw, trying to hold back the tears in her voice and aware that she was failing. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t expecting anything. We were alone together and I couldn’t help it.”

“I mean, don’t get me wrong, I want to, but...” Once again, Jordan dug her hands into her pockets. It was a gesture with which Chiara was very familiar. Sometimes it seemed to be the only way Jordan knew how to respond to an awkward situation.

“I know, I know.” She felt heat rush up from her stomach to her chest and sit there in a heavy ball. “You don’t want to tell me I’m not your type, is that it? What do you like, hmm? The leggy brunettes in goth clothes and stiletto shoes or dumb blondes? Or just anyone except the football-watching girl-pal who rolls twenty-sided dice, and cosplays at anime and comic-cons. Not the girl who shares all of your interests and tastes in books, music, and movies. Not the girl who can laugh at the same things as you, because she genuinely appreciates the same humor. You can tell me it’s just a matter of looks and all. I get that and I know I’m not a model. I’m not a tall, powerful Amazon woman. I’m just me, the boring girl next door.”

Chiara knew she was babbling, but she hardly cared. She reached up to dash the tears out of her eyes with her fingertips as she rambled on, powerless to stop.

“I definitely understand. You probably have a standard that I don’t meet. Every girl I’ve ever had a crush on seems to have that issue. And I know you’ll tell me that I’m intelligent and you have never sexualized me – you don’t see me like that. You respect me for my mind and my personality. I really do appreciate that.”

She backed up the walkway, fumbling for the house key in her bag.

“It’s all good, Jordan. We’ve known each other for a long time. Sure, I haven’t dated anyone, because it’s not often that I’m interested in people. But I probably should just try finding someone else, huh? Like, maybe go to a gay club and stop being so isolated here. It would be more productive than wanting something I can’t have.” She turned and inserted the key, then turned it in the lock. “Good night. I’ll see you next week, and I’ll be my nice, boring, normal self by then.”

Before Jordan could respond, Chiara rushed into the house, shut, and locked the door behind her, and then stomped upstairs to her room. Ignoring the insistent knocks at the door, she tossed her bag to the floor, flung herself on the bed and buried her face in her arms. Real mature, high priestess, she berated herself.

****
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THE DREAMS BROUGHT her to that night, when she had realized that what she was dealing with was far beyond her knowledge and abilities. The strange girl was stronger than her, and her only choice was to defend herself. The only way to do that was to use her athame. It was not meant for cutting something, and certainly not intended for causing harm to another person, but the  girl wouldn’t take “no” for an answer.

So Chiara reached for the only iron she had, a gift from her nana. Now she knew why her nana insisted she take the iron blade.

“You need to come with me. You don’t belong in this place,” the girl said, still trying to convince her. “I need you. We all need you. Your mother came home. Why won’t you?”

“I don’t want to leave.” Chiara struggled as the girl tried to pull her along. There was a spark of energy just a few feet in front of them and she watched it expand. That was it – the portal. Once the girl pulled her through, there would be no return.

Just as there had been no return for Chiara’s mother.

“Don’t think of it as an end,” the girl said. “It’s a beginning for both of us.”

It was no use fighting her. The girl’s magick was far stronger than any Chiara possessed. As much as Chiara hated to use a weapon, she did the only thing she could do – she slid the blade between them, pressing it into the creature’s flesh.

The girl’s breathing hitched. Then she coughed and let go of Chiara. Her sputtered “What have you done to me?” nearly broke Chiara’s heart. 

But Chiara backed away and lifted her chin. “You won’t take me,” she declared.

“Iron,” the girl choked, reaching for her. “Why would you do that to one of your own?” Her fierce gaze changed, sadness filling her silvery eyes. “I was going to give you everything, Chiara,” she whispered as she faded from view. “Everything...”

The moment she disappeared from sight, Chiara did the only thing she could do.

She fled.
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CHAPTER THREE
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She sat upright in bed, squinting in the shaft of sunlight that filtered through the curtains. This was the second night in a row she had dreamed about the horrific events of that night all those years ago.

Even though she had been trying to ignore the dreams, Chiara reached for the journal that she kept on the bedside table and wrote down the details. It usually didn’t take long for her to identify clairvoyant dreams. Even though these were dreams of the past, they raised red flags for her. They felt far too real and she wasn’t sure if she was simply remembering things all too vividly, or if they were a warning of some sort.

Of course they’re a warning. Just like people suddenly noticing me. I’m... changing and I can’t stop it this time.

She reminded herself once again that it had been almost nine years to the day. The circle had turned and that meant the time had come to complete it. A shudder wracked her body as she realized something beyond her control was stirring both within her and in the human world.

Could she possibly come back here? Chiara asked herself, her hand pausing and pressing the pen against the pages of her journal as she gripped it. Swallowing her fear, she completed her journaling and threw back the covers. She wouldn’t allow this dread to keep her from living her life. Or what was left of it, while the days, hours, minutes – however long she had remaining in this world – ticked away.

Between customers, Chiara was alone with her jumble of thoughts. The dreams of the past two nights weighed on her mind, pushed aside at times with reminders of her embarrassment from the previous night. It wasn’t a good combination. She felt like a complete fool every time she thought about her conversation with Jordan. The impulse to play the events of the evening over and over again in her head, to berate herself about what she had done wrong, overwhelmed her almost as much as the realization that she probably wouldn’t be around long enough for it to matter.

I did everything wrong, but I won’t have time to get over it at this rate.

When the shop phone rang at lunchtime, Chiara glanced at the caller ID only to see that it was Jordan. She ignored it. She wasn’t ready to deal with her own feelings, let alone deal with her friend just yet.

She closed shop at two o'clock as usual for a Saturday. This was her day for visiting the library, and she hoped she might find a distraction there. With her messenger bag slung over her shoulder, filled with books to return, she locked the door and turned down the path. I could use some laughs, she thought with a sigh. Maybe I’ll check out a movie for a change.

As she walked down the sidewalk, she felt that cold, prickly feeling between her shoulders once more. Her steps faltered and she glanced around, surprised to see that nobody else was out walking, and confirming that nobody was behind her. With a slow look around the area, she kept moving in the direction of the public library.

As soon as she returned the books and checked out a small pile of DVDs, Chiara stepped outdoors again and scanned the street. The icy feeling had not subsided, and now it came back stronger than before, causing a shudder to ripple through her. The fine hairs on the backs of her arms stood on end, even though she tried to shrug off the sensation. As she stared at the familiar surroundings, she saw Jordan’s teal blue car pass her, heading toward downtown.

Chiara shook her head, turned on her heel, and strode in the opposite direction. She was not willing to chance a meeting with Jordan. The last thing she needed was to run into her when last night’s humiliation was so fresh in both their minds, not to mention the dreams wreaking havoc on her emotional state.

Once she was back at the house, she resolved to put everything that had been bothering her behind her for the rest of the weekend. Both the disturbing dreams and the mortifying Friday night were keeping her from functioning like a normal person. 

Chiara dumped the pile of DVDs on the sofa in the family room, then curled up on the cushions and sorted through the movies. Maybe it’s a side effect of stress. I’m not going to work at all for the rest of the weekend. Everything will be better on Monday. Even if my time in this world is ticking away from me.

****
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THE QUIET WEEKEND OF watching comedies led to a blissfully uneventful week, during which she immersed herself in work and teaching. By Friday, the universe – both the human and inhuman aspects of it – seemed to have gotten the memo to back off, but...

Chiara glanced up from her calculator to glare at the calendar. It was another Friday night. The last one seemed so long ago and yet far too clear in her mind. She had to admit to herself that she dreaded the inevitability of facing Jordan tonight.

“Why do you look so worried?” Erin asked as she shelved books. “You’ve been quiet all week, and I gave you the space you needed to do your work. But today you look downright nauseated.”

“I... told Jordan,” Chiara groaned as she let her head smack against the counter.

“Told Jordan what?”

“That I have a crush on her,” she mumbled against the glass.

Erin stopped what she was doing, the latest popular Wicca 101 book dangling from her fingers. “You didn’t.”

“I did.” Chiara straightened and rubbed at her forehead.

“Oh, wow.” She put the book in its proper place and hurried to pull a stool up to the front counter, facing Chiara. “Why didn’t you tell me about it this week? What did she say when you told her?”

“Um, let me take these questions one at a time. I was too angry at myself to really say anything to anybody, even you. I did it last Friday night. She offered to walk me home and...” Chiara shrugged as she shook her head, exhaling through pursed lips. “I couldn’t help it. It was a beautiful night and we were alone together in the dark. Part of me hoped she would say that was just the moment she was waiting for, like maybe she would realize she felt the same, and then grab me and kiss me.”

“How very Some Kind of Wonderful of you,” Erin teased without a trace of humor in her voice.

Chiara sighed and said, “And then the logical, intelligent, not-insane part of me told me that I was just setting myself up for a huge letdown. But I just blathered on anyhow, telling her how I’ve been in love with her for a few years now.”

Erin canted her head to one side at her friend’s words. “Well, since you pretty much always listen to that not-insane part of you, I don’t think it’s so bad that you gave in to the emotional side for once. You’re only human.”

Chiara wanted to let out a laugh at the last statement, but she managed to hold it back. “Sure, and she rejected me for certain, but I can’t stop thinking about her!” Chiara cried, letting the calculator clatter to the counter. “I want her so much, I’m not sure I can be in the same room as her. I thought saying something last week and getting rejected would actually help me start to get over Jordan. I knew that I couldn’t have her, and I thought that if she confirmed it, my feelings would start to change.”

“Well, sweetie, it takes more than a week to get over somebody.” It was one of those rare moments of clarity that the usually mischievous Erin had and Chiara nodded.

“Yes, and I know that. It also takes more than a week to stop feeling like such a complete fool.” Chiara picked up the calculator and shoved it in a drawer, which she slammed shut. “Do I avoid gaming tonight and leave more questions than answers, or just get back on the horse?”

“Go to Jordan’s tonight. Face your emotions now and get it over with,” Erin advised. “Otherwise, you’ll wallow in the whole thing and draw it out longer than necessary. The not-insane part of you already knows that.”

“Yes, it does.” Chiara bent her head to the counter once more. “But the humiliated part of me says that it would be easier to just stay home and pretend Jordan doesn’t exist, especially after ignoring her calls and texts this week.”

“It would be easier,” Erin agreed. “And the following week, it would be easier to stay home, rather than face first the question of whether or not you’re doing okay after admitting that you’re in love with her and the question of why you’re avoiding her. And every week you hide out will just make it more difficult for you to face Jordan, and for your friendship to continue as normal. You’re always the mature one, Chiara. Remember that and act like it.”

“I know, I know.” Chiara could not seem to stop herself from groaning every time she spoke.

“Besides, it’s not like she went out on one date with you and never called you again, unlike Barden.” Erin walked back to the bookshelf.

“What?” Chiara responded incredulously, lifting her gaze to her friend. “After all that stressing out over whether or not you were intelligent enough for him?”

“That’s right. I thought we had a great time together, and then he never called me. Can you believe it?” Erin shrugged and finished shelving the books. “I should have known he was too good to be true. He was everything I ever wanted in a man. It almost felt like someone had created him just for me. But that’s life, and life goes on, regardless of whether or not the man or woman of our dreams is a part of it. Understand?”

Chiara tried not to get caught up in Erin’s statement about someone being created just for her. The words were just a coincidence. They had to be. Instead, she nodded and said, “Yes, you’re right. Well, I’m going to get ready to go now.”

Erin’s smile brightened. “Good. Try to have fun and just focus on the game, and everything will be fine.”

“I’ll try.” Chiara rose from behind the counter to give one of her rare hugs to Erin. “Thank you for being right,” she said as she flashed her first real smile in a week.

“No problem. I don’t mind being right every so often, but only for my best friends.” Erin went back to the bookshelves to finish her task, while Chiara ran upstairs to freshen up for the evening.

After a shower, Chiara went to the closet to pull out a fresh outfit. She didn’t want to do anything that was too far a departure from her usual jeans and t-shirts, but she felt like she needed something more. Like a long, comfortable cardigan she could burrow inside when things got awkward. She knew it was a bit over the top, but the sweater felt like emotional armor.

“That is how you get back on the horse,” she told her reflection in the mirror as she ran her brush through her smooth blonde hair one last time. “Just move on like nothing ever happened.”

With a toss of her head and a half-smile, she grabbed her messenger bag and walked downstairs. Erin had already finished her work of tidying the shop and departed for the weekend. Chiara double-checked that the shop and the house were clean, and then headed out the front door.

As she walked down the street, she felt the sinister chill blossom between her shoulders, then scuttle down her spine. After a week of magickal silence, it made her shiver and backtrack.

“Oh no, no, no,” she whispered, spinning on her heel to look around the area. “This can’t happen tonight!”

Chiara’s senses told her she was getting more than the random supernatural ogle. Her skin tingled with a sense of remembered, and all-too-familiar, danger. Her apprehension about seeing Jordan again felt miniscule in comparison to the fear now radiating through her.

Even though she wanted to run home, which was closer than Jordan’s house, she turned toward her original destination, quickened her pace, and continued down the street. She breathed a sigh of relief when she thrust open Jordan’s front door and charged into the living room.

After a few tense moments inside the house, her anxiety about someone or something watching her faded. Unfortunately, nervousness took its place, leaving her with a heavy feeling that curled in the pit of her stomach. She had gone from one uncomfortable situation into another, and she was almost tempted to go back outside to face the invisible threat. 

“What the hell is going on with weekends?” she snarled under her breath.

“Do you always talk to yourself?”

She whirled around and tried to smile at Jordan, who stood in the doorway between the living room and the dining room. Her friend’s eyes widened when Chiara faced her. Chiara had to admit she felt somewhat mollified by Jordan’s surprised expression.

“Sometimes it’s the only way I get interesting conversation,” she quipped, then tossed her head in her effort to feign nonchalance. “Are we ready to play?”

When she strode past Jordan into the dining room, it was hard to ignore the fact that their other friends stopped speaking and actually stared at her, just like Jordan. It was even harder to ignore their reactions when Josh handed her a soda and said, “You look hot!”

Chiara opened her mouth, about to respond that she looked nothing of the sort. But if she was going to receive compliments, she might as well go with it. “Good. That was the intention,” she lied with a smile.

One of the other guys said, “Oh my gosh Chiara, you have legs!”

She glanced down at her pants. Oh, right. She’d chosen a pair of skinny jeans that did show off her curves. Was that a subconscious decision?

“And very nice ones at that,” Josh said, his appreciative glance lingering on her denim-clad legs so long, it made her skin tingle. “Who’s the lucky lady?”

“There isn’t one. I just felt like...” Chiara dug into her bag for her book and dice, while her mind flailed for a response. “I wanted to wear something new.”

“Well, damn, girl. It looks good on you.”

“Are you going somewhere special?” Jordan asked as she sank down into her chair.

Her words flipped a switch in Chiara’s mind. She just hoped playing with the idea wouldn’t backfire. “Yeah, but not too early,” she answered. “Maybe about eight o’clock or so. I hope you don’t kill my character off while I’m gone.”

“I’ll try to control myself,” Jordan said wryly, her gaze still locked on Chiara.

Chiara was trying to simultaneously ignore Jordan and gauge her reaction. She didn’t have anywhere to be, but why not step out early in hopes of making Jordan jealous? Chiara knew it probably wouldn’t work. She tried to tell herself she was too practical for that, and certainly not desperate or shallow enough to try to incite envy in anybody for any reason. However, she would have been lying to herself if she didn’t admit that she hoped for some sort of reaction akin to protectiveness from her friend.

Besides, everyone thought of her as the town’s token spinster, so why not get them talking about something else? Like how she’d ditched the game halfway through the night with no explanation. That would make for some interesting gossip.

With a toss of her head, she laid her character sheet and dice on the table, and said, “Let’s do this.”

The air remained heavy with tension throughout the night and Chiara tried not to meet Jordan’s gaze as it returned to her time and again. Less than two hours later, a knock at the door made Chiara leap off the bench, knocking her book, papers, and dice everywhere.

“I think that’s for you,” Jordan said tightly.

“Me?” Chiara realized it was eight and she started shoving everything back in her bag. Paper crinkled beneath her book, but she ignored it.

“Didn’t you say you had somewhere to be? Why are you so damn jumpy?” Jordan asked, watching her movements.

“Excuse me?” Chiara looked up at her. “Oh, I guess...” There was another knock and she slung her bag over her shoulder as she rose from the chair. “I’ll see you guys next weekend.”

“By the way,” Jordan said, “don’t forget that your character is trapped in the cave and you’ll pretty much die, unless the party decides to rescue you.”

Chiara hesitated on the threshold and glared at her. “That’s kind of bullshit, Jordan.”

“It’s my game. You’re the one ditching it for a date.”

She gaped at her friend for a moment, then shook her head, bit back her retort, and flung open the door. Nobody stood on the front step. The only sound was a low, corvid-like squawk from one of the trees across the street.

“Okay, then,” Chiara said under her breath. She shut the door behind her and started down the sidewalk, back toward her house. That feeling of being watched resumed now that she was outdoors. It wasn’t quite as strong as it had been during her walk earlier, but there was a definite presence there. She took a deep breath and turned to glance back at Jordan’s house. Back at the place of warmth and safety.

Even though it was a short walk home, Chiara couldn’t wait to get there. She lengthened her stride until she reached the front door. The wind slid over her, followed by a whisper that made her spin and glare out at the street.

Don’t forget.

Her gaze darted from left to right, and she pushed a stray strand of hair off her face as a breeze sprang up, slithering through the new spring leaves.

I still need you. This mortal world cannot keep me from you.

Chiara squeezed her eyes shut and concentrated on the feeling of the ground beneath her feet. She fought back against the chill that threatened to shake her body, pushed against the pull of the Otherworld’s whispers.

Nine years. The dry words rustled against her like autumn leaves.

Her eyes snapped open and she turned to jam her key into the lock. “No fucking way,” she retorted under her breath. “You won’t take me.”

As soon as she was inside, that feeling of someone watching her disappeared once more, but now she knew it was only a temporary sense of safety. This sense of hide-and-seek with the unseen presence she had tried for so long to forget wasn’t just frightening her anymore. Rage roiled in her gut.

“I’ll show you,” she muttered and reached for the athame that lay on her house altar. “This is my life and you won’t take me. I was never yours and I never will be.”

After checking the locks on the doors and downstairs windows, she realized tonight felt like a warning that this was her last chance to... something.

Whatever it was, she knew it was imperative that she make one last attempt to hold on to this world, before another tried claim her, as it had nine years prior. 

Otherwise, this would be her last week among the humans.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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“It’s about time you reached out to me. I felt the stirrings two weeks ago and I’m surprised you didn’t call me then.” Vanessa held out a bag with bagels and a drink holder with two cups of coffee, which Chiara accepted with a half-smile.

“I hoped it would go away,” she admitted as she set everything on the kitchen counter. Stupidly optimistic words, she knew. They never went away.

Vanessa settled on one of the stools in front of the breakfast bar and folded her arm across her chest. “The only reason it went away last time was because you killed it,” she pointed out, confirming Chiara’s thoughts.

Chiara let out a strangled noise. “I didn’t kill it,” she said, her voice higher pitched than she’d intended. “I just hurt it. Badly.”

“Well, you know what I mean. You...” Vanessa inhaled through her nose, nostrils flaring. “Injured it to the extent that it couldn’t return until now.”

“Let’s eat before we go any further.” The grumbling from deep inside Chiara’s stomach reminded her she’d gone to bed early, rather than overindulging on pizza and snacks well into the night, as usual.

When they each had their bagels and coffee, Chiara drummed her fingers against the cup. She swallowed around the lump that had formed in her throat. “I would have called sooner, but I hoped it was just a scare tactic. Does that make sense?”

“It does,” Vanessa conceded. “They aren’t really known for being overtly aggressive until you least expect it.”

“Precisely. I think...” Chiara’s gaze drifted toward the window that looked out into her small backyard. “I think she’s playing with me right now. Just toying with me.”

“You think that, but you feel something else.”

Vanessa’s words filled her with dread and Chiara almost lost her appetite. She let herself focus on the coffee – the smell of the French vanilla, and the sweet, smooth flavor. “Mmm,” was all she offered in response.

“Fine. We’ll come back to the topic when you’re ready. Why don’t you tell me about the other stuff going on right now, like with Jordan?”

Once again, Vanessa hit the nail on the head. “Do I want to know how you heard about that?” Chiara asked.

“You know Erin can’t keep her mouth shut, right?” Vanessa pulled out her cell phone and held it up for Chiara to see. “She texted me something along the lines of ‘OMG Chiara told Jordan she loves her.’ I have a feeling if you wanted me to know more, you would tell me yourself, so I didn’t respond to Erin. Then I got your text about coming by today and figured it was to talk about either Jordan or the incident. So which one do you want to talk about? I’m not picky.”

Chiara pondered the question. “It’s just,” she said the moment she swallowed her coffee, “that I think I’ve carried this torch for Jordan since high school, if not longer. And I wish I could just turn it off somehow.”

Vanessa shrugged and said, “Sometimes friends are in love and just won’t admit it.”

Chiara laughed sharply, the sound a bit harsher than she had intended. “I know for a fact that isn’t true. At least, not from her side.”

“You do?” Vanessa looked at her, an eyebrow raised. Of all the humans Chiara surrounded herself with, Vanessa was the most in tune with people’s emotions and the energy of the world around her. “You seem very confident about that. So it’s something you’ve discussed?”

“It is. Trust me, there’s nothing between me and Jordan. She said we’re better off as friends.” 

Vanessa winced, but didn’t pursue the line of questioning. “Fine. Then let’s get back to the real concern, which is your past haunting you and what you need to do to stop it from doing more.”

Chiara rose from the table, smoothed her hair, and went to turn the sign on the door to “Open” for the shop. It wouldn’t be long before customers walked in, but as long as Vanessa was here, she would let her friend do what she came to do – give her a dose of tough love.

“Okay, go for it,” Chiara said, when she took her place back at the counter. 

The way Vanessa pursed her lips, Chiara wondered if she was about to say something unpleasant. “I’m worried about what I’ve been feeling lately, so I’m glad you texted. I would have come to check on you today, anyway.”

As her friend regarded her with large, dark eyes, Chiara stared back. What Vanessa saw, heard, or felt was usually beyond what other humans noticed. Whether or not she shared that information was up to her. After a moment, Chiara gave a nod. “You probably know as much as I do at this point, then, if you’ve been tracking this since I first felt it.”

Vanessa reached out to hold her hand. “The truth is, my guides tell me someone or something is stalking you. They said you already know and that there’s nothing I can do, but I still want to see if there is something I can do for you. Have you been having any nightmares?”

Chiara took a deep breath and tucked her hair behind her ears. “Yes, I’ve been having awful dreams. Not only that, but I think... No, I’m certain she’s actually here, following me.”

“So you injured her the first time, but she’s been able to regain her power.”

“That’s the way it seems.” Chiara held her hands up, then let them fall into her lap. “The ninth anniversary of that night is coming. I don’t know if that has anything to do with it.”

“Nine... That’s the number of a completion of a cycle,” Vanessa said, reaching out to touch her shoulder. “And you’ll be going through your first Saturn return in just a couple more years, about to enter a new phase of your life.”

“I know all of that, but I didn’t want to read too much into it,” Chiara said as she glanced around the living room. “I would like to believe that the timing is simply coincidental.”

“We always say there are no coincidences,” Vanessa reminded her with a smile.

“True. That is one of our mottoes.” Chiara rose to fiddle with a canister holding wooden utensils next to the stove. “However, I’m prone to overanalyzing and, well, between the dreams and the voices –”

“Voices?”

“Oh yes, she’s been talking to me, telling me she’s coming for me.”

“Have you cast any spells of protection?” Vanessa asked. Worry creased her brow and Chiara wished she could reassure her, which seemed odd, considering she was the one in danger – not Vanessa.

With a shrug, Chiara said, “I’m in no state of mind to work magick, but I took my athame to bed with me last night.”

“Well, just be careful,” Vanessa warned. “I would rather you be too cautious, than ignore any signs of trouble. You might want to carry your athame with you everywhere. The concurrence of these events is far more than a fluke, I think. I feel very strongly about this. Forget worrying about being over-analytical and ask yourself if you truly think you are in some sort of danger. May I?” 

Vanessa reached toward her, and Chiara sat down again and let her friend take her hand. The warmth of Vanessa’s touch was comforting, as was the energy she exuded. It was the kind of confident serenity Chiara could never hope to radiate.

“Yes, you are being watched,” she said. “By something you dread, by the thing you thought was gone, and it was for a time. But it found its way back. You need to be careful this coming Saturday.”

“That’s the anniversary of when it happened,” Chiara acknowledged.

“She will try to disconnect you from this life.” Vanessa spoke hypnotically, almost as if she were in a trance and trying to draw Chiara into one. “You will have to choose between worlds. Born in one, living in another, where will you go from here?”

“That doesn’t sound good.” Chiara grimaced. “This is all I’ve ever known. It’s not like I could control where I was born. And I’m sure my mother left me here for a reason.”

“Whatever happens, it has the potential to be very serious.” Vanessa looked at her, her deep brown eyes troubled. “I would invite you to come and stay with me, but I don’t think you’ll be safe no matter where you go. I feel like you need to be here and deal with it, come what may, if this has any chance of playing out in your favor.”

“That’s weird. What about safety in witchy numbers?” Chiara laughed without humor.

“You might want to ask your coven to help you strengthen your wards, but I have to honest. That probably won’t help against this thing.” Vanessa dropped her hand. “I knew something was going on, because my guides told me so, but it wasn’t until just now that I saw it clearly.”

“I’m sure it will be fine,” Chiara said earnestly, trying to put her friend at ease, even as her own heart was racing.

“As it stands now, when this thing happens,” Vanessa whispered, her dark eyes wide with apprehension, “you won’t be coming back. I don’t see anybody who has the power to help you return, except maybe the true queen.”

Those words sent a fresh chill skittering along Chiara’s spine. “True queen? What does that mean?”

“I’m not sure. She seems to be in hiding, I think, her power taken from her. If you restore it, then she can do the same for you – restore you to this world. But, as much as I love you, consider this: you weren’t born of this world, so do you really belong here?”

****
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THE SENSE OF BEING watched had intensified to the point where now she felt like someone else was controlling her every move.

She stood in a desolate forest, in an unfamiliar land.

Everywhere she looked around her, there were no signs of life. This was a dead place.

Yet she was not alone.

And the presence was all too dreadfully familiar.

“Chiara,” something whispered, and she shuddered as if she were cold. “I am coming for you.”

“I don’t want to see you. I just want you to leave me alone!” she shouted.

“I can’t leave you alone. You owe me a life for a life. You belong to me and to our realm. Strength such as yours will save us.” Something reached out to brush her face. “You will see, even though we are beyond saving, I still need you. I will see you soon.”
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CHAPTER FIVE
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Chiara sat bolt upright in bed as she had so many times before over the past several nights. The dreams were intensifying and she felt almost suffocated by them. “I won’t be afraid,” she growled, despite Vanessa’s warning, despite the dream warnings, despite the voice warning of her doom.

The additional foretelling seemed like overkill to her. She knew exactly who and what was coming for her, as well as why.

It wasn’t just her past coming back to haunt her. It was that strange creature coming back to exact retribution against her. Her power surpassed any Chiara wielded in the mortal world. No amount of strengthening wards could stop that thing from getting to her.

Chiara sucked in a breath, jumped out of bed, and hurried to open the blinds to let in the sunlight. It warmed her, but no longer had the power to chase away the nightmares as it had on previous mornings. The problem was the nightmares were no longer relegated to the realm of dreams.

Fingers pressed to her forehead, Chiara squinted in the Friday morning light. She had been a bundle of nerves since last Saturday, and as tomorrow neared by the minute, she hated the fact that she could only wait for her nightmares to become reality.

“Will you calm down?” Erin grumbled at her several hours later as they were preparing to close the store. “Your concentration is shot to shit.”

Chiara had spilled an entire box of incense sticks on the floor, and was trying to pick them up. “Tomorrow is the anniversary and she’s out there, waiting for me.”

Erin set a box of CDs on the counter and knelt to help Chiara. “I know you went through some crazy shit with that weird chick back in high school, but do you think she could really come back? Didn’t you kill her or something?”

Chiara bit her lower lip. Erin didn’t know the half of it. The story that’d spread around their high school was that Chiara and the new girl fought, and the new girl fled town. Some of the worst rumors were the ones that Chiara had murdered her. What made it so horrible at the time was the fact that the rumors were pretty much true. It wasn’t exactly an incident she’d ever lived down, even as an adult. But enough awful things had happened in the world during the past nine years to make most people forget about it.

“I know she’s already here,” Chiara said vehemently as she shoved a handful of sticks back into the box. “If something weird happens to me, like if I disappear...”

“Call the police?” Erin interjected quickly as she slid the last of the delicate sticks of incense into the carton.

Chiara shook her head. “They wouldn’t be able to help. What would they do? Find a way through an otherworldly gate? Listen to two witches tell them a third was dragged off into another world? They’d think you were high as fuck, Erin, and then send dogs into the store to sniff for drugs.”

Erin sat back on her heels. “You can’t be serious. Other worlds are only in stories, Chiara. You know – the myths we discuss as metaphorical tales meant to teach lessons to baby witches. Whatever you did to this chick, if she’s been leaving you threatening messages, you need to get a restraining order or something.”

“Look, try not to worry about it.” Chiara scooped up the box and rose to her feet. “If I’m not here tomorrow or the day after that, just... just let it go. I’ve left instructions on my desk, just in case.”

“What are you even talking about? Should I get the coven together? We could try a protection spell,” Erin suggested, gazing at her with worry on her face.

Chiara bowed her head. She knew there was nothing anybody could do.  If it makes you feel better, she thought cynically.

“That might be just what I need,” she answered to soothe her friend’s fears. “Hey, I’m going to head over to Jordan’s now. Maybe dealing with the weirdness between she and I will help me forget all of this menace-from-my-past crap. Can you lock up for me tonight?”

“Sure.” Erin rose to her feet, still looking concerned. “Text me later, okay?”

“I will.” Chiara grabbed her messenger bag and, without even checking her appearance in the mirror, bolted out the front door as quickly as she could.

Erin was the same age as her, with no children and a tendency to mother-hen. Chiara knew that if something odd did happen to her, both the store and coven would be in good hands with Erin’s leadership. She also knew that Erin wanted to try to solve everybody’s problems, and it would hurt her deeply to know that she Chiara’s problem couldn’t be resolved. At least, not in their world.

At Jordan’s house, Chiara willed herself to be almost invisible to everybody there. She drank her soda, ate her pizza, and tried to play the game, but every time someone spoke her name, she could only respond, “What?”

She barely noticed when Jordan slid a note to her. Opening it, she read, Is something wrong?

A small smile pulled at the corner of her lips. Picking up her pencil, she wrote back, Just dealing with personal issues. It was quaint, in a way, to pass notes. Especially when Jordan could have texted her. It reminded Chiara a little bit of high school. Finding square bits of folded-up paper in her locker always made her smile.

Jordan’s response was, Can I help?

When Chiara recovered from her surprise, she nibbled at the end of her pencil before writing, No, but thank you for asking.

Jordan called it an early night, while it was still light outside. The campaign had reached its end after the characters saved the world, and received their reward in gold pieces and magic items. Chiara noted her character’s earnings and spoils on the character sheet, and then packed up quickly, hoping to leave before anybody could stop her. 

If this is it, then no sense in drawing out goodbyes, she thought.

Despite the show of concern, the person she hoped most to avoid was Jordan.

Unfortunately, her friend stood at the door before Chiara even reached it, and blocked her way. She glanced back and noticed the rest of their friends using the side door to leave. Stung by the abandonment and realizing Jordan had somehow premeditated it, Chiara turned to glare at her.

“What’s going on?” Jordan demanded to know, blue eyes flashing with annoyance. “You’ve been acting weird since that night two weeks ago.”

“Can you blame me?” Bitterness crept into her voice, but Chiara shrugged, trying to act casual. 

“Look, I realize you’re disappointed...”

“I’m fine and it isn’t about you,” Chiara answered sharply.

Jordan looked at her, eyes wide. “Is that because you’ve been seeing someone?”

Chiara’s mouth fell open and she almost blurted out “What?” in surprise. Until she remembered the previous week, when everyone remarked on how good she’d looked. That and how she’d played right along with them in a coy way. “Maybe,” she bit out. “You’re not my only friend in this town. I talk to people other than you.”

“Oh. Right.” Jordan sounded frustrated. “So, if we’re friends, then why don’t you tell me about the problem that’s worrying you now?”

“There’s no problem.” Chiara tightened her grip on the strap of the messenger bag, willing Jordan to get out of her way and let her go home.

“There is. I feel like... I feel like I’m not going to see you again, or something.” Jordan looked at her with such solemnity, that Chiara thought maybe her friend had somehow felt the strange pulse of negative, otherworldly energy that had been following her for the past couple of weeks.

She shook herself mentally, responded, “There’s nothing you can do about it,” and pushed past Jordan to put her hand on the doorknob. Jordan reached up to hold the door shut and Chiara stood there, just staring at the hand that was keeping her from leaving.

“There’s something you aren’t telling me,” Jordan insisted. “I know you have other people you can talk to, but you’ve always told me everything.”

“So?”

“And I’ve always told you everything.” She tapped her foot on the floor planks. “So what the hell is going on with you? What happened to my best friend?”

“You don’t need to know everything that has ever happened in my life,” Chiara retorted in annoyance. “But if you must know, I’m dealing with the trouble I got into when we were in high school, okay? I’m sure you remember all that fun gossip about how I killed that new girl. Well, she might be coming after me. Now that you know, I don’t need you making things worse by interrogating me, let alone reminding me of how I messed up our friendship by telling you how I feel about you.”

“What are you talking about?” Jordan’s eyes were so full of concern that Chiara almost found herself breaking down and telling her everything. Of course Jordan wouldn’t remember, because she had a nonchalant way of moving through life as if nothing was a big deal. Ever. 

In fact, they’d never actually talked about the incident or the rumors that followed. When Chiara tried, Vanessa waved her off and said something about not listening to “the things stupid people say.” So Chiara had never talked about it with anyone but people who would understand – her nana and Vanessa. If anyone else ever talked to Jordan, she would have blown off the gossip back then, told people Chiara wasn’t capable of upsetting anyone enough to leave town, and carried on as if nothing had happened.

In a way, Chiara was grateful for that, but it left her uncertain about just how well Jordan knew her.

“Like I said,” she choked out, “it has nothing to do with you, and there isn’t a damn thing you can do about my problems.”

She yanked on the doorknob to open the door, and left as quickly as she could.

****
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ON SATURDAY MORNING she woke up shaking all over from yet another dream.

That creature was coming back, she had said. She was coming for Chiara and she had made her claim very clear.

In this dream, Chiara had seen the shadowy doppelganger. This was what had been watching her over the past two weeks, only this time it was giving her a chance to see another aspect of it. She recognized its energy from the moment it entered her dream, and it left her cold with dread. Trying to bring her mind to the present, she wrapped her arms around herself to ward off the chill spreading through her body.

Chiara’s phone buzzed, jarring her out of her grogginess as her feet hit the floor.

“Vanessa,” she said by way of greeting the moment she had the phone pressed to her ear.

“You’re still there!” her friend gasped in apparent relief.

“I’m not going anywhere yet,” Chiara answered. Talking to Vanessa made her feel anchored to reality once more. “Thank you for calling me right now. It really helped.”

“Well, that’s good. Please keep in touch, Chiara. Please.” The worry in Vanessa’s voice was palpable. “I could feel the strangest energy reaching out to you last night.”

“I know. That’s exactly what I dreamed,” Chiara said, nodding even though her friend couldn’t see her. “I’ll stay in touch. I have to get ready to open the store.”

“Do you have to go anywhere today?” Vanessa inquired before Chiara could end the call.

“I just have some DVDs to return to the library this afternoon.”

“Can’t you stay home or ask someone to do it for you?”

With a sigh, Chiara answered, “I can’t avoid leaving the house, Vanessa. Besides, you know what I’m dealing with. That thing can probably get in here despite the wards, despite everything. It might be better if I’m out in public often, rather than hiding at home.”

“Right, that makes some sense. But remember, you’re a ‘thing’ too. You might have untapped power at your disposal, if only you stop running away from everything, including yourself.”

Chiara bit back a scoff. She might have power, true, but her mother hadn’t stuck around long enough to teach her about it and her nana lacked the knowledge to do it. All she’d done was equip Chiara to fight her own kind, just in case they came for her.

“Well...” Vanessa sounded hesitant. “I love you, girl.”

“I love you too. I... I promise to call you later today.” Chiara ended the call and walked into the bathroom to take her shower. It made her feel only slightly better to go through the motions of her normal morning routine. The sense that something terrible was going to happen today was too strong for her to ignore it, though. She considered calling Erin, just to ensure that she didn’t have to be alone today, but she knew anything she did to assuage her fears would ultimately be a futile gesture.

She pulled on her jeans and a long-sleeved black t-shirt, and then tied her black boots at her ankles. While brushing her hair back into a ponytail, she tried to shut out the memory of last night’s dream. There had been a frightening finality to it, and she knew that even work couldn’t keep her busy enough to forget tonight’s inevitable encounter

Much to her disappointment, business was slow, which gave Chiara too much time alone with the overwhelming sense of trepidation. The shivers came and went, her skin prickling with the chill each time. A combined sense of vulnerability and loneliness washed over her. She finally closed the shop early to make her trip to the library. 

After dropping her returns off at the circulation desk, she stepped outside and turned to walk home. As she walked, the feeling of someone or something watching her grew so intense, it made her skin crawl. The icy sensation rippled up and down her body. She stopped in the middle of the sidewalk and turned to look behind her, seeing nothing there.

Chiara took a deep breath, and then turned back to the path before her, the path home – the path that had always led to safety.

The shadowy figure from her nightmares stood several feet in front of her. It gave off an aura that told her it wasn’t entirely human, though she didn’t need to feel the sinister energy to guess that. It was the kind of energy that probably turned lesser people into a quivering mass of nausea, but Chiara reached for that part of herself she’d always denied – the part that was a “thing,” as she’d put it earlier – and called on it for strength.

She already knew precisely who and what it was. It was tall and thin, wearing a long black coat, black pants and shoes, and a tiara that emitted its own otherworldly aura.

The scenery spun around her, even as she tried to breathe through the moment. Chiara took a step back, and then another, hardly aware of her surroundings, her entire focus on the macabre figure before her. The shadow woman looked like something out of an old photograph, like she didn’t quite belong in today’s world, standing on the sidewalk on such a fine, spring day.

“I’ve missed you, Chiara,” whispered a voice that came from all around her.

She stopped and squeezed her eyes shut. “You’re not there,” she said aloud. “You can’t possibly be here at all.”

“Don’t fool yourself. You know that I’ve come here for you.”

“You can’t be here. There shouldn’t be a way to do it after I... after I...”

“You tried to kill me, yes.”

“I banished you and you should stay banished.” Chiara’s hand went to her messenger bag and, belatedly, she remembered she’d also forgotten to carry her athame. Maybe because a part of her had accepted what was to come and knew it was better to accept her fate.

It wouldn’t do to corrupt the blade, anyway. Athames were meant to direct energy, never to cut or cause harm.

The figure’s hand reached for her as it advanced. “Oh no, if one knows how to open the gate, there is a way, even if the veil between the worlds has not thinned. You took most of my power, but all I had to do was bide my time and let it return. No gate could ever keep me from you, Chiara.”

Chiara took a deep, shuddering breath and backed away from her. She knew this was the end, that there was nowhere to go, but survival instinct still rose to the surface. Her predator’s shadowy doppelganger might have been there to take her, its dark energy stifling her. But like any creature, Chiara would choose fight or flight.

“I sent my fetch to keep an eye on you,” the thing said. “Did you not see her? She has been watching you for the past fortnight, making sure you knew that I knew where you were. I have seen everything you have done in the past few weeks, heard every conversation, and felt every reaction you’ve had.”

Now that Chiara looked back at the past two weeks, she recalled seeing fleeting glimpses of a black-clad figure, not just in her dreams, but out of the corner of her eye wherever she went. Her lashes swept over her eyes as a tear streaked down her cheek.

“It is a part of me, split off to do my bidding. You felt her.” The statement was insistent. Of course she wanted to know she’d been noticed.

“I did feel her,” Chiara acknowledged. “And I heard you, clear as a bell.”

She had to give the shadowy woman credit for not flinching at the word. Bells kept their kind at bay, but not one this powerful. This was when she needed iron the most. “You knew that I was coming for you.”

Chiara nodded reluctantly, her eyes still shut to the reality before her.

“It is time for you to come home now, just as your mother did. Don’t you want to be reunited with her?”

“That isn’t my home. It’s your home and I don’t belong there. And why would I want to see the woman who chose your world over mine? I hardly know the woman.”

“But this isn’t your world. We need your strength in ours and I want you there with me. I always did.” The shadow moved closer. “Even if my people are beyond redemption, I still want you. You belong to me, Chiara.”

“No, I can’t and I won’t go with you. I always wanted to exist in this world. This is where I belong. I will not go to yours, no matter what you think or say.” Chiara’s legs ached to run, to cover as much ground as possible. But turning her back seemed like a terrible idea. All she could do was back away one step at a time and hope for... What, exactly?

The creature advanced, and Chiara hated that even now she could recognize the beauty in her hideousness.

“You have very little choice in this matter, Chiara. You owe me a blood debt. A life for a life,” she whispered, and the fetch now reached both hands toward her.

Chiara tried not to think back to that night, but there was no preventing it. It had been one of the only things on her mind for the past two weeks.

“When you tried to kill me, you said that you wished things could have been different.”

She shook her head as she finally looked, wide-eyed, at the shadow figure. “I didn’t mean it like that! I meant that I didn’t want you to be what you are! I meant that I wished that you had never come into my life in the first place!”

“But I am this thing, I did come into your life, and you will come with me to repay your debt. You will be mine forever.”

“No!” Chiara backed away again, but the fetch was standing so much closer to her now. She was not sure which was more frightening – the figure or the voice. The shade was a part of the strange woman. It looked just like her, yet it lacked a face beneath the tiara. It was more like a creature from a horror film than a true, living being. Chiara felt herself shrink back, away from the dusky segment of the thing’s essence.

At the same time, Chiara could not bear for the woman to touch her, now that she knew she was waiting. That woman’s touch, which had once attested to their friendship and trust in one another, now reminded her of their kind’s dual nature and treachery. Chiara remembered the avariciousness in the woman’s heart and the fact that no law but her own bound her. Laws meant to work against humans. This creature would stop at nothing to get what she wanted and, as if to affirm Chiara’s fears, her arms finally embraced her.

“It is time to go,” she said, wrapping her arms around Chiara’s shoulders.

“Chiara?”

She looked up with a start in the direction of the familiar voice. Just one blink and she could see right through the shadowy creature, could see Jordan standing on the other side of it, staring back at her.

Something flashed over Jordan’s features, her blue eyes going silvery for a moment, and she reached back as if seeking a weapon.

The last thing Chiara knew of that world was Jordan’s shocked gaze. And then, everything faded.
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CHAPTER SIX
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As Chiara regained her sense of equilibrium, the arms around her, which had solidified with the shift, loosened, but did not fall. She shoved at them and backed away with a glare, her fists balled at her sides.

“Nine is the number of a completion of a cycle,” Vanessa had said.

Well, let’s bring this cycle to an end here and now, Chiara thought

“You’re finally here. I almost can’t believe it. Chiara, you know I loved you from the moment I met you,” the woman said, reaching for her.

“That wasn’t love, Rhoslyn. That was lust,” she retorted, slapping the hand away and stepping back. “I never wanted you like that. Now that you’ve seen me and I’ve told you how I feel, send me home.”

“How can you be so hurtful? I could always have any mortal woman except you. Why do you spurn me? Don’t you understand it’s an honor to be chosen?” Rhoslyn stood there in the strangely silent, desolate gray forest, facing her. Now that she was fully flesh, she didn’t look exactly like her faceless fetch. That entity seemed to have unified with her physical form, but the resemblance was close enough. Rhoslyn wore the black pants and shoes, the long black coat, and the glittering tiara – the only light in an otherwise murky landscape. 

Her black hair was smoothed back from her face, emphasizing the high cheekbones and model-like angles of it. Meanwhile, her silver eyes seemed more piercing than the knife Chiara knew the woman carried beneath the voluminous coat. Rhoslyn’s sharp, fae face was set with an expression of determination.

“I suppose that I should have let you have sex with me that night, so you could move on.” Chiara’s shoulders heaved with a deep sigh. “Instead, I banished you back to your realm, not realizing you could possibly return to the mortal world. That was my mistake.”

“A mistake you should have known better than to make. Then again, your mother didn’t stick around to teach you our ways, did she? Still...” Rhoslyn plucked at her sleeve, eyes narrowed and slender, dark brows meeting as if the small piece of lint she flicked off her coat offended her. “It’s true that you tried to kill me, without realizing at the time that all it would do was exile me back to the faerie world. In doing so, you left me to think about nothing but you for quite some time. No other woman has resisted me as strongly as you and when I found out why that was, I couldn’t let you go, even after all these years.”

“Nine years is nothing in the life of a faerie.” Chiara scoffed. “You have no reason to bring this up now and my mother has nothing to do with anything in my life.”

“You mean, other than your bloodline? Fine, if you wish to leave her out of this conversation, I understand. And you’re right. Any time spent pining for a mere mortal is too long.” Rhoslyn reached toward her. “You tried to take my life away from me, and so now I will take yours in exchange.”

“If I am nothing but a ‘mere mortal,’ then why bother with me? I won’t stay here,” Chiara retorted. Bravery came easier to her here, in a realm she’d not visited since her infancy. Maybe because she didn’t have to worry that Rhoslyn might harm someone she cared about. “You can’t keep me like some kind of half-human pet!”

“And who will stop me? The mother you want so much to forget? A fine thing that would be, to deny her and then call upon her for help. So it seems I can do whatever I want, especially here. You may certainly try to leave, but do you think that you can you find your way home again?”

Chiara bit her lip, and glanced around the forest.

“Forget about that. Some food or drink will help you to feel better,” Rhoslyn said, waving her hand with a flourish. In that moment, a small, round wrought-iron table appeared beside her. On it sat a plate heaped high with various, colorful fruits, and a goblet filled with a dark, red liquid.

“I may not have grown up here, but I know the rules of Faerie as well as you do.” Chiara folded her arms and shook her head. “I won’t touch anything you offer me. I won’t bind myself to your world. I don’t want to stay here.”

“Our world, dearest, and as you know the rules of this world, you must also know that you will have to find your own way home.” Rhoslyn looked down at her coat, this time flicking the hem. Each movement seemed a waste of energy to Chiara, and she wondered if this wasn’t what Rhoslyn expected of her.

Well, it has been nine years. I was sixteen the first time we met and I’m twenty-five now. I’ve grown up, while she’s stayed exactly the same.

“As you forced me to wait for nine mortal years to recover and find you, I will give you nine days to find your way. I believe I can wait that much longer to have you at my side once more.”

Chiara ignored the last remark. “I suppose you think nine days is a generous offer.”

“I do, certainly better than nine hours.” Rhoslyn’s cold stare held a challenge, the faery equivalent of “come at me, bro.”

“Fine. And if I don’t do anything that connects me to the Faerie realm, does that mean I’ll be free?” Chiara asked. “If I don’t drink or eat anything here?”

“If you do not indulge in any of the pleasures of the Faerie realm...” Rhoslyn moved with inhuman speed to stand directly in front of Chiara, and reached out to caress her face. “Then, yes, you will be halfway to your freedom.”

“Halfway?” Chiara stepped back, out of her reach, a cold chill running through her. She’d always known these weren’t the fae of children’s stories, but that understanding didn’t make them any less frightening. “That’s not fair.”

“Life is not fair, as we both know. Was it fair that you tried to kill me simply for loving you?”

“Was it far that you tried to force yourself on me?” Chiara retorted. “I chose not to be a victim, and I would have done the same to any other person, human, faerie, or otherwise.”

Rhoslyn leaned toward her with a smile, her hands deep in her coat pockets. “But you did it to me and, as I am a denizen of a completely different realm, I have the ability to demand that you repay me for the injury you caused me. The laws of the Otherworld permit this sort of transaction.”

Chiara glared at her. “You are wasting your time. You still won’t get what you want from me. Go ahead and give me my quest. I’ll complete it and I’ll go home, and never see you again. I didn’t give up nine years ago, and I certainly won’t give up now.”

“That is very confident of you.” Rhoslyn laughed, straightening to look down her nose at her. “It is one of the reasons I am so fond of you, my dear Chiara. This should make a very interesting diversion until you realize it is useless. And then...” She took another step toward her so she could lean close enough to whisper in Chiara’s ear. “When you realize there is no leaving this place, we shall find some new and far more exciting ways to spend our time together.”

“Dream on,” Chiara growled in a low voice. “Just tell me how to get home.”

“It is quite simple. First of all, as I said, you must not indulge in any of the pleasures of the Otherworld. Food, drink, and sex are all forbidden to you, as partaking of any will bind you to the Otherworld forever. Secondly, you need to find the precise gate through which I traveled to your world. That is probably the easiest thing for you to do and I will tell you now that it is in my palace. Isn’t that kind of me?”

Rather than answer Rhoslyn’s question, Chiara shrugged and said, “That doesn’t sound so difficult.” She hoped Rhoslyn couldn’t hear the nervousness underlying her bravado as she continued. “I think you underestimate my willpower and endurance.”

“Actually, it’s those things that drew me to you. That and realizing the bloodline you descend from, of course.” Rhoslyn ran her finger along Chiara’s jaw, causing her to shudder yet again. “There is one final requirement, though, and it is this: Someone who loves you must find their way to you. Without that, you cannot go home.”

“Then, that isn’t simple at all.” Chiara knew rage lent an edge to her voice. Even prepared for faerie trickery, she still hadn’t anticipated this complication. “Why are you adding the final condition?”

“This is your debt to me, so I get to make the rules about its repayment.” Rhoslyn looked at her, her silvery gaze implacable. “If you truly have a reason to return to the mortal world, then I am sure it will come to retrieve you.”

Fighting the urge to take a swing at the smug bitch, Chiara simply answered, “Two of my coven sisters know that I’m here. They will try to get to me home if they can.”

“Theirs is not the type of love required to release you from the Otherworld. It must be a romantic and true love.”

Chiara stared at her, mouth agape as she shook her head. “That is so not fair,” she said once more. “There’s nobody back home who loves me like that and you know it!”

“Then save yourself the heartache and accept your fate. Stay here with me, where you belong,” Rhoslyn said, extending her hand to Chiara. “I will love you more than any person in the mortal world ever could or would. I will be faithful to you if you take your rightful place by my side. If our love fades, then I will send you home with wealth and riches beyond imagining. You will not age, no matter how many years you remain here. You could be immortal, Chiara, as you were born to be.”

Holding back a trite “never,” Chiara instead retorted, “No thanks. You’re wasting your time.”

“Very well,” Rhoslyn said, letting her hand fall to her side. “As of this moment, you are the one wasting your time. It is already ticking away in my favor. I have made you a very generous offer. The longer it takes you to accept it, the less willing I will be to show you any kindness. It will be far easier for you to simply accept the inevitable. Although,” she continued, a smirk pulling at her rosy-red lips, “I must say that it will be far more exhilarating for me to bend you to my will.”

Ignoring the icy sensation that shot through her, Chiara snapped, “That is never going to happen.”

She just hoped her words weren’t as hollow as the way they sounded to her own ears.

Rhoslyn’s lips continued to move into a smile and her laughter rang throughout the murky forest as she faded from sight. The tension that had hung between them dissipated a moment later and Chiara sank down into a crouch, wrapping her arms around her knees and drawing in deep breaths.

The bark of one of the gnarled, gray, leafless trees pressed into her back. She lowered her head into her hands as she tried to regain her bearings. 

“What the hell am I going to do?” she asked herself. Tears pricked at the corners of her eyes and she blinked rapidly, until the sensation ceased. Wretched didn’t even begin to explain how she felt as she sat there, trying to quell the roiling sensation in her stomach.

It was bad enough that the forest was eerily quiet beneath the overcast sky. She couldn’t see any trace of the sun, so she was unable to use it to gauge the four directions. Although it was warm and humid, she remained cold with dread. The forest was hauntingly lifeless, which only added to her despondency.

“Caw.”

She looked up, her gaze settling on the crow sitting on a branch not far from where she crouched. The bird cocked its head as it regarded her.

“Oh, fuck off, and tell Rhoslyn she can do the same.” Chiara finally unfolded herself, pushing herself to her feet and placing the strap of her messenger bag diagonally over her right shoulder. She mentally catalogued its contents as she adjusted the bag against her left hip. Cell phone, MP3 player, lip balm, her wallet, and keys. All pointless in this place.

She looked at her surroundings, hoping against hope a cell tower would pop into existence. 

The Otherworld was still largely an unknown in the mortal world. There were certainly enough stories about it from Celtic myths, as well as other cultures. Some of the rules and laws of the faeries were well known, but certainly not all of them. No doubt her punishment fell under some kind of obscure, twisted version of justice in this world.

Chiara tried to call on her knowledge of faerie lore, but it had been of little interest to her throughout the years, fae-born or not. Probably for damn good reasons.

“First Mom abandons me for this world, then Rhoslyn comes along and drags me into it. It’s no wonder I hate the faeries,” Chiara muttered. “I guess a peaceful life is too much to ask when you’re only half-human.”

She started walking along the narrow dirt path and noticed the crow flutter ahead of her to perch on the next branch she would pass.

“You see,” she told it, “it’s not that Rhoslyn isn’t beautiful. She is. But I have no interest in becoming a faerie queen’s consort. Your realm is already half-dead, so why would I want to come here and live a half-life? I still don’t know why my mother wanted to come back to this awful place, but she must have put me in the mortal world for a reason, instead of raising me here. Yes, I know what you faeries do – having or stealing human babies, just to increase your numbers here. But once they’re left in the mortal world, don’t you think that’s where they ought to stay?”

She doubted her chatter made a difference, but it gave her some measure of comfort. Made the barren landscape feel less nightmarish. 

Chiara knew the Otherworld and mortal realm existed as parallel kingdoms, but as the Otherworld had faded to a mere shadow of the mortal realm, it had suffered more and more. What affected the mortal realm seemed amplified in the Otherworld – hunger, blight, war. She wondered if it was only a matter of time before the Otherworld pulled away completely, losing all connection with the mortal world. 

If that happened, would the faerie race live or die? 

Chiara shook her head. Half-fae or not, she wasn’t here to concern herself with the well-being of the faeries. She was here against her will and all that mattered to her was finding her way home.

The problem was operating under Rhoslyn’s terms as they currently stood made it impossible.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
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Chiara didn’t know if she could trust her watch and she scowled down at it as questions ran through her mind. 

Does time run differently in the Otherworld, or does it just seem that way because its inhabitants live so long? What if I get hungry? Is there some way around the rules since I am fae? 

She had been walking for hours, according to the timepiece, yet the landscape never changed. She knew that if she became frustrated in the first few hours, let alone the first out of nine days, she had no chance of finding her way home. For a brief moment, she reflected that she would have preferred to be given nine hours, rather than having Rhoslyn toy with her and try to give her some hope. No doubt the queen was watching from afar, amused by her helplessness.

However, the prospect of days versus hours did give Chiara a sense of hope. Whether that feeling was false or justified, she wouldn’t know unless she made an effort to escape.

No, it must be false hope. She’s just playing with me, she reasoned with herself, since the third term of her liberation couldn’t be met, and since there was far more opportunity for temptation over the course of a little longer than a week.

“This is ridiculous. I can’t keep walking if I don’t know how to get where I’m going.” 

Chiara tossed her bag to the ground and sat down against a tree that looked exactly like the one she had been resting against a few hours ago. Not only did she feel like she was walking in circles, but she knew that her mind was certainly thinking in circles. 

“Please, mother goddess, let me wake up and find that this was all just a dream. Yeah, let this just be a dream. Like The Wizard of Oz,” she muttered, dropping her head against her hands.

“I hardly think that sort of whining will get you out of here, let alone praying to a deity that may or may not exist.”

She lifted her head and tried to locate the source of the voice. “Excuse me?” she asked, when she realized another person stood in the ghostly forest, looking down at her. Her heart fluttered in that familiar way and Chiara couldn’t help but do a double take. “Jordan? How did you get here?”

The woman standing before her smiled wryly. Her hair was a bit shorter than Jordan’s and while it was unruly and windblown, not quite as wavy as her friend’s. 

“I’m Shea, but I can see how you’d make the mistake.” She extended her hand and Chiara lowered her gaze to the slim fingers offered to her.

Like Rhoslyn, this woman was dressed in a strange combination of things – a black leather jacket layered over an old-fashioned white, ruffled shirt. She clutched a bow in her other hand, though Chiara didn’t see a quiver or any arrows. Tight-fitting black pants encased supple legs and she wore practical leather boots that laced up to her knees. Chiara accepted the hand and lifted her gaze back to the woman’s face as she rose to her feet.

Yes, she could have passed for Jordan easily, except for one very unchangeable trait. Her eyes were fae silver, not blue. Still, a jolt of electricity passed through Chiara and she reclaimed her hand quickly, hoping Shea didn’t notice her discomfort.

“I’m sorry to say the goddess, if she’s even real, forsook us a long time ago.” The faerie’s shrug implied she had accepted the world’s fate.

“That’s so sad,” Chiara said, not sure how else to respond. Whatever uncertainty she’d felt during her many hours alone amplified in Shea’s presence. Heat swirled in her stomach and she swallowed to moisten her throat.

“Isn’t it?” Shea asked with a wave of her hand. “We’re supposed to have the magick to survive on our own. There are all sorts of hopeful prophecies about it, but we seem to wither away a little more each thirteen-moon, dying slowly and painfully.”

Despite the dire words, nothing in Shea’s voice gave Chiara the impression that she was at all concerned with her world’s tragic decline. Though one thing she’d said piqued Chiara’s curiosity. “Prophecies? By whom?”

“Don’t worry. You’re not in any of them, Chiara, so you can stop worrying your pretty half-human head about it. Or should I call you half-fae, since you’re here right now? Anyway, Rhoslyn has done her share of bad things, but that’s the least of this world’s problems.” Shea chortled and Chiara realized she was laughing at her.

She felt nonsensically indignant that a stranger would stop just to converse with her and then mock her. “I see.” She settled her bag over her shoulder again, spared another glance at the bow in Shea’s hand, then turned to squint at the path. Which direction had she come from?

“I didn’t mean to offend you.” Shea reached out to lay a gentle hand on Chiara’s shoulder. “You’re a very pretty woman, as far as those with human blood go. It’s just that your fate has very little to do with ours. Mortals seem to think they matter more than they actually do, you know. But whether you stay or go won’t really affect the fate of the Otherworld. Likewise, its ultimate fate won’t affect you, even with your faerie blood or family ties.”

“So you know who my mother is?” Chiara felt her hand tense around the strap of her bag and tried to relax her grip. It seemed these people knew more about her own mother than she did.

“Of course I do. Everyone knows and you aren’t the only child she’s conceived in hopes of reversing our decline. She feels it’s her duty to procreate, you know.” Shea gave another shrug, her eyes crinkling a bit with amusement. “Your kind do have quite a sense of self-importance, don’t they?”

Chiara turned away from her. “My kind, as you put it, don’t really appreciate being toyed with by anyone or anything, so I think I’ll just be on my way.”

Before she could take a step, Shea spoke again. “Look, I didn’t meant to give you a hard time. Sorry about that. Let me help you. I’m Rhoslyn’s huntress, so I know her lands better than anyone. Since you’re not anywhere near her lands, I thought you could use help finding them.”

“Oh, like that shouldn’t set off alarm bells or anything.” Chiara rolled her eyes and instead of relaxing her grip on her bag, clutched it tighter. Just what she needed – some crony of Rhoslyn’s tagging along to ensure her complete failure.

“It’s not like that. I can serve the queen and not be happy about it.” Shea remained nonchalant, her features never shifting out of that relaxed expression. “I’m somewhat of a fair bard, too. Play a decent pan pipe. Maybe you’d like some music while you walk down your never-ending road to nowhere.”

In spite of herself, Chiara said, “I had no idea that bards still existed.” She wondered if Shea had woven some sort of glamour around her, because Chiara felt the compulsion to reach out and reassure herself the huntress was real. All the more reason to be on her guard.

“Then you should have probably paid more attention growing up, since that knowledge might have saved you now.” Shea looked rather amused at her expense, and Chiara remembered her initial urge to hit the woman, rather than hit on her. “Of course, they do say ignorance is bliss,” Shea continued. “But you really should have seen the signs. The convergence of your Saturn return and the ninth anniversary of the night you tried to kill Rhoslyn. By the way, that was not a good move, Chiara. Not good at all. You know how decimated our numbers are.”

“So, what? Now you’re going to scold me for being a cold-blooded faerie murderer?” Chiara asked in disbelief. “She tried to force herself on me. In the mortal realm, a person has a right to defend herself from unwanted physical contact and faerie abductions.”

Shea put her hands up defensively. “I’m not judging. I’m just saying that you haven’t exactly ingratiated yourself with the people of this realm, even with your mother being who she is. Far too many of our kind would love to see you stay here and repay that debt, especially in the form of a life for a life.”

“And I suppose you’re one of them.” Chiara realized that every conversation she had been involved in today seemed to come down to a fight, first with Rhoslyn and now with this huntress.

“Well, I wouldn’t mind helping to repopulate the Otherworld with you,” Shea answered with a wickedly seductive grin, leaning close to her, arm resting just above Chiara’s head against the tree. “Didn’t you realize you were going to meet me? I made it all too obvious, you know.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” Chiara’s chest tightened. Should she know this person? As far as she knew, she’d never met another faerie in the human world, except Rhoslyn.

“I guess that’s another puzzle for you to figure out while you’re here.” Now Shea’s eyes twinkled with even more amusement and the corners of her mouth twitched upward. Chiara ignored the heat coiling in her belly.

Too much like Jordan not to be her, but definitely not her. Jordan would never flirt with me the way Shea just did.

Shea ran her hand through her dark, close cut hair, ruffling it in a gesture far too reminiscent of Jordan’s sexy swagger. “Let’s just say faerie glamour works every time, you know. Even on our own kind if we really want it to. Well, almost every time. You saw through it a little too well with poor Rhoslyn, and then you not only tried to kill her – you broke her heart. That was probably the worst part.”

“Broke Rhoslyn’s heart?” Chiara barked out a laugh. “She doesn’t have a heart.”

“Every faerie has a heart, as much as you do.” There was a reprimand in Shea’s voice.

“Then they really ought to stop deceiving humans and playing with mortal emotions!” Chiara yelled, and ducked under Shea’s arm to walk away as quickly as she could. “Since you told me you work for Rhoslyn, that certainly doesn’t make you a person I would trust or take advice from, so move along, lady.”

She heard Shea running to catch up to her after a moment, and then the huntress grasped her arm and swung Chiara around to face her.

“Don’t you dare touch me!” she yelled, pulling away from Shea.

“You are a jumpy one, aren’t you?” The huntress tsked and narrowed her eyes. “I have no intention of harming you, or even offering you faerie food and drink, but I think you should listen to me.”

“Why?” Chiara hated the way her stomach flipped in Shea’s presence. It felt like something pulled her toward the huntress, compelled her to want to be in her arms, even though the logical side of Chiara’s mind thought it was a terrible idea. 

“I want to assist you in your quest. That’s the truth.”

“Ha! Please tell me how you could possibly help me.”

“Ouch.” Shea crossed her hands over her heart. “You wound me, milady. I am but a chivalrous huntress who wishes to rescue a half-human stranger to our lands, while you are a damsel in distress in need of that help. That’s all there is to it.”

“Fine, I’ll ask another question. What do you stand to gain by helping me?” Chiara demanded to know.

“Why would I do it for personal gain?” Shea blinked at her and clasped her hands behind her back, tapping her bow against the backs of her thighs.

“Oh, stop playing innocent with me. Faeries don’t do something for nothing,” Chiara hissed. “I know that much from personal experience. You have too much to gain by demanding a high price for your so-called assistance.”

“That is very true, milady.” Shea winked at her. “You’re not as ignorant as I thought and it’s simple, really. I help you get out of here and you give me a favor when I ask for it. Deal?”

Chiara shook her head vigorously. “I can’t do that for two reasons.”

“And they would be?”

“First of all, I can’t just agree to be beholden to you and let you take whatever you want from me any time in the future with no limitations. And, second, you know full well that I can’t leave here even if I find the gate in Rhoslyn’s palace. She decreed that someone who loves me has to come and retrieve me. So I can journey until my feet are bloody, and I will if that’s what it takes. But finding that gate is no guarantee that I can get through it. I need that connection to the mortal world if I’m even going to get back to it.”

Shea rubbed her chin and then said, “Suppose I can bring that connection to you?”

“I might take you up on an offer like that,” Chiara answered, “if that kind of love existed. But your price is far too high and, like you, I’m not foolish enough to give you something for nothing.”

Chiara wished the offer wasn’t so tempting. Part of her wouldn’t mind owing Shea anything and everything. Reluctance filled her as she listened, instead, to the rational part of her mind. The part that told her Shea was just out for herself, like every faerie.

With that, Chiara turned, hoping to choose the correct direction along the path, and continued her journey. As the silence stretched all around her, she glanced back.

Shea was gone.

A half-hour later – according to her watch, anyway – Chiara realized she could cross hiking some of the world’s most famous trails off her bucket list. Whatever appeal the idea had once held faded. Not that her feet ached or anything. She was just sick of seeing the same scenery, while stuck with her own thoughts playing on repeat.

Like mulling over Shea’s offer.

Chiara shook her head at herself. Faeries were notoriously deceitful, greedy, and selfish, as she had seen in Rhoslyn’s behavior, past and present. If there was any way to bend others to their will, then that’s what they would do. Even one as “chivalrous” as Shea.

The sigh of frustration blew from between her lips as her feet ground to a halt. “Enough is enough,” she muttered and sank to the ground. 

It was getting dark, and she was exhausted and wondering where she would sleep. There was, she realized, an upside to being part-fae herself. Neither hunger nor thirst bothered her. Even if they did, she was sure her heritage must allow for some kind of loophole, as far as escaping the Otherworld.

She rifled through her messenger bag and sighed again. She had no provisions, certainly nothing that would make sleeping on the ground more tolerable. With no other choice, Chiara laid her head on the bag, closed her eyes, and drifted into a fitful slumber.
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ALTHOUGH THE AFTERNOON and evening had been completely indiscernible from one another, the sound of birdsong heralded the Otherworld morning.

Chiara pushed herself upright and rubbed the sleep from her eyes. What weak sunlight there was warmed her body at least somewhat. She rose to her feet to stretch and look around the forest. At least she perceived a difference between morning and the previous day.

The path she had traveled before bedding down looked substantially darker in the morning light, while the path ahead of her appeared a bit greener and less wild.

“So, on the upside, I don’t have to go to the bathroom.” Chiara picked up her bag, and looked up and down the path, strangely thankful for small favors. “Now, which way do I go?”

She shielded her eyes with her hand and lifted her gaze to the sun. Gauging direction wasn’t her strong suit, but maybe the principles of the Otherworld weren’t so different than her own. Besides, this was her chance to be a real-life adventurer.

“Right,” she scoffed, “because there’s totally saving throws in real life. Now, does this thing rise in the east and set in the west, or travel in a completely different direction?”

“Oh, it goes the same way here as it does in your world. You ask a lot of odd questions, you know.”

“Holy crap!” Chiara jumped at the sound of Shea’s voice and pressed her hand to her chest. When she turned to face her, Chiara saw that the huntress’s lips quirked in amusement.

“Sorry. I forgot how skittish you could be. How did you sleep?” Shea looked well-rested and a little too seductively roguish for Chiara’s tastes as she leaned against one of the trees, a brilliant red apple in her hand. If Shea meant to mock her, then she’d succeeded. Her silver gaze was much too direct for comfort as she casually tossed the apple up in the air and caught it without even looking, and Chiara felt a rush of warmth flow through her. 

Sarcasm, she decided, was her best defense. “How do you think I slept?” she asked, raising her eyebrows.

“Oh, we’re going to play that game?” Shea grinned at her and then took a bite out of the luscious-looking apple. The red flesh crunched and the white inside looked so juicy, Chiara almost forgot the dangers of eating faerie food.

But she gritted her teeth and shook her head. She had a feeling Shea would powerfully outmatch her in a battle of wits.

“So, it seems you’re wondering which way to go.” The huntress approached to stand on the path beside her, and pressed her index finger to her narrow, but sensual lips. “Back the way you came, because, after all, the hard road might actually be the correct one. Or you wonder if you should take the friendly-looking green path, because it certainly seems nicer.”

“Very perceptive of you,” Chiara said as she shifted her weight from one foot to the other.

Shea glanced around and then looked at her again, those silvery eyes giving Chiara unwelcome shivers. “In all honesty, the forest is probably the safest place for you to stay, but this path isn’t the way home. You’ve wasted an entire day, already.”

“Well, thanks for telling me that now.” 

“Hey, don’t get mad at me.” Shea lifted her hands in a gesture of surrender. “I offered my help yesterday and you turned me down. Besides, you assumed many things, like this path would lead you somewhere when it, in fact, goes nowhere. You also assumed Rhoslyn would give you a fighting chance. But why put your enemy at your very gates? You’ll have to walk day and night to get anywhere near her castle.”

Chiara glanced back down the darker side of the path. “Fine. I’ve been naive. So this isn’t the way I need to go, but how could it possibly be safer?”

“In this particular forest there are fewer faeries and fewer temptations, not counting me, of course.” Shea grinned again and made a finger-gun gesture at her, as if well aware of her own sensual appeal. Chiara rolled her eyes, the best way to fight back against the way her heart fluttered. “So, the whole point of being stuck in the Otherworld is to face the challenges of the realm, isn’t it? But you won’t make any progress toward home if you wander around, untested, through the forest. That would hardly be a quest worthy of a potential faerie princess.”

“So now you’re saying I didn’t cover all those miles for nothing?” Chiara confirmed, suddenly feeling giddy with relief. It seemed Shea was more of a trickster than Rhoslyn, misdirecting and redirecting the conversation, until Chiara’s head spun.

“Correct. You chose the right direction. That direction may look all sweetness and light, but don’t kid yourself. Things only get harder from here on out. You would probably be safer with someone to accompany you, someone who knows their way around the realm.” Shea’s voice took on a seductive quality and Chiara could no longer ignore her own feelings.

I want her.

As her lips parted, she remembered herself and propped her hand on her hip. She looked Shea up and down, hoping she looked nonchalant. “Oh? Such as whom? Someone like you, I suppose?”

“Well, I’m not one to brag, but I do know my way around the Otherworld,” Shea said, brushing her fingernails along the sleeve of her black leather jacket. “And you’ve already fallen for one of the classic passive-aggressive faerie tactics by wondering whether or not you’ve chosen the right road.”

Chiara nodded and tightened her grip on the strap of her messenger bag. It seemed like so little to cling to, but its presence offered her some sort of anchor to her own reality. “So that first day was really just to give me a chance to doubt myself, a test of will?”

“More or less,” Shea said. “And even though you didn’t exactly face any trials or ordeals, the first day totally counts toward your nine. Everything counts here, Chiara, so you are down by one.”

“Great.” Chiara could not bite back the sarcasm. Not that she wanted to. Nothing in this world inclined her to be gracious toward anyone or anything. “It sounds like if I want to get out of here, I have to keep going until I can’t go anymore.”

“Ah, but there’s also that tricky clause about you not being able to leave without your true love coming to find you.” The mischievous twinkle had returned to Shea’s beautiful eyes.

Chiara tried to ignore it. “I don’t remember Rhoslyn saying anything about ‘true love’.”

“Well, that’s generally what the whole idea of someone who loves you coming to your rescue means. All that faerie tale nonsense the humans eat up.” Shea opened and closed her fingers like a mouth and her voice came out in a mockingly high tone. “Once upon a time, blah blah blah, happily ever after.”

“Fine. I get your point. Instead of making fun of me, why don’t you do something useful?” Chiara smacked Shea’s hand and received a grin as her reward. Shea reminded her of Jordan more and more, with her playfulness. Yet, there was something warm and charming about her, unlike Jordan’s standoffish behavior whenever she’d been around Chiara.

Chiara pondered it a moment longer, nibbled at her lower lip, then turned and walked down the lighter, greener path, into the warm sunshine.

“Hey, I didn’t make the rules. I’m just telling you about them.” Shea fell into step next to her. The huntress tossed the apple core aside and said, “The person who comes for you has to be more than a good friend or blood relation. It has to be a soul mate.”

“A what?” Chiara slanted a narrow-eyed glare at her.

“A soul mate. You know, that term used by mortals to over-romanticize the relationship they have with their partners? Someone who ‘completes you’ and all that romantic chow-chow.”

Just like that, Chiara’s soaring hopes crashed. She turned away and shook her head.

“What?” Shea elbowed her, a gentle dig into Chiara’s arm.

“I only know one person that I think of in that way, and I know for a fact she doesn’t feel the same way about me,” Chiara muttered, as she continued to walk.

“Oh, a she, huh? Well, maybe she does feel the same way about you, but doesn’t realize it. Or maybe something else is holding her back from expressing her feelings. Have you tried telling her how you feel about her?”

With that reminder of the perfect mess she had created between herself and Jordan, Chiara felt her annoyance hit its breaking point. “Are all faeries as nosy as you?” she snapped.

“Whoa, calm down. I was just asking questions.” Shea’s tone of voice rose with disbelief and she looked at Chiara with wide eyes.

“Yeah, well, I don’t need your questions about my life, let alone a conversation about that soul mate bullshit.”

“Ouch.” Shea pressed her hands to her chest. “You don’t believe in it?”

“I believe in it about as much as I believe I’ll ever let Rhoslyn have what she wants.” Chiara kept walking, her focus on the path. “And I believe you’re just doing this to tick me the hell off.”

“A lack of faith in love hardly makes for a fulfilling life.”

“Oh, really? Who are you to judge?” Chiara whirled to glower at Shea. “You’re a faerie and you deceive people into being attracted to you. Meanwhile, your kind don’t have the leisure to think about love, because your race is dying. Instead, it’s their mission to get laid as much as they can, in hopes of getting knocked up, or getting mortal women knocked up, and then taking their babies away to strengthen the faerie race. Or abandoning them in the human world, like my mother did with me. All you people want are brood mares, so who are you to scold me about love when your kind has forgotten how it even feels?”

Shea folded her arms, her lips pressed together in a thin, hard line. “You’re right; we do have to procreate with humans for survival. But you’re wrong about us forgetting what love is. Just because it isn’t a priority for us, that doesn’t mean that we don’t want to be able to find love too. Just look at me. The last thing I’m going to do is go out and find a human male to have a baby with, because I don’t want either one. I’m a gay faerie. Laugh at that if you want, but this world can’t really afford to be kind to me. Being a hunter isn’t an honor. It’s a job, Chiara, one I’m good at, but not the one destiny intended for me. Trust me when I say faeries wish we had the leisure to make a priority of something that you, and many other mortals, take for granted. It must be nice to be able to be so cavalier about something like love.”

When Chiara heard the pain in Shea’s voice, she turned to apologize.

But the huntress had already disappeared.
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CHAPTER EIGHT
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As a child, she’d envisioned the Faerielands as a place of flowery fields and crystal palaces, not gray skies and withered forests. Nor did Chiara think faeries lived in large enough groups to form a village of simple homes made from bark and thatched with straw. So when she found the small village, it surprised her to finally see other faeries. Several houses bordered the path, while faerie men and women worked in the fields, and children played outdoors.

Reminding herself of Shea’s words that some of the faeries would like to see her punished for her actions almost a decade ago, she gripped the strap of her bag and set off with grim determination into the village. She knew faeries were capable of deceit. She didn’t know if they were also capable of outright hostility. It seemed that encountering faeries on her journey was inevitable, though, and it was a chance she would have to take.

The faeries watched in silence as she approached, and Chiara bowed her head in an effort to appear deferential. They would want her to fail, to serve out the punishment they felt she deserved by living among them and giving up the life she enjoyed in the mortal world. Her penalty would be to help them add to their numbers, until she no longer served Rhoslyn’s purposes. It was not a thought she relished.

Even though this area was greener than the forest, it still had the gray pall over it that made it so very different from the mortal world to which she was accustomed. Other than that, the Otherworld seemed more or less normal based on her human standards.

Chiara made her way swiftly through the village, trying to ignore the discomfort she felt as a result of the attention she was receiving from the faeries. They had paused in their work, their gazes following her as she traveled by. Chiara felt their earthy magick tingling around her. 

That, as well as other elemental energies, weaved through the air, life encouraging and nurturing. They were using it, she realized, to sustain and increase their crops. Yet it must have come at a terrible price, because the faeries looked as gray as the land around them, dark circles shadowing their eyes.

The sensation was very different than the dark magick that Rhoslyn exuded, and the sensual energy Shea radiated.

As she pondered this, she also realized she was feeling back to normal. That sense of everyone staring at her faded with each step. She glanced back to see that she was just outside the village and the faeries had returned to their work. Silently, she offered a prayer to whatever deity might be listening – her own or any other – for their good health and an abundant harvest.

Relief at surviving yet another unnerving ordeal flooded through her. “This can only get harder,” Chiara reminded herself.

She hesitated at a crossroads just beyond the village, another first she’d seen since beginning her journey. The statue of a fae woman stood there, with four faces that looked in each of the cardinal directions. The gray stone looked as if someone had carved it recently, yet the moss that crept up the base told her the statue had been there for a long time. Possibly for eons, with only the barest signs of aging thanks to the faerie magick of the Otherworld. She could feel the vibration of earthy energy around it, emanating from the very stone itself.

“It looks in the different directions, almost like Hecate,” she murmured as she reached out to touch the statue.

“I would ask you to keep your hands to yourself,” came an indignant-sounding voice.

“Oh, I’m so sorry!” Chiara withdrew her hand as if she had been scalded, then looked up at the statue. “Did you just say something?”

“Of course I did.” The brow of the matronly face that looked down at her creased with disapproval. “What sort of manners do they teach you mortals?” the statue asked.

Chiara felt as though she should curtsy, something she realized she’d probably look absurd doing. “They don’t teach us any manners whatsoever,” she responded, trying to sound contrite.

“That’s very clear young lady, especially when you go around trying to kill faeries.”

“Now really,” said a gentler voice on the left side of the statue. “You know that no faerie should ever abduct a human, even one that is half-fae. There is no excuse for Rhoslyn’s actions.”

“Don’t you start,” responded the face that was still looking at Chiara reproachfully.

Chiara took a step to the left to see that the speaker was another face of the statue, one that looked younger and whose face didn’t have the same stern downturn to its mouth. “Excuse me,” Chiara asked, “but is that one of the laws of the faerie – that they aren’t allowed to abduct humans?”

“Not exactly,” said the younger face. “But it just isn’t done anymore, if you know what I mean. To go to your world and glamour a human is one thing. To bring them here is quite another. No faerie or mortal should do such a thing to another person, and some of us are quite glad you stood up for yourself. You have a right to personal and physical dignity.”

“I quite agree,” chimed in a third voice. Chiara moved to look at the third side of the statue, which appeared much older than the other two visages. “A human has every right to defend herself, though she shouldn’t have to. Even a false queen like Rhoslyn should know better.”

Chiara tilted her head up at the statue. “A false queen?”

“There you go again, bringing politics into it,” the first face – the face of the mother, Chiara realized – scolded. “What’s done is done. No one is going to overthrow her now that she has so much power, so everyone needs to get over it and move on with their lives.”

Questions lingered on the tip of Chiara’s tongue, but she bit them back. Instead, she rubbed her hand over the smooth stone of the statue base while she considered everything they’d told her. If Rhoslyn didn’t deserve to be in power, if she’d somehow taken it from a rightful ruler, maybe Chiara hadn’t done anything wrong after all.

After a moment’s thought, she looked back up at the statue. “I don’t mean to bother you, but would you tell me if one of these roads leads to Rhoslyn’s palace?”

“Indeed, one of them will,” responded the face of the crone, its expression impassive.

“And if I do follow the correct road, will it also take me home?”

“That will depend,” said the crone. “Do you want it to?”

“I certainly do,” Chiara answered and swallowed, glad no one else could see her despair.

“Then it might. But as the outcome is not entirely dependent upon your actions, I cannot say.”

“Perhaps the enchantress can say,” the maiden side suggested in her sweet, encouraging tones.

“Perhaps this fae child ought to take care of herself,” the mother side answered, sounding far huffier than the other sides of the statue. “Let her learn her own lesson. Not that knocking the queen down a few pegs is necessarily a bad thing,” the stone grumbled in an undertone.

“Don’t mind her,” the crone said, giving Chiara a wink. “She’s just angry on principle. Why don’t you see if the enchantress will awaken?”

Chiara pursed her lips and walked around to the fourth side of the statue. On this side, a veil covered the face, but she lowered her gaze out of respect nonetheless. Before she could ask her question, the enchantress spoke, voice muffled by its covering.

“I do not see your liberation from the Otherworld,” it intoned.

“Is it that there is no love for her in the mortal realm or that the one who loves her does not know that she is here?” the crone asked.

“The one who loves her knows that she is here, but is not capable of liberating her from the Otherworld.”

Chiara had been holding her breath, hoping to hear that someone was seeking her. There was the wildest, most illogical hope in her heart that the enchantress would describe a vision of Jordan. But when she blinked, Chiara pictured Shea, instead. She shook away the thought and took two steps back from the statue, trying to formulate a response.

“All of my friends know by now that I’m gone,” she said. “I guess I’m not surprised at your prediction. Just because they know doesn’t mean they’re able to help me in any way. Thank you for looking into it.” She glanced at the road and realized she had a long journey ahead, if she decided to continue walking. The idea of sitting down at the statue’s base and just waiting for her nine days to be up crossed her mind, until her fight or flight reflex cancelled it out.

She wouldn’t take this sitting down, even if it did mean probable failure in the end.

“I can offer you this,” the enchantress said, and Chiara looked at her. “Your strength has brought you this far. Let it continue to guide you. Trust in yourself to be a victorious warrior and you will not fail.”

Chiara pressed her lips together and said nothing as she scuffed the toe of her shoe in the dirt. More words that basically got her nowhere. She clenched her fists at her sides and tried not to think about it.

“Poor child, do not give up hope,” said the crone. “Keep in mind that time in your world and in this world passes very differently.”

Chiara walked back around the statue to look up at her. “Why does that matter?”

“Consider that a day here is but a moment in your world. To them, you only just disappeared. It may take time before they realize the extent of what has happened to you.”

“You... you mean that my nine days here could pass without anyone back home even having a chance to try to find me?”

“That is quite possible.”

At the crone’s words, Chiara felt wearier than she had the evening before. “I’m not sure how I’m not supposed to give up hope after you say something like that, but thanks... I guess.” She turned back to the path once again, the pull to just sit and wait out the rest of her time even stronger.

“If it helps,” said the maiden, “my path leads to the fields and orchards. Perhaps you would rather occupy yourself pleasantly there, among the beauty our world has to offer.”

“Mine leads to the cemeteries and groves,” offered the crone. “That is where you will find the mysteries of life and death, should they intrigue you.”

“Mine leads back the way you came,” said the mother, sounding bored, and Chiara couldn’t suppress a snort.

“No thanks.”

“And mine leads to Queen Rhoslyn’s kingdom. Travel it if you dare,” challenged the enchantress.

Chiara chewed the inside of her cheek and looked at the path the enchantress faced. Cold, hard determination replaced the sinking sensation that’d nearly claimed her. She wouldn’t get anywhere in life by sitting around, hoping for a fix.

“I’ve never turned down a dare,” she finally said. “I appreciate the advice.” Chiara shouldered her bag and turned down the middle path, to continue toward a destiny that one person had chosen for her.

A destiny she intended to continue to fight.
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CHAPTER NINE
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After another night on the hard ground, morning dawned bright and gloriously warm. Despite her surroundings, Chiara felt well-rested thanks to her deep, dreamless sleep. She stood, her body betraying none of the aches she had expected after two nights of sleeping outdoors without proper camping equipment. 

The memory of last night’s inky sky dotted with stars brought a smile to her face. This place wasn’t so bad. It just wasn’t home. 

Although the path before her seemed long, she faced it with a new resolve, undeterred from her quest. “The enchantress said to let my strength be my guide,” she muttered. “So that’s what I’ll do.”

She dug into her bag, and found luxury in the form of her MP3 player and earbuds. Without sparing a glance for the cellphone she knew would be useless, she plugged the earbuds into the player’s headset jack.

“The wonders of modern mortal technology,” she said, finally smiling for the first time in two days. She turned on the music and the hard rock pinging from the earbuds lifted her spirits even more. She felt like it was possible to beat anything in her way, including the terms of her imprisonment.

Sticking the MP3 player in her pocket, Chiara lifted her chin and quickened her pace along the winding path.

Her joy was short-lived. This day was as interminable as the previous two after only an hour, except now the path had gone from bumpy forest trail to a hard, worn road. She could see the murky forest to the west of the road, as wretched and twisted as ever. Before her to the north, where the path slowly wound ahead and a little to the right, then just over a hill, there were the spires of some distant architecture, looking much too far away. 

A glance behind her, to the south, showed a view of the rolling fields she had passed through over the course of the past day. To the east of the road she saw tall green grasses indicative of swamplands or coastal terrain. The entire landscape was wild and seemed largely uninhabited, with the exception of the small village through which she had passed.

Despite the forsaken territory, the road appeared well traveled. She certainly felt it in each jolt as her feet hit the dirt. The road was dry, and free of grass or moss. There were fresh ruts from wheeled vehicles and horses’ hooves.

With a sigh of fatigue, Chiara stopped dead in her tracks and considered collapsing then and there to the ground. Even music couldn’t lift her spirits when faced with the prospect of continued trudging through this barren realm.

A motion in her peripheral vision distracted her from musing. She pulled the earbuds from her ears and turned to get a better look. This time, a low animal growl accompanied the movement of five white wolves emerging from the forest. Each of them hunkered low to the ground and pinned her with their fierce, yellow-eyed glares.

“Oh shit,” she muttered under her breath, taking an involuntary step back.

She knew the journey would have its challenges. That really went without saying, even if everyone she encountered didn’t seem to think so. But she hadn’t expected it to actually be dangerous, let alone potentially fatal. The southern forest had seemed completely devoid of life as she traveled through it. 

Apparently the western forest is a bit livelier, she thought frantically as she backed away from the wolves.

They continued to advance, perhaps more interested in her since she’d started retreating. Even though it went against every instinct screaming through her body, she stopped and stood as still as possible. It was easier said than done, considering the overwhelming urge to run. Deep breaths anchored her and she lowered her gaze to search the ground for something to use as a weapon.

Her messenger bag remained useless at her side. There was nothing heavy in it. She could hardly swing a bag containing a few small modern conveniences at them. If anything, she imagined that kind of flailing might just spur them on, not deter them from attacking her. 

Still, she thought, it might buy me some time, or at least keep them from getting too close.

With exaggeratedly slow motions, she reached up to lift the strap off her shoulder and over her head, and then wound the strap through her hands. She tightened her grip and took another cautious step backward. The wolves rumbled low in their throats as they stalked her.

“I don’t want to hurt you,” she said soothingly, “any more than I want you to hurt me.” Part of her hoped that these fae animals might understand her words, but they took another step toward her, padding on soft feet with deadly intent.

For each step they took forward, she took another delicate one back, leaving the hard-packed dirt road. Their growls told her the wolves were clearly hostile and no amount of reasoning would change that. Even though she didn’t want to provoke an attack, their postures told her it was inevitable no matter what. The idea of whacking them with the messenger bag didn’t seem like such a good idea anymore, not that it had in the first place. All she could do was try to put as much distance as possible between herself and the pack. Bag held taut between both hands before her, she continued her retreat.

Their growling grew louder, and the closest wolf barked before snapping its teeth at her. Chiara braced herself to fight them off. Her heart pounded wildly in her chest as she stared back at them, her gaze riveted on those sharp teeth.

A rush of air in front of her took her aback for a moment. She prepared to swing, raising her other arm to protect her throat.

The wolf had not leapt.

Someone had darted in front of her to stand between them, a black-clad figure with short, dark hair and a bow held at the ready.

“Shea!” Chiara gasped.

Leather creaked as Shea lifted her weapon, drew the bowstring back, and sighted along the shaft of her arrow. “They aren’t animals of this world. They don’t have any more intelligence than a domestic cat. They are from your world and they must return to it.”

“What are they doing here?” Chiara asked, her eye still on the advancing wolves despite the barrier between her and the danger. She couldn’t believe someone, even a self-proclaimed huntress, would stand up to such a vicious-looking pack.

“Humans aren’t the only ones who stumble through the gates. Animals can get lost and end up in the Otherworld too. We try to treat any creatures from the mortal world with care, especially those that humans try to hunt to extinction. We feed them and make them our friends. These are newly come to this world and have not yet learned that they have nothing to fear. We can’t allow them to remain.”

“But you’re not going to –”

“Look away if this bothers you. Only warning,” Shea interrupted.

Before Chiara could decide if she ought to plead for the animals’ lives or avert her eyes, the huntress loosed the first arrow. It thunked into the lead wolf’s shoulder and the animal dropped to the ground.

Chiara whipped her gaze away as Shea drew back the bowstring once more. More creaking leather followed by one twang after another. At last, she heard Shea’s low, “You can look, now,” and slowly turned.

The huntress approached the fallen wolf pack and stood over it, bow slung over her shoulder and hands spread wide. Faerie magic pulsed from her, a sensation to which Chiara immediately felt attuned. Its beauty and intensity, poetry and power brought an answering flare of magick within her. Try as she might to ignore her heritage, Chiara knew it would be impossible if she remained here.

The harmonious resonance surrounded the wolves’ pristine white bodies until a shimmering mist claimed them. Sweat beaded Shea’s forehead and Chiara felt her force out one last push of energy.

And then the wolves were gone.

Shea’s chest heaved as Chiara reached her side. “Are you going to be okay?” Chiara didn’t know why she asked or why she went to touch the other woman’s arm. But she drew her hand back just as she remembered who she was dealing with – possibly a far worse predator than the ones the huntress had just killed.

“I’m fine and so are they.” Shea tossed her head and turned to face Chiara. “My arrows do what they must. These didn’t kill. They just compelled the wolves to sleep, so I could send them back where they belonged.”

“Wait.” Now Chiara did seize Shea by the arm. “You sent them back to the human world?”

Shea nodded once, her breathing finally back to normal. Chiara tried to ignore the rise and fall of her chest. Right now, she had more important things to consider.

“Why didn’t you tell me you’re capable of sending others between worlds?”

“You never asked.”

“Oh, for f’s sake, Shea. Send me home.”

The brunette disengaged herself from Chiara’s hold with a gentle twist of her arm and took a step back. “I can’t do that.”

“Why the hell not?” Chiara wasn’t about to let the huntress retreat. Not after what she’d learned. She matched Shea’s steps until they were face to face again. “You said work for Rhoslyn, but that you don’t necessarily like it. So send me home. It’d be a great way to tick her off if you really don’t like her all that much.”

Shea reached out with both hands and, to Chiara’s surprise, they curled over her shoulders. For a moment they tightened and there was a tension in them that made Chiara think Shea was going to pull her close. Then the tension dissipated and Shea simply shook her head.

“I’d love to thwart her. Trust me, Chiara. I’ve dreamed of it for a damn long time. But you must understand that it’s impossible. So many things are...” Shea’s gaze dropped away from Chiara’s. “Impossible,” she finished, her voice just above a whisper.

Tears pricked at Chiara’s eyes, hot and stinging. “I-I want to understand,” she said, her voice breaking. “You protected me just now, so why can’t you help me?”

“I’ve been protecting you a lot longer than that, but...” Shea’s gaze swung back to hers and Chiara was surprised to see those silver eyes also brimming with tears. “But it’s a complicated matter.”

Now that her fear had faded, Chiara felt only the urge to show Shea that she could trust her. She knew of only one way to do that, to truly put her life in the other woman’s hands. “Thank –”

“Do not say it.” The fierceness in Shea’s command made Chiara shiver. “You know that to do so incurs a heavy debt, Chiara. You might have denied your birthright, but even you know the implications of those words.” Shea blinked at her, then dropped her hands and walked to the road, turning toward the kingdom to the north.

Chiara rushed to catch up with Shea and fell into step just behind her. “But you saved my life and you could save it again, if you wanted to,” she said in a low voice. “So I have to say it. It wouldn’t feel right not to.”

She sensed the tension in Shea’s body, saw it in the stiff set of her shoulders and rigid arms at her sides, but ignored it.

“Thank you,” Chiara said.

Shea stopped and turned to her. This time, it was the huntress who closed the distance between them, her left hand gripping Chiara’s right shoulder and her body propelling Chiara back until she pushed her up against one of the twisted trees on the side of the road. “What sort of thing do you think I will want from you?” Shea asked, her gaze lowering from Chiara’s eyes to her lips.

“I have a few guesses.” Chiara lifted her chin, feeling her heartbeat quicken, this time not with fear, but desire. It was a heady feeling to have someone pursue her, even someone as inconstant and capricious as a faerie. Normally, she would have rejected Shea on the spot, but something about their attuned energies made the moment feel right.

She realized it was far too easy to indulge in those very pleasures of the faerie world that Rhoslyn had told her she must avoid if she was to go home, but she knew that, sooner or later, something might get the better of her. Shea felt like the perfect choice.

Especially if I can’t have Jordan.

Shea leaned in, and Chiara heard a distant “Jordan who?” in the back of her mind. For now, the only thing that made sense to her was to give in to the other voice inside of her... The “just one kiss won’t hurt” voice.

“I knew from the moment I met you, that you were going to be trouble,” Chiara whispered, lowering her lashes and tilting her face up toward Shea’s.

“I could say the same thing about you.” Shea moved her hand up to cup Chiara’s jaw.

Chiara closed her eyes and waited, her heart beating so fast she thought she might pass out. Warm breath fanned over her lips just before Shea’s soft mouth touched hers.

It was the unexpected rattle that made Chiara jump, made her eyes fly open as she stood on tiptoe to try to see past Shea. Shea seemed as nonchalant as ever. The huntress simply moved away from her as if nothing had happened and turned to look down the road.

Chiara took a deep breath to regain her balance, both physical and mental. Shea’s presence still surrounded her, and she felt immersed in the need to be closer to the faerie. This is crazy, she told herself. I have to stop feeling like I need her. If I let this go on, I will never get home.

And then there’s Jordan...

Right?

When she looked at the road again with clear eyes, she saw a horse-drawn coach with silver tassels hanging draped over the purple fabric, and silver flags waving from the four corners on top. Looking out the silver-lined window was a beautiful woman with strawberry blonde curls gathered atop her head, a silver crown on her brow, and golden eyes that regarded the two of them with laughter. The woman in the carriage was the most luminously beautiful person Chiara had ever seen in her entire life.

“Shea,” the woman said with mirth in her musical voice. “What a naughty huntress you are, out here seducing half-human maids when you should be on your way home.”

“I was on the road to the capitol, Your Majesty, and must admit to succumbing to this lovely distraction. However, even the fairest woman, be she human or faerie, could not rival you in beauty. I am yours to command.”

Chiara decided Shea’s flowery speech was just for show. Nothing in her expression indicated she found the woman in the carriage at all attractive.

“You are Rhoslyn’s to command, as I understand it, but there’s nothing I can do about that. That’s a task for another royal.” The woman’s eyes moved to Chiara. “Wouldn’t you agree, daughter?”

“If you say so... mother. Or should I call you Queen Titania while I’m here?”

The queen let out a laugh that reminded Chiara, briefly, of her childhood. She’d heard that laugh only once or twice, but it’d been a long time since her mother bothered to check on her.

“You may call me ‘Your Majesty’ just like everyone else, Chiara. I realize you’re on your way to Rhoslyn’s palace, but would you like to be my guest at the palace tonight?” the Queen asked.

Chiara furrowed her brow as she considered the question. The idea that her own mother would try to keep her from fulfilling her quest didn’t really shock her, she supposed. But it still tore at her heart to know even the woman who’d brought her into the world would hinder, not help her. 

“I don’t know if that’s such a good idea, Your Majesty.” She glanced sideways at Shea, but the other faerie’s face remained impassive. No help there. “I appreciate the invitation, but I need to be somewhere, and I’m sure you know time is of the essence.”

“After the task to which my fellow queen has set you, surely you are in need of rest, not to mention food.” Titania’s voice was firm, but also kind. 

“Again, I appreciate that, but I know the laws of this world. A human must not eat or drink anything offered to them.”

The way Titania laughed made it seem like she hadn’t heard anything so funny in a long time. She stopped just short of slapping her knee. “You’re half faerie, daughter. You don’t have to worry about being susceptible to our magicks. And, really, you can’t live without food, even here. Stop being so stubborn and come along.”

Chiara slid a glance at Shea, who tipped her head in a sort-of nod. So she’d avoided food for nothing? And rest? The idea of sleeping somewhere other than the ground certainly appealed to Chiara. That and maybe even a bath.

“Rhoslyn is no friend of mine and I cannot do enough to apologize for her behavior toward you. Remember, our land is made up of different courts and while Rhoslyn is one of the Seelie, we are not closely aligned. Please, come and stay the night. It is the least I can do, considering you are my own flesh and blood.” Titania extended her hand toward Chiara. “It will bring you a few miles closer to your goal, and you may sleep in a comfortable bed, eat, clean up, and then continue your journey tomorrow.”

“I thought that was Rhoslyn’s kingdom ahead,” Chiara said, taking a step toward the carriage and reached her hand out to place her fingers over the Queen’s. It was the first time she’d touched her own mother’s hand in... how long? She didn’t remember, but the moment their fingers met, she felt the energy flowing between them. As if the birthright she’d spent almost twenty-five years of her life denying had just become something solid, an obvious aspect of her own physical being.

“Goodness, no. What you see is mine and Oberon’s domain, the capital of the Otherworld. Come and you will be our guest. I can assure you that you will not be harmed while in our court, but treated with the honor a daughter of mine deserves.” The queen curled her fingers beneath Chiara’s to draw her toward the waiting transport.

Somehow, Chiara found herself sliding into the carriage and sitting across from Titania as if it were the natural thing to do. Shea sat down next to her, the footman closed the door, and the carriage moved along the dirt road once more. 

This is so surreal, Chiara told herself as the wheels turned, moving them toward their destination. I’m with the woman who just happens to be my mother, not to mention one of the most well-known queens of the faeries, and on my way to her castle.

“You must be exhausted,” Titania observed, compassion in her melodic voice. “If you would only allow yourself to accept the magick of your fae half, it would rejuvenate you.”

“I can’t take anything from the realm of faerie,” Chiara demurred instantly, her skin prickling as a chill passed over her. She wondered if she had fallen into a well-crafted trap meant to lull her into a sense of security. Mother or not, she knew not to trust Titania. It seemed oddly coincidental to meet up with her midway through her quest.

She glanced at Shea for confirmation, but Shea’s face was turned toward the window. Whether or not she was listening, she certainly seemed to want to give the impression that she had no interest in the conversation. Chiara didn’t know when she’d come to trust Shea enough to look to her for guidance. Maybe since she saved my life. That’d be a pretty good reason to believe in her.

When she looked back at Titania, she saw that her mother’s brows had drawn together. “It’s not a gift or taking if it is a part of you, Chiara. Perhaps it’s time you stop running away from your heritage and accept what is freely yours. Using your power will bind you neither to me nor this world. Let me show you what I mean.” Titania reached out to take her hand and, despite her misgivings, Chiara found herself unable to put any space between them.

She felt a pleasant, comfortable pulse of life magick pass between them and then a tug from inside, as if Titania was pulling the magick from Chiara. Even more energy flooded her, until all signs of fatigue disappeared from her body and mind.

“I need you to be in good spirits and high energy for tonight,” Titania said, releasing Chiara’s hand and sitting back in her plush seat, a smile on her lovely face.

“What’s happening tonight?” Chiara asked, feeling a little disconnected from her body. It was as if her awareness was floating just above her, disembodied and dizzy. Invigorating faerie energy hummed through her body, but it didn’t fade. It certainly didn’t seem harmful, but wariness still edged the strange sensation.

“You’ll become accustomed to it, in time,” Titania reassured her, a small smile lifting the corners of her lips. “As for tonight, we are throwing a ball for our subjects. It is not often that one of my many children graces us with her presence, and I would so love it if you would attend. We will take care of all of your needs, but you really must experience the entertainment that the Otherworld has to offer. It will do you no harm. After that, I will provision you for your journey. You cannot continue to travel without some comforts. I’m sure sleeping on the ground has not been to your liking, and then there is the question of...” Titania’s nose wrinkled as she concluded, “Cleanliness.”

The reminder that she hadn’t bathed in three days anchored Chiara somewhat. She turned her head toward her left shoulder to sniff herself surreptitiously. A brief glance at Shea told her that the huntress still seemed oblivious to her discomfort. She continued to stare out the window on her side of the carriage, her expression inscrutable. Chiara wondered what Shea was thinking as she turned her attention back to the queen.

“I am most humbled and honored by your invitation,” Chiara said carefully, trying to word her response politely, without saying the forbidden words of gratitude. She’d already bound herself to Shea with them and that was more than enough of a tie to a faerie for one lifetime. “I accept any hospitality you wish to offer. It would certainly feel good to get clean and sleep in a bed.”

“Very good,” Titania responded, her eyes shining with delight. “I have to warn you that Rhoslyn will attend, but she’ll be late. But I’m sure that we can find you a suitable dance partner tonight. Perhaps Shea can help us with that. Don’t worry. You will be perfectly safe in my home. Neither Rhoslyn nor any of my subjects will do anything to harm you.”

Chiara felt Shea shift in the seat next to her, and she appeared to turn her attention even more fully on the passing scenery. The sense that Shea was warning her without words washed over Chiara. Instinctively, she reached for the huntress, her fingers inching across the plush seat cushion toward the silent fae. As her fingertips brushed Shea’s leather-clad hip, she startled Chiara by flinching at her touch. Chiara felt a brief flare of power, a tendril of energy reaching from Shea to twine around her, and then the sensation vanished.

“It is the least I can do for one of our own kind. You’d have experienced a very different upbringing, had you been reared in our world. It’s unfortunate that we had to hide you. It certainly was not my choice.”

Chiara nodded at Titania dazedly, and then blinked as the words sank in. “Pardon me?” she responded, her attention drawn back to the beautiful woman.

“I said that it is the least we can do for one of own kind. Even a part-fae is family, particularly the child of a royal. We do not shun those with diminished faerie blood.”

“Wait – I’m confused.” Chiara held up one hand as she tried to process her mother’s words. “You left me in the human world to hide me? Why?”

Titania arched one delicate golden eyebrow. “There are things I cannot reveal to you, but ask Rhoslyn’s huntress. Shea knows all. Don’t you, Shea?”

Shea finally turned back to them. “If it pleases Your Majesty,” she said almost inaudibly.

“It does, for it is not my place to interfere in such matters. You see, Chiara,” Titania said, shifting her attention back to her daughter, “my place is with the Summer Court. As much as I want to, I cannot wage war on the Spring Court, even while they are under the rulership of a false queen. If, however, she continues to drift to the Unseelie, that will be enough to break with all within the Seelie Court and incur our wrath.”

These were things Chiara knew she should understand beyond a mythological level – courts and seasons, and Seelie versus Unseelie. Things she could probably learn more about if she’d had another day to walk and talk with Shea.

“How do you know she hasn’t already broken with the Seelie?” Shea’s words surprised Chiara, who thought she’d gone back to her stony silence.

Titania lifted her head and held up her index finger. “Listen,” she whispered, “and you can hear it, a sundering of all we once held dear. It’s not quite there yet, but the cracks are visible if you know where to look. You, too, must decide where your loyalty lies, Shea. If you can break the ties that bind, then we will support you in any effort to reclaim your kingdom.”

Chiara’s thoughts became even more muddled and she turned to Shea. “Your kingdom?”

This time, Shea did remain silent, her face turned back to the window.

Titania leaned toward Chiara and said, “Shall I give you a history lesson about your people? We’re more entwined with humanity than you might think. We sense our own – not just half-blood, like yourself, but even though with more distant faerie ancestors. Humans haven’t the sense for such things, of course. They lost their magick long ago.”

“Have the faeries always interacted with humans?” Chiara asked. If Shea wouldn’t talk and Titania would, well, then Chiara would listen.

“Oh yes. Human women are particularly appealing to our men. They see our women as weak.” Anger crept into Titania’s voice. “We cannot give them as many children as human women give human men. However, this is not our fault. It is the way all faeries are made, both the male and female of the species. Humans are more durable. Faeries are not necessarily fragile. They were simply not able to procreate as extensively as mortals, because faeries are longer-lived. This is a problem, as our numbers have been decimated by war and illness, rather than time.”

“War?” Chiara asked. “But you told me you can’t go to war.”

“I told you I cannot go to war with a fellow queen of the Seelie Court. As for external matters, your wars are the ones that have harmed us. There are more full and half-blood faeries who maintain lives in both worlds than you might think. As a result, we have lost many of our men to your world’s wars. The other problem is that it is only natural that contact with the mortal world results in some faeries who bring back illness or disease that we would not normally have in the Otherworld.”

Titania looked forlorn and Chiara felt her throat close up. If this had been one of her friends, Chiara would have reached out to hold her hand to convey her sympathy and support. However, she knew such a gesture would have been out of place in the Otherworld, even with her own mother and particularly because she was a royal. She kept her compassionate sentiment to words alone.

“I can’t even begin to appreciate or understand the difficulties you have been through, but I am very sorry for everything you’ve suffered.”

“Even though our realms have drifted apart, what happens in yours still affects us. The Otherworld was once one and the same as the mortal realm. Then people came from different places, not just the Mother Earth, and pushed us further and further beyond the veil. Really, that veil was of our own making. It was a way to defend ourselves against the warring mortals.” Titania raised her chin a fraction.

Although the situation in the Otherworld was difficult, Chiara could see that the Queen retained her dignity and determination. Her mother, she realized, wasn’t such an awful person. Then again, how could Chiara even judge someone who’d existed for hundreds – maybe even thousands – of years? Who’d seen horrors Chiara could only imagine, and watched loved ones come and go?

Titania continued, her golden-eyed gaze going misty with recollection. “Soon that veil became substantial enough to physically disengage our world from yours, so much so that it became known as the Otherworld. Yet the slender threads of material and numinous connections do remain between both worlds. I fear that mortals will not become conscious of their actions until it is too late, before we can completely sever the connection.”

Chiara considered this in silence. Her mother’s words were heartbreaking and her sentiments about the concerns she had for her world were familiar. It was easy enough to draw parallels between both the human and faerie worlds that Chiara felt sympathy welling up inside her. All this time, she’d considered the Otherworld a completely different and foreign realm when, in truth, it was tethered to the mortal world. The denizens of both had their fears and worries, which weren’t so different at all.

As Chiara thought about how she should respond, the carriage clambered onto a harder surface, jarring her into finally paying attention to the landscape. She realized they were in a stone-paved courtyard surrounded by a delicate white, wrought-iron fence that rose higher from the ground with each prancing step the horses took toward their destination. Everything seemed to be awash in a shimmering, silvery glow. 

Chiara tried to keep from gaping at the radiance emanating from every piece of faerie-made architecture: the road, the fence, and the structure that stood before them. Still, she supposed they’d excuse her from gazing in awe at the luminous, crystalline castle. The gray-lavender mist that enclosed the capital city reflected the incandescence back, diminishing the gloom.

Towers rose skyward, their spires appearing to touch the clouds. The material of the palace itself was a shimmering, rough rock that reminded Chiara of densely-packed quartz crystals. On the foremost tower was an enormous clock with a sepia-toned face, and three large black hands. Their movement was completely imperceptible, and she remembered what the statue had said about time running differently in the Otherworld.

There were several windows along the palace and towers, the glass curving elegantly upward to peak at the top, with silver-gilded molding framing them. The entire palace almost seemed frosted and glittering. In any other landscape, it would have been out of place, unless surrounded by snow. However, here in the desolate Otherworld, it didn’t look incongruous at all between the dry, drab green grass and the murky gray skies.

Titania’s mood seemed to shift abruptly to a more cheerful one as the carriage clattered to a halt. “Come along, ladies. We are here. I cannot wait to put you in the hands of my maids and see how you look tonight. We will dress you in the colors of our family, an honor you deserve. I am sure Rhoslyn will be completely surprised when she sees you and perhaps it will make her reconsider her rash actions.”

“I’m not sure I want Rhoslyn to see me,” Chiara said, struggling to keep a scowl off her face. After allowing herself to feel at ease in the carriage, her stomach churned with regret. “In fact, I would prefer to deal with her in my own time.”

“And so you will, but tonight you will at least enjoy the dance.” Titania’s smile was playful as the footman in attendance opened the carriage door for them. “You will feel rejuvenated after it, even if you believe you cannot enjoy the other pleasures that are being offered to you. I assure you, you are safe in our home.” With that, Titania gracefully exited the carriage and swept along the stone path into the glittering palace.

Shea followed, so silently that Chiara did not even realize she was alone in the carriage for an entire minute. She saw Shea standing by the door, waiting to help her down to the ground. As Chiara took her hand, the huntress tilted her head to look at her.

“You handled that skillfully,” she said, not relinquishing Chiara’s hand once she’d made it back down to solid ground. “You are doing very well in being gracious in accepting faerie hospitality. Your diplomacy and caution do you credit. Two debts to the fae are more than enough.”

Chiara looked at her. “I said ‘thank you’ to you, because I trust you, Shea,” she answered.

Shea’s hand tightened around hers and she cringed at the crushing sensation as her fingers pressed together. “You trusted Rhoslyn too,” Shea reminded her. “Once a long time ago. Are you sure you want to make that mistake again?”

“You won’t hurt me, though.” Chiara thought of the kiss they hadn’t quite finished and leaned close to Shea, offering her lips for another.

When Shea’s hand lifted to touch her face, Chiara shuddered from the contact. But after a brief caress, Shea stepped away from her and turned toward the palace. “No, I won’t hurt you, but that doesn’t mean you won’t be sorry later.”
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It’d been a little discomforting to strip down and bathe in an unfamiliar place, but at least these faeries didn’t treat her with hostility and suspicion. They weren’t as deferential as Chiara supposed they would be to a full-blooded faerie child of Titania, or at least a half-blood who’d grown up among them, but she hardly cared. 

The warm water closed around her, inviting her to do more than just wash away the grime from her journey. She sank down into the claw-footed porcelain bathtub with a sense of relief. With a silver filigree screen between her and the fae handmaidens sent to attend to her, Chiara took her time washing her hair and body, and enjoying the water. By the time she was done, the water looked filthy with the dust of the past few days spent on the road. Chiara couldn’t recall ever being so dirty in her life, even after long, hot afternoons spent digging in her flowerbeds in the summer.

After the bath, the faerie maids each performed a different task to prepare her for Titania’s ball. One ran a silken cloth over her hair until it was dry. She then brushed it and gathered the smooth, straight honey-blonde locks by one section at a time to wrap them around heated curling tongs. Another of the maids sprayed her with perfume, a light scent that reminded Chiara of baby powder, and then applied make-up to her face.

The third maid presented her with two dresses. After choosing one, Chiara had to keep herself from squirming like a badly behaved puppy while the woman dressed her from head to toe in finery.

Once the fae women finished their ministrations, Chiara hardly recognized herself when they permitted her to look in the mirror. The lavender dress had a corset-like bodice that laced up the front, and puffed sleeves that tapered along her arms into flowing lace cuffs. There were several silver buckles at the waist, which only emphasized her slender figure above the full, floor-length skirt of the dress.

From the choker-like collar of the dress to the top of the bodice, silver lace was the only thing covering her chest. Her hair dangled around her shoulders in golden curls, with a few loose braids woven into it on either side, left unfastened so the ends would interweave with the rest of her hair.

“This is insanity,” she muttered while the maids added a crown of flowers to her hairdo. In her mind, Chiara had dubbed all the hair devices, make-up tools, and wardrobe the Implements of Beautification. “They certainly worked.”

She squared her shoulders and pursed her lips at the mirror. If the faerie maids hadn’t shooed her out of the room, Chiara would have spent the entire night gawking at her reflection.

They left her standing on the balcony overlooking the first floor of the palace. She could see inside the well-lit ballroom, where faerie women whirled with their dance partners, their colorful dresses blending into a rainbow of hues. The men wore tight breeches in shades of black or dark gray, and long, old-fashioned coats that were black, dove gray, or ivory, with flared sleeves and lace at the cuffs. Tall black boots and tricorn style hats completed their looks. The women’s dresses were similar to the one Chiara wore, with puffed sleeves, laced bodices, and full skirts. Their hair was styled in ringlets with ribbons laced throughout the strands.

“Isn’t this something?” Chiara made her way slowly down the stairs, not quite ready to enter the sea of color and music. “It’s like a storybook.”

It had gotten dark outside, making the crystalline ballroom appear even more brilliant. Orbs of white light hung from the ceiling and cast a silvery glow over the room. The scent of silver-purple lilacs and white roses in bloom made the moment feel even more dream-like as she watched the dance from the staircase.

To Chiara’s surprise, the orchestra played symphonic metal. The cellists were grinding out a sound that rivaled her favorite grunge and metal bands back home, the drummer playing with an almost feral rhythm, and it was surreal to see the fae dancers moving to the powerful sound with a wildly fast-paced cotillion.

“Rock on,” she said with a laugh, as she continued down the stairs.

In addition to the glowing orbs of light, there were pure crystal chandeliers hanging from the ceiling of the ballroom. They cast miniature rainbows across the walls and floors, which further illuminated the dancers as they stepped and whirled throughout the ballroom. The walls of the room itself were the same rough quartz crystal used to construct the palace, adorned with silver hangings. It seemed that everything in the room, from the walls to the windows to the ceiling, was made of silver and crystal. The dance floor itself reminded her of a chessboard, with alternating squares of marble in silver and black. It was like a magickal, incandescent wonderland.

“If I live through this, I’m going to remember this night forever.” She paused at the bottom of the staircase and took a deep breath.

As she saw the beautiful faerie women with their porcelain skin, and silver or golden eyes, she wondered why any faerie would set them aside for a human bride. These were the most stunning females Chiara had ever seen in her life. The energy of faerie magick hummed through her, an undiminished part of her ever since Titania’s touch had awakened it. She reveled in the sensation of the fae power that had once been dormant in her blood, now coursing through it unfettered.

“Honored daughter of Titania.” A footman approached, startling Chiara out of her fanciful reverie, and said, “Would you please follow me?”

She nodded and fell into step behind him. The footman led her through the ballroom, across the very center of it, to the thrones on which the king and queen sat. Dancers stopped to watch her, and Chiara thrust her hands into the folds of her dress to clutch the fabric. Her gaze darted from side to side, seeking Shea’s familiar face. She hoped that the hostility she thought she saw in the faces of the revelers was only a product of her imagination. They observed her progress through narrowed eyes, their lips compressed into thin lines. In fact, she realized belatedly, the entire room was silent.

When the footman stopped, Chiara did as well, lowered her eyes, and bowed her head.

“Is this the girl?” a voice asked.

“Yes,” answered a familiar voice, and Chiara raised her gaze to Titania. “This is my Chiara, Rhoslyn’s chosen young lady. Is she not lovely?” The queen smiled down at her. “This, my dear daughter, is my consort. Mortals often call him Oberon.”

When Chiara moved her gaze to Oberon, she realized the king was looking her over critically. She supposed he was a handsome faerie, his dark hair wavy, his silver-green eyes striking in the intensity of their color. The energy coming from him was palpably dark. Chiara recognized it as the same negative magick that Rhoslyn exuded. The resemblance between the two of them was uncanny. She shuddered with remembrance. Even all those years ago, she’d recognize the darkness of Rhoslyn’s power whenever she felt it and try to avoid it.

“The queen of the Spring Court has chosen you as her consort,” Oberon said without inflection. “Why do you not accept this choice and take your proper place beside her? Even as a half-blood, you are a princess of the Summer Court. A royal match is your birthright and strengthens our alliance.”

“I... Your Majesty.” Chiara stumbled over her words. She closed her eyes, licked her lips, and tried again. Formality didn’t come easy to her, but she tried. At the very least, she didn’t want to sound like an ignorant human. Even as she spoke, however, another thought formed. “I’m happy enough with my life in the mortal world and have no wish to leave it behind. Furthermore, I don’t love Rhoslyn, and thus wouldn’t make her a good companion. Besides, why do you think she’s chosen me? Could it be because she hopes to take something that belongs to a ruler of the Summer Court – to take away a person who could support and fight for you, if needed, if she breaks with the Seelie?”

Her gaze flicked to one side of the ballroom, drawn to another familiar face. Shea leaned back against the wall, one corner of her lips quirking up, but lowering again when she acknowledged Chiara with a nod.

Chiara turned back to the thrones. Maybe she was on to something with her last statement. Oberon certainly didn’t look too happy, considering the way he glared at her. Titania’s teeth caught at her lower lip, but released it just as swiftly when she leaned over to touch the king’s arm.

“She makes an excellent point,” Titania said.

“She does.” Oberon didn’t sound happy to agree with her. Chiara would hate to get on his bad side, but she supposed her existence was enough to do that. At least he seemed to have plenty of self-control.

She imagined if Titania were angry, the Queen would simply smite the offender with her magick and be done with it. Oberon struck her as more of the type to hold a grudge, something Chiara also didn’t want to be on the receiving end of, if possible. Rhoslyn’s little obsession with someone she couldn’t have was quite enough for this lifetime.

“It pleases my wife to show you hospitality and I agree that your concern is sensible. Even a half-blood fae is still a fae, and we cannot afford to lose any more of our kind,” Oberon said at last.

Chiara bowed her head, the closest she figured she’d ever come to a curtsey, and said, “I am at the Summer Court’s service.”

As she straightened, Oberon rose from his throne, stepped to her side, and whispered in her ear, “You have no idea what a kindness I am doing you tonight, half-blood. It is one thing for me to spread my seed far and wide, but quite another for Titania to bear the children of other men. I allow it, but only because we would die out otherwise. Remember to whom you truly owe your loyalty and we’ll have no reason to quarrel. Forget, and you’ll be sorry you were born.”

With a shiver, Chiara backed away from the sovereign and tried to blend into the crowd as the orchestra began to play once more. She had been all too aware of the uncomfortable silence, the stares, and the varying sensations of faerie magick weaving throughout the room.

“You did well, considering that could have gone either way.”

Chiara turned gratefully to Shea as her familiar energy surrounded her. Shea took her by the hand and pulled her into the dance. The tension drained from Chiara’s body. “Thank –”

“You already said it once,” Shea reminded her. “Don’t do it again. Besides, you should be patting yourself on the back. Plenty of Titania’s children have found themselves on the wrong side of the executioner’s axe after offending Oberon.”

“Really?” Chiara raised her hand from Shea’s shoulder to touch her own neck.

“Really, and I’d hate to see that happen to you. It is such a pretty head, after all, and much better off attached to this body.” When Shea’s gaze lowered, Chiara felt heat flood her from head to toe. The huntress was actually ogling her.

“Well, tha–”

Shea’s eyes snapped back up to Chiara’s face. “Again, don’t.” 

“Right.” Chiara shook her head, then bowed it to watch their feet as they moved. “Why do I do that with you?”

“Why don’t you tell me?”

When Chiara looked up into Shea’s eyes, she was struck once again by the resemblance to Jordan. At the same time, Jordan and everything about her human life felt so far away, that she wasn’t sure it even mattered anymore. 

“I’m not entirely sure I want to be rid of you,” she confessed. As she spoke, she thought about how warm Shea was, how strong the arm around her waist felt. Now that she had this capable, fearless woman holding her in her arms, Chiara wasn’t sure what she’d ever seen in Jordan. Her chest tightened, a sensation she hadn’t felt in a long time. It was a feeling she used to experience when she first decided she was in love with Jordan.

It was a feeling that had lessened over time as she told herself, day after day, that her best friend would never return those feelings.

The return of it was so strong, she had to draw several shallow breaths to regain her equilibrium. Shit. I’m falling in love with the wrong woman... Again.

“Do you think you might want to stay here?” Shea asked, her gaze locking with Chiara’s. “Is that why you continue to risk owing an ever-growing debt to me? Do you even realize you’re doing it?”

Yes, yes, yes, something whispered in her mind. Because I want you.

Shea was looking at her so intensely, Chiara took a moment to consider forgetting her life in the mortal world and staying here with her. Despite what she’d said to Oberon, she really had nothing back in her world to return to. Erin and Vanessa were more than capable of taking over the coven and the classes. Nobody would miss her on Friday nights, least of all Jordan...

The hard-driving strains of cello and rhythmic drum beats filled the room with their fierce music, but all Chiara could hear were her own bewildered, traitorous thoughts. Was her reaction to Shea’s attentions a result of Jordan rejecting her time and again, or was it the real thing?

Has being in the Otherworld turned me into a capricious bitch, or am I finally coming to my senses? she wondered.

Regardless of how she analyzed it, she came to one inescapable conclusion: she wanted Shea, and that made more sense than anything else right now.

Suddenly, Chiara was in a familiar position – her back against the wall as Shea leaned in close to her. Somehow the huntress had managed to find a dark corner in that shimmering, crystalline ballroom, concealing them in shadows so that the other guests were entirely oblivious to them.

One of Shea’s hands stayed at her waist, but the other let go of Chiara’s hand to touch her face. Her fingers then trailed down along Chiara’s throat, brushed over her chest, and then skimmed along the side of her body. Lips caressed her temple and Chiara’s eyes fluttered shut as she enjoyed the feeling of Shea’s body pressed to hers.

“I can’t,” she protested faintly, feeling as though she could hardly breathe. “If I do this with you, then that’s taking something from the faerie world. I’ll never be able to go home.”

“You’re fighting for something you don’t really want, anyway, but I know you want me to kiss you,” Shea argued, her lips touching Chiara’s lightly. “Nothing more than a kiss... I won’t hold it against you.”

“I don’t think I can.” Chiara’s eyes remaining closed of their own volition as her instinctive desire fought against her rational mind. “I won’t want to stop there. There’s something about you that I... I can’t explain.”

She felt Shea’s hand return to her face and strong fingers take hold of her chin. Opening her eyes, she saw Shea’s brow furrow.

“Chiara, I have to tell you –”

A shout cut off Shea’s words. Chiara felt the air whoosh out of her lungs as dark energy permeated the room and the orchestra went silent.

“Is that Rhoslyn?” Chiara asked, blinking the passionate haze from her eyes. She felt Shea’s grip on her waist tighten.

“It’s trouble and then some,” the huntress said through gritted teeth, her eyes narrowing and a scowl crossing her face. “Unseelie aren’t welcome in the Summer Court.”

“Shit.” The word was torn from Chiara before she could stop it. All this time she’d tried to be so careful in the faerie realm, to watch her step and not mess up, but now she realized it didn’t matter. Whatever was happening was far bigger than just one half-human, yet she was somehow caught up in the middle of it.

Before she could take a step closer to the crowd, Shea shoved her further back into the shadows and through a low-hanging curtain that concealed a dimly lit hall. “We need to leave now,” she whispered, her tone urgent.

“But I think –” Chiara tried to move back into the party, but Shea took her by the hand and yanked her along the hall, away from the ballroom.

A moment later, Chiara heard screams.
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“We can’t just leave!” Chiara gasped and glanced back over her shoulder. “They need us!”

Shea pulled her along through the corridor, her grip on Chiara’s hand crushing her fingers. “We have to leave because it is time for you to be on your way. Rhoslyn hasn’t just come to take you away from here, but at least it’s the one thing I don’t have to allow to happen. Titania’s people can take care of themselves. You can’t.”

More screams filtered down the hall, filling Chiara’s mind with terrible thoughts. She knew there were horrible creatures in the Unseelie Court, the kind with flesh-rending teeth and inhuman strength. If they’d infiltrated Titania’s palace...

“If Rhoslyn has broken with the Seelie, doesn’t it mean war?” Instinctively, she laced her fingers through Shea’s, both to alleviate the uncomfortable hold the huntress had on her and to bind their hands together more intimately.

Shea didn’t answer, but Chiara could feel the tension radiating from her body as she pulled her out into the night and ducked into an archway in the fence surrounding the palace. “Here.” Shea seemed to produce Chiara’s messenger bag from out of thin air as she shoved it into her hands. Chiara put the strap across her body while Shea opened the door beneath the arch. She guided Chiara through it and into the city behind the palace.

Chiara found it difficult to keep pace with Shea as she dragged her along. The skirts were heavy against her legs, the dancing shoes thin and dainty, and not at all appropriate to walking along cobbled streets. The laces of the corseted bodice were tight enough to keep her from getting the air she needed while running. 

“I need to get out of this dress!” she cried. At any other moment, it might have been an invitation, but right now it was a life-saving necessity.

“You can change clothes when we get out of the city. It isn’t safe here anymore and it may not be for a very long time.”

“But if Rhoslyn has gone to the Unseelie, what does that mean for you?”

Shea’s fingers tightened against hers, then relaxed. “My alliance remains to the Seelie, regardless of Rhoslyn’s decision. We will rise up against her, but there’s more to it than you think. Just keep moving.”

If Shea wasn’t going to explain things, Chiara would have to accept that. “Fine,” she acknowledged breathlessly. “But couldn’t we get horses or something?” Her hopes for a comfortable night’s sleep diminished with each step they took away from the glittering palace.

“No time for that. You asked about war. Trust me when I say, that’s the last thing you should want, especially as Titania’s daughter. Your mother would want you as far away from Rhoslyn as possible, so be quiet and let me handle this.”

They ran on through the faerie capitol and into the night, past darkened homes and alleyways, past the sparse houses on the edge of the city. Chiara wished that they could stop for just a moment, so that she could truly appreciate the winding streets; so that she could admire the warped, twisted, and asymmetrical little houses that looked like something out of a surrealist painting. Then there were the delicate white birch trees, topped with glowing crystals, that lined and lit the streets. They ran past wonder after wonder, but all Chiara could do was focus her gaze on the ground and try to keep her footing.

They plunged on ahead, passing through the city so quickly that Chiara had no time to think about what might happen next. There was only fear, souring her throat and stomach. 

One moment, the sounds of their footfalls scraped against the cobblestone, and the next the lush foliage of a new forest cloaked them in ever-deepening darkness. Shea slowed from her sprint to a jog, still maintaining a fast pace and relentlessly pulling Chiara along behind her.

Chiara tried to get a better feel for what was going on around her. The sounds of the city had long since faded into the distance, so now she looked down at the messenger bag, so incongruous next to the elaborate ball gown. Her bag felt lighter, despite Titania’s promise of clean clothes and provisions. 

Shit, she thought. Neither of us thought this through. Is this what it feels like to run away from battle? 

Bewildered and panting for air, she tugged on Shea’s hand. “That’s enough!” she yelled and dug her heels into the ground. “I need to stop!”

“Fine.” Shea dropped her hand, turned, and folded her arms. “Make it fast or you’ll be sorry.”

While Shea watched, and paced back and forth, Chiara dropped to the ground in exasperation. She didn’t care if the ball gown got dirty. It was useless to her now. She took a few seconds to catch her breath and then reached up to unlace the bodice. 

“It’s about damn time,” she grumbled. “This thing isn’t exactly made for a getaway.”

“I’m sorry about that.” Shea glanced back the way they had come and Chiara followed her gaze. They couldn’t even see the lights of the capitol through the trees anymore.

Chiara took only a moment to speculate about why the playful huntress was so intent on getting her away from whatever had happened in Titania’s palace. If it really was an out-and-out battle, she could understand. But what if there’d been a way to negotiate? And who, in their right mind, would dare challenge Oberon and Titania?

Reminder to self: Rhoslyn is not in her right mind. She just broke with the Seelie Court and you know the implications of that are bad, bad, bad.

Even with so many questions roiling in her mind at the moment, Chiara’s priority was to get out of the voluminous, constricting dress and find a place to sleep. She sighed as she dropped the corset to the ground.

When Shea looked at her, everything about her expression showed her normal nonchalant, self. Gone was the lust and the anxiety. The poker face was back. “You’re taking too long, princess. Get dressed so we can move.”

“Princess? Yeah, right. All I want is to get out of here. Considering how everything has changed, don’t you think this is a good time to send me home?” Chiara glared at Shea. “I know you have the power to do it, and if things are as bad as you seem to think they are, I really don’t belong here.”

“I can’t. I want to, but I just can’t.” Shea scooped the messenger bag off the ground and shook it in Chiara’s face. “Get something to wear and let’s move. Now.”

Chiara scowled at Shea and swiped the bag out of her hold. When she opened it to look inside, she found herself staring down into yawning darkness. “There’s nothing in here.”

“Bag of holding,” Shea grumbled, folding her arms.

“What?”

“You’ve been playing Dungeons & Dragons since you were a teenager, Chiara. Think about it.”

That nagging familiarity about Shea’s presence filled Chiara again, but distant shouts spurred her into action. Move now, talk later. She could do that. She felt around in the bag and tried to think of how she could get exactly what she wanted. “Underwear, socks, jeans, maybe a shirt, and some good boots,” she muttered.

Her hands closed around a wad of fabric and she removed one article of clothing after another, until she had everything she needed. Her things were clean and it felt good to put them back on, especially the jeans. The last thing she pulled out was the pair of boots she’d been wearing.

Even after knowing what the bag was capable of, Chiara couldn’t help but hold it over her head and shake it. Shea leveled a glare at her, but Chiara just shrugged. “Just checking.” She shoved the ridiculous ball gown, impractical undergarments, and flimsy shoes into the bag. It remained feeling light as ever as she slung it across her body.

Chiara opened her mouth, but Shea held up both hands. “Look, we have to talk. I know we do and I already said we have to, but it’s going to need to wait until we’re somewhere safe.”

“Right.” Chiara clamped her lips together and took a deep breath, filling her senses with the scent of the damp earth. “At this point, is there any place that’s safe?”

Shea shook her head, then canted it to one side and pressed her fingers to her lips. “Temporarily,” she whispered and gestured toward a nearby tree. The trunk of the large, old oak was easily twice as wide as both Shea and Chiara together, and when Shea touched it, a shimmering doorway appeared within the bark. 

“We can’t stay long,” Shea said, pushing the door open, “but at least I can give you the bed Titania promised.”

Whatever or whoever was approaching grew louder and, with one last glance toward the city, Chiara ducked into the tree. Shea clambered in immediately after her and shut the door. 

The room looked almost like a beautiful parlor, lit with flickering candles and far more spacious than Chiara knew the tree itself could contain. She held her breath, but when she realized she couldn’t hear anything other than Shea’s breathing, finally resumed her own. 

“Can they hear us out there?” she whispered.

Shea shook her head. “Like I said, we can take temporary refuge in here. We can eat and rest, kind of like a Mordenkainen’s Magnificent Mansion spell.”

“I see that.” Chiara took a few steps toward the center of the room and then turned to Shea. “You’re using D&D terms.”

“Yes, I am.” Shea hadn’t moved from her position. “They seemed... relatable in this context.”

“How long can we stay in here?”

For once, uncertainty creased Shea’s brow. “Long enough,” she finally said. “About twelve hours, but we can’t keep going from temporary refuge to temporary refuge.”

“No,” Chiara agreed. “We can’t.”

The air suddenly felt heavy with expectation and Chiara sat on the sofa behind her. From the ball to their escape, to this new place, a lot had gone on that night. She needed to get her thoughts in order. She laced her fingers together, clasping her hands atop her knees and hunched her shoulders as she took in another breath.

“Did you know me before I got pulled into the Otherworld?”

It seemed like the best place to start with the line of questioning. She just hoped Shea wouldn’t dodge, as she had on countless occasions before tonight. 

Shea must have been resigned to answering her questions or finally having some kind of talk with her, because she sat on a matching sofa across from Chiara and rubbed her hands along her thighs. “Are you sure you wouldn’t rather get some rest before we do this?”

Chiara shook her head. “Let’s get everything out in the open right now.”

“I... yes.”

“Yes, what? Yes you agree with that sentiment or, yes, you knew me before I got pulled into your world?”

Chiara almost missed that confident smirk Shea usually wore as the faerie answered, “I knew you. I’ve known you since we were kids. Titania assigned me to watch over you. It was part of my training.”

“Part of your training as a huntress?” Chiara asked.

“No.” Now Shea’s eyes flashed, not with mischief or lust this time, but pride. “As Queen of the Spring Court.”

Chiara tried not to move, but she wasn’t nearly as accomplished at keeping herself from reacting as some people. She knew the next breath she took in was ragged and her body shuddered with it. “You’re the queen?”

“I’m... supposed to be.” Shea’s gaze finally flicked away from hers and she lifted her hand, pointed at the dark fireplace, and whispered a word Chiara didn’t understand. Flames sprang up from fresh logs, filling the room with a warmth and golden light. Another wave of her hand and a plate of steaming food appeared in Chiara’s lap – chicken, she realized, with green beans and mashed potatoes.

She lifted the plate and opened her mouth to decline, but Shea shook her head.

“Eat it. It’s not enchanted and it won’t trap you here. You’re half-faerie, so the food and drink rules don’t affect you.”

“I want to believe you.” Chiara nibbled at her lower lip. The food did smell good, like something from back home, and her stomach rumbled in response.

“Believe me. Besides, you can’t go on without it because you’re half-faerie. A human could survive without eating here, but you can’t. Just do it. I swear on my parents’ grave this is not a trick.”

When Chiara saw the way Shea’s eyebrows drew together and tears glistened in her eyes, she capitulated. The food wasn’t the best she’d ever tasted, unlike the legends that stated one bite of faerie food would have a person pining for it until they died. To Chiara, it just tasted... normal.

“So food is covered, but what about this talk we need to have? It sounds like it’s going to be a long conversation.” Chiara was glad that her heartbeat was finally back to normal. Considering their harrowing escape, she wasn’t sure she’d ever be able to just sit and relax as long as she remained trapped in the Otherworld. 

“What can I say? Nothing is ever easy when it comes to faeries.” At last, a glimmer of Shea’s usual cockiness returned and she grinned. “I can either start from the beginning or we can deal with what matters at this very moment.”

Everything mattered. That was the problem, and Chiara wasn’t sure she could choose. “The beginning,” she finally said, spearing the last remaining beans onto her fork.

Shea leaned forward, draping her arms over her knees and gazing at the fire. “Some of it, I can tell you. Some of it, I can’t. There are stories yet to unfold and I’m not allowed to interfere, but I’ll do my best to help you when the time comes.”

Those words left a hard pit of fear in Chiara’s stomach, but she just nodded and finished her dinner. Showing Shea her fear wouldn’t do any good here. Nor would letting herself grow weaker and weaker with the hard toll the journey had already taken on her body. “Just talk,” she said.

“Titania sent me to guard you after she left you with your nana. One of the things a queen learns is how to transition between the worlds and blend with the humans. I was able to do that without ever arousing suspicion. When I told you I was a huntress, that was also true. They undergo the exact same training as our royalty. Enter Rhoslyn. My little sister thought she deserved better, so she decided to use you in order to get it.”

If Chiara thought nothing could surprise her by now, she realized how very wrong she was in that supposition. Her lips parted, but no sound emerged. Everything Shea said made perfect sense – an ambitious, jealous younger sister changing places with the older one. But...

“How do I figure in?” she asked, setting the empty plate on the small end table next to the sofa. A momentary gut check told her she didn’t feel any different after eating the food, that there was no dire faerie magick working against her.

“Well, as a daughter of Titania, you carry a lot more power than you realize. Rhoslyn took her time siphoning it from you bit by bit. It replenishes over time, of course, but she took more and more from you each time. You never noticed, because you spent your entire life pushing away anything having to do with your fae heritage. When you realized the danger you were in and stood up for yourself, that’s the moment that changed everything. You broke a faerie law and Rhoslyn had every right to seek retribution for that.”

“Are faeries not allowed to harm other faeries?” Chiara asked.

“Oh, please!” Shea snorted and shook her head, her short dark hair ruffling with the movement. It drew Chiara’s attention, a reminder of how she wanted to run her fingers through that soft-looking hair. “You heard what happened back there. We harm each other plenty, maybe even kill. But we believe in protecting those who can give life – our women. With our bloodlines going extinct, women are the only hope for the fey.”

Chiara held up her finger. “But, wait. Rhoslyn harmed me with her actions. Why am I the one in trouble?”

“She didn’t do anything with intent to kill you and her attachment to you, even if it was more of that of wanting you as a sort of political pawn, wasn’t malicious. Your attack on her was meant to kill, not that I can blame you.” Shea pushed herself off of the sofa and gestured to the archway. “Anyway, now that she’s broken with the Seelie Court, I expect you’re off our little hit list, especially if you remain allied with us in the battles to come.”

Chiara followed Shea through the arch and saw a set of winding stairs in front of her. “Battles?” she asked.

“Oh yes, don’t expect this to stay the sorta-kinda-weirdish place you saw when you first arrived. Things have changed and even though I can’t help you escape, I can help you survive. You should know that wherever we go from now on, there will be blood.” Shea set her booted foot on the first step and turned back to Chiara. “And if you want me to teach you how to shed it, then I will.”
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CHAPTER TWELVE
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The fourth morning dawned darkly, the clouds more ominous looking and stormy than they had been during the first few days. Chiara pulled the edges of her olive green pea coat together and buttoned it. 

Thickening gray fog seemed to echo with screams, shouts, and war cries, giving the land a new layer of foreboding and danger, and she couldn’t stop the shiver that wracked her body. Even with Shea’s reassurance that she would return after scouting the terrain ahead, Chiara hated trudging onward through the dangerous landscape on her own.

“At least I’m wearing my own clothes again,” she told herself, wiggling her toes in the boots. Then there was the fact that she’d slept in a real bed the previous night, as promised, not to mention refueled with a good meal. She’d hoped there was a chance Shea might share the bed with her, but they slept in separate rooms. It hadn’t been the most restful sleep, but certainly better than sleeping outdoors.

She smoothed her hair back from her face and glanced up at the sky, hoping for some glimpse of the sun. There was no path, and Chiara simply had to hope she was traveling in the right direction as she walked through the preternaturally silent, murky forest. Shea had simply patted her in the shoulder, pointed the way, and left with a promise to come back.

“I need to scout as far ahead as possible. Just keep moving and I’ll try to get back to you fast,” she’d said, before disappearing into the gloom.

An hour had passed with no sound, other than the eerie echoes from beyond the fog and the crunch of Chiara’s shoes on the dirt. She strained to hear anything more from within the forest.

“Caw!”

The crow’s call made her jump back and press her hand to her heart. She lifted her gaze to the black bird perched in the crook of one of the gnarled tree branches just overhead.

Her gaze drifted back to her surroundings as she wondered briefly if it was the same one she had seen when Rhoslyn first brought her to the Otherworld. “Caw back at you,” she whispered, feeling more daring than she ever had in her life. It was a strange feeling, but she took more and more chances every day of her quest. Hell, just accepting the quest was a risk. Maybe I wasn’t so happy with my life after all.

She looked up again at the raven and it cocked its head at her.

“Yeah, yeah, so what if that’s true? That doesn’t mean I want Rhoslyn in my life. Go away and tell her I’m not giving up,” she told it and flicked a one-finger salute, giggling a little. “There you go. I offer you a bird for a bird.” The crow fluttered its wings, called again, and then thrust itself off the branch, soaring over her head and out of sight beyond the treetops. Chiara raised her hand in salute and continued her walk.

Throughout the morning hours, she often thought she heard voices in the distance ahead. The mist, she discovered, could be deceiving. Like fog in the mortal realm, it would mirror back both light and sound. An echo of something far ahead or off of her path might come back to her, and then there would be nothing for a while, only to later hear what sounded like a conversation directly in front of her. 

She made progress slowly and cautiously, her ears always straining to catch the sounds of conversation in the forest. Listening for those voices was far more exhausting than actually walking, and Chiara wondered if she was simply hearing things out of loneliness, especially after getting used to Shea’s presence.

Quiet your mind. Listen to the forest.

It wasn’t her own thought, she realized, but sounded startlingly like Shea. Before Chiara could stop, she’d stumbled into the encampment within a circle of trees.

A fire burned in the center of the stone ring, warming and illuminating the entire area. Four horses stood tethered on the far side of the area, grazing calmly. Four faerie men sat at the fire, speaking to one another in normal tones. She wondered if they were the people she’d heard during her morning travels, perhaps moving along a path that paralleled hers.

As she stood at the edges of the light, just within the cloak of mist, she took in their leather armor and helmets, and the swords and bows they carried. After encountering the peaceful farming village, the royal family, and the courtiers at the ball, faerie warriors shouldn’t have been an unexpected sight. Especially if the land were truly at war. But their clothing lacked identifying insignia. 

So they could either be forest rangers or thieves, she thought. I don’t think I want to stick around to find out, especially if they’re outlaws.

She took a step back from the clearing, lowering her foot to the ground from toe to heel. When that foot was safely on solid ground, she moved the other. As she crept back into the mist, one of the men looked in her direction.

So much for my move silently check.

“Who are you?” he asked, leaping to his feet and reaching for the sword in the sheath that dangled from his belt. Chiara froze and lifted her hands to show that she was unarmed. As the man approached, she got a better look at his rough, patched clothing.

Thief theory confirmed, she decided with a grimace as she took another wary step back. So much for royalty, nobility, and farmers. Who would have thought there was such a thing as faerie highwaymen?

Without waiting to respond to the one faerie’s question, she turned and sprinted away from their circle. The odds that they would let her continue on unharmed didn’t seem so good. Smashing directly into one of them hadn’t exactly been part of her plan, but somehow she managed it. He radiated strong dark power as he wrapped his arms around her. If they were part of the Unseelie Court or Rhoslyn’s kingdom, Chiara realized she might very well be at the end of her quest.

“It’s a human girl,” the faerie said, holding her tightly against him. “Well, part human. Smells of faerie, too.”

“Let me go!” Chiara cried, thrashing as hard as she could. The self-defense classes she’d taken a long time ago seemed to blur in her mind, but she drew her arm back, ready to shove her fist into his nose. One of his hands locked around her wrist and yanked it down.

“Are you sure you can contain her, Bran?” another faerie asked.

“Maybe if I put her in a cage, sure.” The man holding her grunted as Chiara’s fist finally connected with his shoulder.

“Don’t you dare!” She thrust her knee at Bran, this time surprised to hit his crotch. He had no choice but to let go of her as he doubled over in pain. The moment his grip on her loosened, she shoved her way past him, knocking him to the ground as she ran.

Another faerie stood before her and then a second. They grasped her arms and, no matter how violently she struggled, she was unable to break free. They were stronger than she had expected and just as capable as any human of physically dominating an opponent.

“What do we do with her, Galiard?” one asked, jerking hard on her arm to twist it up behind her. Chiara cried out in pain and fell to her knees, the faerie pressing down on her bent limb.

The one who seemed to be their leader glanced at Bran, who still writhed on the ground in agony. His gaze slid to Chiara. “She has the mark of Titania on her,” he said. “We should ransom her to the queen for a hefty reward.”

“Good idea,” said the other faerie whose hand remained clamped on her shoulder.

“Tie her up,” Galiard ordered. “We can’t have her trying to get away from us.”

Before she knew it, Chiara was sitting in the encampment, leaning back against a tree with her wrists and ankles bound. Her arms ached from their rough treatment of her, but she kept twisting her hands in hopes of freeing herself. The men had already gone through her bag and, finding nothing in it, tossed it across the saddle of one of the horses. Chiara wondered why she hadn’t considered trying to pull some sort of weapon out of the bag. Because I barely had time to think, and that certainly wasn’t my first instinct. Maybe I need to rethink my strategy of running away from everything. Wasn’t Shea supposed to teach me how to fight? Some hero she’s turning out to be.

As the sky became darker, Chiara heaved a sigh and rolled her eyes toward the clouds. She leaned her head back against the tree and wondered where Shea had gone. It seemed like a scouting mission should have revealed these guys to Shea, so she could have gone back and warned Chiara.

Either I made a huge mistake, trusting her, or she’s testing me. Fine, Shea. I’ve already decided it’s time to stop running and start facing my problems – even the deadly ones. So get your huntress butt out here and help me. The last thought brought a pout to her face, but she didn’t care. All she could do was continue to mess around with the rope in her attempts to loosen it.

The afternoon felt endless as the bandits talked and laughed among themselves. As evening fell, she watched them prepare a meager dinner consisting of a scrawny creature that Chiara could not identify, along with bread and cheese. One of the faeries whose name she did not yet know brought her something to eat, which she refused by turning her head away from the offering. Galiard and the other faeries laughed at her reticence, and continued to try to force her to eat. When they got tired of the game, they left her alone to spend their time passing a flagon amongst themselves.

After the interminable day, night finally crept over the dismal forest. Chiara felt exhausted by her furtive struggles, but she waited until, one by one, the bandits fell asleep. The only one who remained awake was Bran, who had taken the first watch of the night.

Chiara closed her eyes as if she were also asleep. Fine, so my human solution doesn’t work. What about the faerie power I have? I don’t even know how to use it, but I guess I could try. She waited until her breathing settled and told herself, In through the nose, out through the mouth, the same way she instructed her students to breathe in guided meditation.

As soon as she relaxed, she felt the faerie magick within her change from a hint of power to a free flow of energy throughout her body. Fire, she chanted in her mind again and again. Bring me fire.

She focused on finding a spark of that element in the land and air around her, as well as from within. For a moment, she thought she felt an ember flicker at her wrists. Something hot burned at her skin and she felt a pinch, before it faded.

“The earth magick in that rope will smother any fire that tries to burn through it.”

Chiara opened her eyes to see Bran standing over her, leering down at her. He knelt next to her and his fingers brushed over her cheek.

“You really know how to hurt a man,” he said almost admiringly as he caressed her. “But your fire magick is no match for the power of the earth. Earth suppresses fire and keeps it from going any further. You can’t burn through it.”

“Then it’s a good thing they teach us mortal women how to defend ourselves,” she answered. As much as she wanted to shrink from his touch, she forced herself to sit still and stare back at him. If this was a test of her ability to face her problems or use her faerie powers, then she gritted her teeth and prepared to pass it. “If I can’t set you on fire, I’ll have to settle for kicking you in the balls again.”

“You won’t get that chance, half-breed. In fact, after what you did to me today, I had better make sure everything still works.”

He shoved her to the ground and drove his knee between hers. As Bran tried to undo the button on her jeans, Chiara brought her legs up and kicked him in the stomach. He rewarded her with an “Oof,” but her satisfaction was short-lived as he grasped the rope that bound her ankles and severed it with a knife. He clambered atop her, and she swung her hands at his face this time. The faerie thrust the dagger into the dirt somewhere above her head, then looped the rope binding her wrists around it.

“No!” Chiara screamed, still struggling against him, trying to buck him off of her.

“That feels pretty good, half-breed.” Bran reached down to grasp her hips and pull her groin flush with his as she thrashed on the forest floor. Still gripping Chiara’s hips, his fingers digging roughly into her flesh, he leaned over her to run the tip of his tongue along her jaw. She shrieked again. She could feel the blazing heat of the faerie magick roiling inside of her, demanding release. The energy grew hotter and hotter as he taunted her, and she felt as though it would burst out of her. Something in her fractured, and the fire seared its way toward the fissure...

“Leave her alone!”

Through the haze of fury, Chiara saw Bran scramble back off of her. “Your Highness,” the faerie gasped, falling to his knees. “I’m sorry. We were only going to return her to Titania. I was just...” The words fell from his lips in a nervous jumble.

“You are just going to leave her alone.”

It took Chiara a moment to process the fact that Shea was kneeling at her feet, inspecting her ankles and the severed rope on the ground. The huntress reached over Chiara’s head to pull the dagger from the ground and used it to free her wrists. 

As Chiara rubbed at her sore, rope-burned flesh, Shea turned back to the bandit, pointed the knife at him, and said, “This girl is under my protection. Do you understand that?”

“Yes your Highness.” Bran bowed until his forehead practically touched the earth in his groveling. Even this posture, however, did not appease the power flaring within Chiara.

“Tell your cronies – in fact, tell any faerie you see that they are not to touch the daughter of Titania, let alone interfere with her journey. She is mine and fights with the Seelie against Rhoslyn, the traitor. I will exact a high price from those who harm this woman.” Shea pulled Chiara to her feet and led her away.

Chiara moved in the direction in which Shea guided her, but she still saw nothing but red. “I want to go back there and give them the beating they deserve.”

“Chiara,” Shea whispered, giving her a little shake. “I know, but you need to look at me.”

Chiara tilted her head, eyes narrowed. “I am looking at you, Shea, but you weren’t there when I needed you. You let me sit there, tied up almost all day. I know you showed up before he could hurt me, but what if you hadn’t? What about your promise to teach me how to shed blood? I’m...”

Chiara balled her fists at her sides and shook her head. She knew she was breathing heavily, inhaling and exhaling like a bull about to charge. But there was no fighting the seething anger that roiled inside her.

“I’m tired of being the helpless human. This is beyond ridiculous. I want to be able to take care of myself and get the hell out of here.”

“Damn it.” Shea took Chiara’s hands between hers and said, “Let it go, Chiara. I said I’d help, and I’ll help. But not here. Let’s keep going.”

As they stood together, hands joined, the heat within Chiara retreated until she saw clearly once more.

“Are you with me now?” Shea asked.

Chiara blinked and nodded. Everything felt and looked normal once more, but the rage still burned deep inside her.

“Good. Stay angry, but also stay focused.” Raising her voice once more, Shea said, “I’m taking two horses, but leaving you and your men with this, Bran.” She tossed a small bag across the clearing, the contents of which jingled when it hit the ground. “Take the palomino,” she told Chiara and patted the horse’s neck.

Chiara wrapped the reins around her hand and mounted, settling herself comfortably in the saddle. This was finally something she could handle, a known quantity. Horseback riding. Shea handed up the messenger bag before climbing into the saddle of a chestnut steed.

“I know you’ve got this,” Shea said. “Just remember all the classes you took in –”

Chiara dug her heels into the horse’s sides and took off at a rolling canter before Shea could finish speaking. When Shea caught up to her, neither of them said a word. They just rode until Shea raised her hand and pointed at a small, grassy ditch, somewhat obscured by a rock outcropping.

By then, Chiara felt somewhat normal once again. Or as close to normal as anyone can feel after something like that, she told herself as she slid to the ground.

“Are you okay?” Shea dismounted and approached her.

“Yeah, I guess so.” Chiara folded her arms and tilted her head, tossing her blonde hair away from her face as she stared at Shea. “You know an awful lot about me if you know I took horseback riding lessons as a kid.”

“I told you, Titania sent me to watch over you as part of my training.” Shea shrugged and the way she blinked at Chiara once again reminded her of the girl she’d loved for so long.

“Jordan?”

Shea didn’t blink this time. She just stared back at Chiara and, in that brief moment, her visage rippled and shimmered. Her eyes were no longer silver, but blue, and her hair a little longer and wavier.

Chiara jutted out her chin, her nostrils flaring with anger. “I knew it. Why didn’t you tell me?” 

“Tell you what – that what you saw in the mortal world all this time was just a glamour? That I was there to make sure you grew up safe and unharmed by anyone who might have malicious intentions toward Titania?”

“But why...” Chiara choked on her words and had to swallow before she tried to speak again. “When I told you that night that I loved you, why did you reject me?”

Shea went pale, the skin around her mouth whitening. “When Rhoslyn took my power and claimed you, I had no more right to a daughter of Titania. I had my own things to sort out before I could be something to someone else.”

“That’s bullshit.” Chiara poked her in the chest with her forefinger as she spoke. “You failed to inform me that you just so happen to be a faerie, let alone a queen whose usurper was stalking me. Care to tell me exactly why you didn’t bother sharing this information?” The heat rose within her once more, straining at the cracks in her self-control.

“Rhoslyn placed a binding on me. I could never tell you exactly who I was, until she broke her pact with the Seelie. Now that she has declared herself one of the Unseelie, the power of her binding is undone.”

Shea turned back to the horses and took rolls of cloth off their saddles, then shook them out. Bedrolls, Chiara realized, which might make sleeping on the ground slightly more tolerable. “Can’t we sleep in your alternate universe thing?” she asked, quirking her lips and glaring down at the grass. Gray stones jutted from it here and there, making her doubt after all that the bedroll would do much to help her sleep.

“Even my power has limits,” Shea answered and knelt to spread the first bedroll on the ground. “Besides, we’re getting closer to Rhoslyn’s kingdom and I would rather not leave my energy all over the place, if you don’t mind. She’ll be able to identify it and know I’ve been using it to help you.”

“Fine, then you can answer another question for me. What, precisely, is the deal with telling those thieves that I’m yours?” She was fuming now at Shea’s unfulfilled promises and half-answers. “Don’t play this cat and mouse shit with me, Shea. I am done with it.”

Shea sighed as she smoothed the other bedroll next to the first, then turned her head to look at Chiara. “If they believe you’re under my protection, and the word of it passes throughout the Otherworld, you’re less likely to come to any harm. Besides, confirming you’re on our side is much better than letting people believe you’re Rhoslyn’s pet. Am I right?”

“I... guess.” Chiara pursed her lips and bit on the inside of her cheek. Things had become far more complicated than she’d expected in the past few days. All she wanted was to open her eyes and see her own bedroom.

“Look, this is no ordinary sibling rivalry,” Shea said, sitting down on one of the rolls and wrapping her arms around her knees. “Rhoslyn pretty much did all the worst things any faerie could do to a fellow faerie, except kill me. That, the Seelie Court wouldn’t have abided. But she found other ways to strip me of my power and dignity. You’re next and I can’t let the same thing happen to you.”

“Well, that’s just great.” Chiara unfolded her arms to prop her fists on her hips. “I want to trust you, but how can I when no faerie has ever given me a reason to believe in them? So far, all I’ve seen is that you’re a credit to your twisted, duplicitous, endangered little race.”

Shea glared at her. She pushed herself back to her feet, her expression dark. To Chiara’s surprise, she felt the faerie energy in her surge in reaction to the power Shea exuded.

“I meant it when I said I would help you learn how to defend yourself. Here.” Shea drew a dagger from somewhere inside her leather jacket, flipped it in the air, and offered it handle-first to Chiara. “But you would do well to remember that, trust me or not, I am the only person who has done anything to help you along in your journey. Yes, my race is in danger of dying out, and we will perpetuate by any means necessary. However, that does not mean that all faeries are as untrue and disloyal as you believe. So take the dagger and get ready for your first lesson.”

Chiara’s fingers twitched, but she kept her hands to herself, her posture stiff. “I don’t know if I want to accept help from you, now. You’ll only do it if you think you stand to gain something.”

“Such as?” The amusement returned to Shea’s face – a quirk of the lips, a crinkling of the skin around her eyes.

“I don’t know. Maybe your own loyalties will switch, like Rhoslyn’s did, if that’s what serves you.” Chiara lifted her arms in a helpless gesture. “You tell me what you want out of all of this, Shea. Just be honest and tell me.”

Shea stepped forward, the dagger no longer visible in her hands, and grabbed Chiara by the arms, her gaze so intense that Chiara could feel it on her skin. The magick stirred between them and the heat within Chiara took on an entirely different configuration, tracing along her skin like a caress.

“I thought you were helping me,” she repeated in a whisper, tears stinging the edges of her eyes.

“I’m helping myself,” Shea answered, and then pressed her lips to Chiara’s with surprising strength.

Chiara tried to push Shea away, but lacked the resolve. Especially when she was finally getting what she wanted – Jordan’s... No, Shea’s mouth molded against hers, sharing the intimate moment she’d yearned for since high school. All Chiara could do was lean accept the kiss until Shea was ready to let go of her.

The problem was that the kiss was just what she had been waiting for ever since she had met Shea, and their shared faerie energy only made it even more difficult for her not to respond. She felt her anger diminishing, the tension draining from her arms, until her lips softened beneath Shea’s and Chiara leaned into her. Leather creaked between them, warmed now from both their bodies. Chiara never wanted Shea to let go of her.

Perhaps she’d said it aloud or maybe they were on the same wavelength, but Shea pulled her into a fierce embrace and whispered, “I won’t let go of you if you tell me not to. I listened to Rhoslyn talk about you for nearly a decade as she pursued you, and then after she lost you. I always knew why she did it and part of her reasoning was to hurt me. My sister doesn’t deserve you and never will.” Shea pressed one of her hands against the back of Chiara’s head to hold her even closer. “I can feel your heart racing against mine. You know you feel the same way about me.”

“I always did,” Chiara whispered, unable to ignore the languorous stupor pulsing through her. Shea’s kiss had been all too intoxicating and she wanted more. “If you were meant to be queen, then fight for your throne. I’ll fight beside you.”

“It’s not worth it. The only thing worthwhile in my life is you, Chiara.” Shea smoothed Chiara’s hair back from her face, sending shivers through her entire body. “I waited for the day I’d be free to tell you that and now that Rhoslyn has turned, I can tell you the truth. Yes, even in my glamour as Jordan, I wanted you. You have no idea how much it hurt to turn you down when you told me how you felt. I’ve always felt the same way about you as you have about me.”

Chiara clung to Shea’s jacket, her fingers curling into the leather collar. For once in her life, she felt like everything made sense. It’d been explained and she had nothing to fear. 

“Show me you mean it,” Chiara told her.

This time when Shea kissed her again, giving her no time to catch her breath, she didn’t stop.

****
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SHE SLEPT LATE INTO the following afternoon. As she blinked up at the sky, Chiara took a moment to reflect on the events of the previous night. Goddamn it, she thought, before closing her eyes. Rolling over in the ditch, she pillowed her head on her arms and let sleep claim her again.

Falling back to sleep was easy enough. She and Shea had stayed up late into the night, learning each other in a more intimate way than Chiara had ever dreamed possible. Each touch, each caress left her skin tingling with need until Shea brought her to the edge. And then they’d both tumbled over that edge, only to return to the beginning and do it again.

Chiara’s body felt weary in the best possible way. When she opened her eyes again, the sky was dark and she felt rested. She also heard the notes of a flute floating on the night breeze. 

Without hesitation, Chiara rose to her feet to find out where the melody originated. The sky overhead had cleared enough for her to see the inky, blue-black sky for a change. A star or two winked down at her as wispy clouds floated along the sea of night, and the gibbous moon cast its silver radiance across the land. She pulled on her clothes and walked up through the forest, following the sound. When she saw a flicker of light, she crouched and peered through the trees. What waited for her beyond the foliage of two low-lying branches amazed her.

In a circle of flat stones, she saw dancing lights darting around the trees and flowers. She realized there were diminutive human shapes within the lights, as well as other faeries ranging in size throughout the circle. They were dancing around a bonfire, garlands of wildflowers worn on their hair, as well as strewn about the clearing.

She stood there and watched as the faeries celebrated merrily. “Wow,” she whispered, following their movements with her gaze.

That was when she noticed Shea sitting on a rock off to the side, clapping along to the song. As Chiara’s gaze shifted to take in the merry-making, she found the variety of faeries in the Otherworld surprising. Some looked like vampires with their pale skin, long black hair, and black eyes. One couple – a man in a black suit with a high neck, and a woman in a long, off-the-shoulder black gown – looked particularly dangerous. Yet, as they danced, they seemed oblivious to everything around them and completely entranced by one another. The aura they gave off was not one of paranormal power, or even fae glamour, but of love.

Not far from the vampire-like couple were eight faeries that looked like the royal suits off of playing cards, their vibrant red, yellow, and black dresses and tunics blending into one another’s as the four couples danced a quadrille.

A group of small, slender faeries who looked like they had flowers growing from the tops of their heads capered in the glow of the fire. There were also orange orbs glowing like fire in the lush, dark green foliage of the trees. Chiara was not sure if they were faerie lights or fruit hanging from the branches.

She saw that the forest here teemed with wildlife. A family of white foxes watched the celebration from the edge of the clearing – a father and mother, with two kits nestled between them. A pair of owls perched on a sturdy tree branch overhead, while rabbits, butterflies, deer, and more all watched the revels from the forest thicket.

Shea’s eyes met hers, even through the branches and leaves, and the faerie queen’s expression invited her to join the dance. Chiara let her steps take her into the circle and move to the music. Two small, winged pixies fluttered near her ears and spoke in their shrill, unintelligible, birdlike language. Chiara waved to them, not sure of how else to respond. The petite pixies giggled and flew out of sight.

With her own laugh of joy, Chiara danced in time to the music, circling the bonfire and spiraling as she moved. Someone draped a flower garland over her head, and the intoxicating scent of lilacs and roses surrounded her. As she whirled, the flower faeries preceded her, daintily tossing petals on the ground. Soon, a mosaic of silken red, gold, and yellow flora hid the earth.

Something fluttered through the darkness and into the clearing to land on Chiara’s shoulder. It tickled her ear with its breath, its tail curling gently over her neck and chest. Chiara looked up into the brilliant silver eyes of a firedrake, its lavender scales glistening with a glossy sheen that reflected the flames of the bonfire. With a smile, Chiara reached up to stroke its head, delighting in its softness and warmth. It was calm beneath her touch and accepted a gentle caress, before disentangling itself from about her shoulders and flying off into the forest.

The midnight celebration lasted until the moon had drifted across the sky toward the horizon, and the faeries slowly paired off to find hidden corners of the forest where they could be alone together. Their soft little giggles of pleasure wafted back to Chiara, who found herself sitting in the center of the circle, pleasantly high on the intense magick that pervaded the air. Although her body was tired, her mind hummed with excitement.

Shea approached and extended her hand to her. Chiara accepted it and rose to her feet. A group of faerie minstrels sitting on the rocks by the fireside were playing a low, rhythmic tune on drums, sticks, a single guitar, and flute. Chiara followed Shea’s lead in the dance, whirling slowly among the lush undergrowth and beneath the full, verdant foliage of the trees. Shea pulled her close and kissed her.

It was something Chiara looked forward to, something she craved from Shea more and more. The queen’s hand went around her waist and they spun once more together, before she eased Chiara gently to the ground.

When their lips met, Chiara thought briefly of the time they’d lost before all of this. But it was time they’d lost together, she realized, their bodies now entwining in a way that felt perfectly natural. And the time lost from her quest wasn’t a loss at all.

No. It was as if she’d finally found what’d always been missing in her life.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN
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As they rode the next day, Shea demonstrated her ability with her bow. “It’s part marksmanship, part magick. The arrows appear when I draw the string, but it’s up to me to make sure they hit their mark.”

She lifted the weapon and drew back on the bowstring. Something shimmered into sight – an arrow, Chiara realized. Shea took in a deep breath, then gently blew out before loosing the arrow. It turned to dust after a moment when it flew without hitting anything.

“That’s amazing,” Chiara remarked. “Did you make the bow?” 

“No. It was a gift from your mother when I was born. The kings and queens of the various courts receive special gifts when they’re infants. Rhoslyn didn’t get anything, of course, and she can’t use the bow. It’s meant only for me. If she thought to take all my power away, she was disappointed when she figured out it wasn’t going to happen.”

Something like grim acceptance settled over Shea’s features, shadowing her face for the briefest moment. Chiara wanted to reach out and run her fingers through that short, dark hair. To tell her lover everything would turn around, somehow.

But Shea turned to her with the usual twinkle in her eye and said, “Now, what you need is to learn how to channel your power and use a weapon. It’s not iron, of course. That’s forbidden here, but faerie blood spills as easily as human blood.”

Chiara looked at the knife Shea had drawn out of her jacket again. “I don’t know if I should.”

The way Shea’s shoulders fell a fraction, Chiara wondered if she’d disappointed her. “Look, think about all the times you guys were dungeon crawling and lost your best weapons for one reason or another. Having a dagger in the boot always came in handy, didn’t it?” Shea jiggled the knife in her direction. “Being able to do some damage is better than nothing. Take it. You asked me to help you defend yourself.”

Although Chiara had held plenty of knives in her time, this felt different than a kitchen knife or athame. It weighed more than she’d expected, which made it easier to guide the blade when she swung it in the air. “How was that?”

“Great, if you want to decapitate a butterfly.” Shea snorted and lifted her hand to demonstrate. “Don’t swing. Thrust like you mean it.”

Chiara bent her elbow, drawing her arm back for another attempt. That was when something or someone decided it was perfect timing to jump in front of the horse and dance a strange little jig in the road. The palomino took several, prancing steps backward, and Chiara managed to keep both her seat and the knife. Shea reached out to take the other rein and brought the horse under control with some soothing words. The women exchanged glances before inspecting the creature standing before them.

“It’s Rhoslyn’s huntress with a human pet!” the thing shouted in a grating voice. It was short and squat, taller than a garden gnome, possibly something akin to a dwarf. Its pointed hat gave it extra height that was deceptive in the gray gloom.

“A human what?” came another voice that sounded as nasty as the visible faerie’s.

“A human pet!” said the thing as it reached up to grasp at the reins of the palomino.

“Give her something to eat. Show her some hospitality!”

Shea angled her horse toward the palomino, placing her body between Chiara’s and the little man’s. “Don’t you dare try to trick her. She’s a daughter of Titania and knows our ways. Let us pass.”

The thing moved closer, seemingly undeterred by Shea’s protectiveness. Chiara saw that it looked like a little old man with wrinkles around its dark red eyes, a bulbous nose, and a dark beard that reached all the way down to his feet. The tall, pointed hat he wore was a brilliant red and she thought for a wild moment that he’d enjoy drenching it in the blood of his enemies.

The dumpy little faerie clutched a heavy iron pikestaff in one hand and wore heavy boots on his feet. Chiara wished she could quell the shiver of terror that wracked her body. At least Shea drew as close as she could, trying to keep Chiara away from the little man’s clutching hands.

“I’ve no quarrel with you, Red Cap,” Shea said, her voice as mellow and even as ever. “But quarrel with us and Rhoslyn will have your head.”

“Now, now, we won’t hurt you,” it said, but there was a malevolent grin on its face that caused Chiara to shudder once again with fear. “We just killed some stupid mortal traveler this night in your world. We’re not on the hunt, so don’t take on so, huntress. Now that Rhoslyn’s broken with the Seelie, we are all friends here.”

The way the skin went white around Shea’s mouth, Chiara knew she desperately wanted to speak her mind. But the huntress remained diplomatic while her fingers inched toward her bow. “Then if it’s all the same to you, we need to be going. The human is Rhoslyn’s special guest.”

Chiara admired Shea’s response. If it’d been her alone, she wouldn’t have been able to keep the panic from her voice.

“Where is there to hurry on a night like this?” the Red Cap asked, his taloned fingers sliding along the palomino’s neck as he took a sidestep that brought him within reach of Chiara.

“Trust me when I say Rhoslyn will have my head if her guest doesn’t arrive in one piece.” Shea’s glance flicked up to Chiara and she shook her head, then tilted it toward the man. 

Chiara turned her attention back to the Red Cap. If Rhoslyn’s name wouldn’t buy them passage, then she wasn’t sure what would. The way the creature’s clawed fingers scrabbled along the horse’s neck, she feared the dangerous little fae would try to pull her from the saddle. The idea of being their next victim was enough to make her sick. The tip of his pike tilted toward her, then brushed against her leg, and she was unable to quell the revulsion that shot through her. As much as the idea of harming another creature pained her, she realized her only choice might be to run him down with the horse or stab him with the dagger clutched in her left hand.

It’s either my life or his.

“Rhoslyn is a bad seed, you know,” called the other voice. “A bad seed, that one! You don’t want to go to her! She’ll toy with you and then refuse to give you the mercy of a swift death. Bad, bad!”

“Very bad,” said the other faerie standing before her. “Just come here, girl, and have you something to eat. You will be safer with us. Then the huntress can go on her way.”

“You forget yourselves,” Shea said, her voice now loud and commanding. As much as Chiara didn’t want to take her eyes off the Red Cap, she couldn’t help but look at her traveling companion. 

Shea looked taller in the saddle and almost dazzlingly bright as light surrounded her. She clutched the bow in one hand and drew the string back to her cheek with the other. When she spoke again, her voice echoed through the wooded thicket.

“I am the true queen of the Spring Court and if you do not unhand that girl, I’ll show you a swift death, creature.”

Before Chiara could decide what to do next, the fae standing before her leapt at the horse and wrapped a hand around the reins. It made him a much more difficult target for Shea to hit and Chiara knew she had to either make space or take matters into her own hands. She tugged at the leather straps, trying to regain control of them from both Shea and the Red Cap.

The Red Cap hung on saying, “Here now, girl! Stop that!” The sharp tip of the weapon he held waved dangerously close to her face.

The exhausted palomino struggled as well, backing away and dragging the faerie along the dirt road. With a shake of its head, the horse nearly dislodged the hideous little man. Chiara hunched lower in the saddle to keep her seat as the horse started to buck and toss its head harder. She dug her heels into its sides to encourage it to run.

“You cannot outrun us,” the Red Cap said through gritted teeth as it hung from the reins. “Get down here now, and we’ll protect you from the false queen’s wrath. Give us any trouble, and we’ll make sure you die slowly. Skin you alive and use your bones to pick our teeth.” Its threat chilled her to the core.

Chiara heard a rustle behind her, and realized the second one was probably approaching as a result of the commotion. She tensed herself for the possibility of a spear in the back. There had to be a way to get the horse to break into a run, even if she had to trample the horrible little faerie. As her mount’s struggles grew desperate, she felt the fire energy pushing at the fissures in her control once more.

Burn, she thought.

With a yelp, the Red Cap let go of the palomino, just as the horse itself whinnied in pain and surprise. It leaped forward into a jarring gallop.

At the same time, she heard the whoosh of an arrow in flight, followed by a thunk. Whatever Shea used this time, Chiara was sure she didn’t just put the Red Caps to sleep. She didn’t look back, either, since recalling a childhood story about how outrunning a Red Cap was impossible. She intended to challenge that notion and see who caught up with her first.

Hoofbeats thundered closer. She squeezed her eyes shut, hoping it was Shea. When she blinked and looked, there was the huntress, crouched low in the saddle and galloping at her side. The grin she gave Chiara was full of laughter. 

It seemed like miles before they slowed their mounts. Only then did Chiara permit herself to look over her shoulder. She hoped they had left the bloodthirsty little faeries far behind them.

“Well, wish me luck sleeping tonight, knowing those things exist,” she said when Shea met her gaze. “I don’t even want to close my eyes. Those disgusting little trolls might find us.”

“Don’t worry. Even in this world, the dead can’t come after you.” Shea’s voice was full of laughter as she glanced around the area and pointed past Chiara. “Look, we lucked out.”

Chiara turned, glad for a distraction. The magick within still rose up, seeking release in response to her frayed nerves. But when she saw a brilliant light flare, casting the area in a silvery-blue glow, the energy settled to a less nauseating level. Chiara blinked to adjust her vision and saw a campfire just off to the side of the road. 

“Don’t worry about anyone noticing us. I’ve put up a little glamour on the area. Even I could use a good night’s sleep.” Shea slid out of the saddle and approached the fire. Her bow lay slung against her back, looking like a normal weapon and Shea looked like a normal woman. Not the incandescent figure who’d briefly appeared in their altercation with the Red Caps.

“That sounds good to me,” Chiara said and swung herself off the horse. She remained standing by the palomino, though, stroking its neck and watching Shea circle the fire.

Shea’s gaze lifted to hers and she cocked her head to one side, her lips quirking. “Are you going to come down here or do you plan to sleep under the horse?”

“I just...” Chiara stepped toward Shea, letting go of the palomino’s reins so it could graze. “I’ve never seen you do that before.”

“Do what?” Now Shea crouched by the fire and held her hands up to it, looking even more like the huntress Chiara knew. A ranger whose home was the forest, not a palace. “Meeting a Red Cap is enough to unnerve anyone. You weren’t the only one in danger, Chiara. They’d have no qualms about taking me down, so I just wanted to remind them of my true identity.” Even though Shea’s usual playful demeanor had returned, something about her was forever changed in Chiara’s mind.

But since when do outward appearances count for anything here? Chiara asked herself. She’s still just Shea, and once upon time she was Jordan, my best friend.

Despite the fact that her whole body shaking with fear and exhaustion, she settled herself on the opposite side of the fire and wrapped her arms around her knees. “That was nerve-wracking.”

“I know, but you did well.” Shea’s faerie energy surrounded her, more palpable than usual, ebbing and flowing in the very air. Even though she’d dropped the regal visage, everything about her still felt confident, in control.

“Thanks.” Chiara blew out a long sigh and peeked back over her shoulder, at where the horses peacefully cropped the grass. Shadows lengthened and she wished it wasn’t already nearing sunset. “I appreciate not having to be by myself right now. That was so insane, I’m almost afraid to sleep.”

The softness in Shea’s expression melted Chiara’s heart and she moved around the circle, closer to the huntress. “I think,” Shea said, reaching out and tucking a strand of Chiara’s hair behind her ear, “that you’re more of a warrior than you realize.”

“And I suppose you’re more of a lover than you want people to think you are?” Chiara whispered. She couldn’t help but lean into Shea, her eyes drifting shut and her lips offered.

“That’s exactly right.” Their mouths met with familiarity now, an understanding of how the other liked to be kissed. 

Chiara knew what would come before it did. Shea’s arm wrapped around her shoulders, then lifted to her neck to keep her close. Chiara’s lips parted, opening herself to Shea. Even as she moaned against Chiara’s mouth, Shea was all warmth and softness, strength and safety.

The ground cushioned Chiara as she lay back beneath Shea, arms twined around her neck. When Shea’s strong hands moved to follow the contours of Chiara’s breasts, she moaned and arched up into the touch. Their lips remained locked in a passionate kiss, muffling each and every one of Chiara’s ecstatic little noises.

Even with the frightening ordeal so recent, Chiara gave in to the moment. When her clothes were gone and Shea’s fingers found her core, they slid in easily, filling Chiara. Losing herself to one release after another pushed away her fears. It was in their shared intimate moments that she saw Shea’s careful self-control drop, a reassurance that as long as they were together, they were safe.

Chiara caught a glimpse of Shea’s silvery gaze before the woman dropped down between her thighs and replaced her fingers with her tongue. Each lap against her dewy flesh kept Chiara drowning in the sensual haze.

Soon, they were just two bodies entwined together, moaning, tightening and releasing, loving each other under the dreary Otherworld sky.

****
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“TWO DAYS TO GO.” CHIARA sighed as she stretched in the morning sun, blinking away the sleep in her eyes. She felt surprisingly refreshed as she sat upright.

Or not so surprising, she realized as she looked around the campsite. The sense of protection lingered, but Shea was nowhere to be seen. Chiara tried not to grumble as she pushed herself to her feet and started gathering her clothes.

“Scouting. Right. Remember what happened last time she went off to do that.” She dressed and picked up her bag, turning it over in her hands. “I guess that’s what a ranger does, though. But what does that make me? I’m no fighter and definitely not a barbarian. Maybe one of the magic-using classes.”

After a moment’s thought, she gave up and draped the bag over her shoulder. The sun wasn’t far above the horizon, and it was yet another foggy day. She had rested more deeply than she’d expected, lulled by a sense of security in Shea’s nearness. Even with Shea gone, that feeling didn’t fade.

“I’ve come so far,” Chiara told herself. “I’m almost there.”

She reached for the palomino’s reins and coaxed it to follow her. Walking felt better than she’d anticipated. It gave her a chance to stretch her legs. After days of riding, the muscles felt unused and protested the hike. She didn’t care. She’d forgotten the pleasure of simply meandering along a path, even in a place where it seemed death could come from anywhere or anyone. Although thin clouds obscured the sun, the air smelled sweet and fragrant. The gray mist cast a strange and ethereal glow over the land, and Chiara closed her eyes to inhale deeply.

When she opened them, she saw a sword leveled at her throat.

“What the hell...” She gasped as she looked into the dark, narrowed eyes of the person holding the blade. He was several inches taller than her, clad in dark brown leather armor, including a helmet that concealed his features. She saw only those eyes full of rage, and her heart began to hammer at her ribcage. Never had someone looked at her with so much hatred as this fae warrior was directing at her now.

“Seelie,” he simply said, his voice guttural. The arm with the sword drew back.

Chiara didn’t need to be a gamer to know his intention was to cleave her head from her neck. With a cry, she turned and ran, clutching at the palomino’s reins. I can’t lose the horse, she told herself.

The tall faerie was on her heels, but his leather armor slowed him. However, the reach of his sword was enough to close the distance between them. She felt it nick the back of her thigh, and she gasped at the stinging pain. She knew if she turned, the blade would next thrust through her body. Shea had given her a dagger, no match for a sword. As for Chiara’s faerie magick, it remained a capricious energy that she had no idea how to control. And right now, it didn’t seem to want to cooperate. 

Legs and arms pumping, she desperately tried to put distance between herself and her attacker, and still keep hold of the horse’s reins. Reaching blindly for the saddle, she made a frantic leap at the palomino. She managed to clutch at the saddle with both hands and haul herself halfway onto it. The horse slowed somewhat, and she quickly threw her leg over its rump, then urged it to continue.

Daring to glance over her shoulder, she saw Shea’s familiar form standing between her and her attacker. The two faeries faced one another as the air hummed with strong elemental fae magick. Shea’s radiant energy flickered all around them in the air, the sparks gathering together to form something larger.

Drawing her mount to a halt and turning, Chiara watched from what she hoped was a safe distance. The fae warrior was also pouring on the power, she realized, as a strong wind began to blow through the trees. The zephyr quickly built into gusts that threatened to extinguish the magickal flames dancing between the two warriors.

“You will back down and leave us alone,” Chiara heard Shea growl above the inferno gathering around her as the huntress drew on her power. As if in response, Chiara’s own dormant energies flared up within her. Everything in her wanted to be close to Shea, her magick tangibly leaning – yearning – toward hers.

“The Seelie will destroy us all, given their chance. I will make sure there are two less to threaten our existence!” The warrior exuded not just power, but all the zealotry of a fanatic. “That one’s crime against the fae is known, as is yours in not aligning with Queen Rhoslyn. Our enemies must be vanquished!” As he spoke, a burst of wind churned the air, transforming the initial gusts into an eddying cyclone that swirled around them.

“This will not happen. Unseelie or not, Rhoslyn has demanded that no one harm this daughter of Titania. It is for Rhoslyn to decide her fate. If she has her way, this woman will suffer enough to repay faeriekind for an eternity.” Shea’s voice was calm, yet firm as she continued to expand the wall of fire that danced between Chiara and her self-styled executioner. 

With a gentle touch, Chiara soothed her restless mount, even as her own elemental forces sought to merge with Shea’s. She could feel the blaze inside of her reaching outward, forcing itself beyond her physical body. The dry heat scorched at the wind that whirled around them. Dried, fallen leaves flickered to ashes the moment they were caught up in the burning whirlwind.

For a brief moment, the warrior faltered, and Chiara thought they might be able to leave without any further confrontation. The fae’s furious gaze was upon her the moment she dared hope for a peaceful resolution.

“Do it and you will forfeit your life for hers,” Shea stated without inflection. The conflagration of faerie magick affirmed her vow with an eloquence that went beyond words.

With a yell of fury that Chiara could only describe as a battle cry, the armored fae charged past Shea and toward her. For a brief, infinitesimal moment, Chiara believed that Shea would rescue her once more.

And then she locked her eyes on the assassin.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered as her magick drew back from Shea’s to entangle the armored fae. With each scorching tendril of power that touched him, with each ash that flaked away from the warrior, the cyclone lost another fragment of control. Time stood still for Chiara as she systematically deconstructed both the fae and his whirlwind in her firestorm.

When she blinked again a mere second later, she felt a tear streak down her face. What she had done should have sickened her, but she was no more remorseful about it than she was the night she had thrust that knife into Rhoslyn’s heart. She cried for what she had to do, not for the person she had killed.

“It was necessary.” Shea approached and lay her hand atop Chiara’s knee. “You are not a bad person or a faerie killer. That is a person who would have killed you first. He had fair warning.”

Chiara closed her eyes and took a deep breath. The air was eerily calm once more, but this time the stench of extinguished flame lingered on it. “It makes me sad that somebody could hate a person so much. Not just that they could hate me, but that any person in any world could hate another so thoroughly, that all they want to do is see them die. We see it every day in the mortal realm, and it’s something I will never understand or accept.”

Shea reached up to entwine her fingers with Chiara’s. When Chiara turned her tearful gaze to Shea’s, the huntress kissed her hand tenderly. “No rational person ever will.”

****
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SHE FOLLOWED SHEA, relieved to leave the encounter with the sword-wielding faerie far behind them. The horses’ loping canter left a long ribbon of road between them and the scene of the tragedy, but Chiara knew it would take more than that to forget what she had seen and done.

When Shea finally slowed her mount to a walk, Chiara drew even with her. “What was that about? Why did he want to kill me?” she asked. She knew there was no need to explain her question.

“Things have been worse ever since we left Titania’s palace,” Shea observed. “While the Seelie do what they must to survive, the Unseelie feel that it’s wrong to try to keep our species alive with humans, and will do all that they can to prevent the possibility of half-breeds. Others despise humans for their heartless murder of faeries in the mortal realm. And still others, like the Red Caps, just enjoy tormenting living creatures.”

“We murder our own just as cruelly,” was Chiara’s half-hearted response. “I don’t think we kill faeries intentionally.”

“Not everybody sees all sides of a matter,” Shea reminded her, her tone like that of a schoolteacher instructing a student. “Without the protection that being Rhoslyn’s consort will offer you, you will be a target as long as you wander the Otherworld. Though if you accept her, instead of fight her, then you may make an enemy of the Seelie. It’s a no-win situation.”

“I’m well aware of that. I already tried the get-out-of-jail-free-card by dropping Rhoslyn’s name once. It didn’t work, so I think I’d rather take my chances with the Seelie than the Unseelie.”

Shea glanced at her. “Either way, you’re between a rock and a hard place. Rhoslyn will invoke every ancient law she can to defend her claim to you. And even Titania cannot supersede the law that allows another faerie to demand a life in exchange for a life.”

Chiara moved her gaze down to the road, then back up to her companion. “Well, despite all of that, what about us?”

Shea didn’t say anything, but kept her gaze fixed straight ahead.

“Did you even hear me? Are we going to talk about our relationship, all the times we’ve made love the past few days?” Chiara’s voice rose with her exasperation. It felt like she was back in a far too familiar place: Jordan withholding any affection, while she pleaded with her for at least some indication that there might be a chance for love.

“I’m sure it hasn’t gone unnoticed that I’m doing more than just guiding you through our land,” Shea said. “It’s a complicated matter and I can’t guarantee you anything.”

Chiara gaped at her, blinking as she tried to pick up the thread of thought. “I can’t believe your nerve sometimes. That’s all you have to say? You’ve told me how you’ve watched over me since I was a kid, how you disguised yourself as a human and became my best friend, and I thought maybe we’d figured out what this meant for us. Before when I told you I loved you, you told me it wasn’t possible for us to be more. I didn’t like that, but I accepted it. But now it feels like you’re playing some weird little game, and I don’t know if I can trust you any more than I can trust any other person in your world.”

“Fair enough, Chiara. I wouldn’t trust me either.” Shea’s expression was as inscrutable as her terse statement.

“Is that really all you have to say to me? Jeez!” Chiara rolled her eyes and accepted that fact that, for the moment, neither of them were going to resolve anything.

At least, not with a number of dangers hanging over their heads.

Chiara was, after all, a combination fugitive and guest. Shea was a deposed royal for whom one wrong step might end with her death, regardless of faeries laws.

They should have been fighting against Rhoslyn together.

So why did it feel like Shea was pulling farther and farther away from her?
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN
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“This is not a good sign.” Shea put her hand up to wave at the gloom. “We don’t usually get this sort of weather.”

To Chiara, things pretty much looked the same day after day, but she didn’t dispute Shea’s claim. “What does it mean?” she asked, not sure she wanted to know the answer. 

And then she both felt and saw it, as if somehow a new sense of the world had kicked in for her. The thick mist hung around the land like the heavy fog that presaged a thunderstorm. It rose from the cool ground into the warm air, engulfing them. She could barely see the road ahead and would not have been able to see Shea if they hadn’t been riding side by side.

“We’re near Rhoslyn’s palace and now that she’s Unseelie, that means she and her people are fair game for the Seelie. We’re caught in the middle of a war. Unless Oberon intervenes, which you shouldn’t expect given his dislike for Titania’s half-breed children, this may go very badly for us.”

As Shea said this, the wind picked up and wafted through the mist. Chiara thought the breeze would have the effect of reducing the gloom, but instead it only seemed to cause it to swirl around them. The wind whipped at her body and ruffled her hair as it increased in intensity, and Chiara had to hold her arm over her eyes to keep bits of dirt from getting into them. Shea was shielding her eyes too, her whole body tense and radiating the heat of elemental fae magick.

At that moment, they heard a screech in the sky above them. It was hard to gauge whether the sound came from behind them, in front of them, or directly overhead. The mist surrounded them, blocking their view of the sky, and causing sound to echo from all directions. Chiara turned her head frantically, unable to discern anything through the impenetrable fog.

“Shit. Run your ass off!” Shea ordered, kicking her mount in the flanks. Chiara did the same, and both horses leapt into a smooth gallop as the first attack came from overhead, soaring just past them.

“What is it?” Chiara cried. She felt beating wings within inches of the top of her head and heard even more flapping and fluttering from all sides. She was surprised whatever was chasing them through the oppressive mist didn’t slam into her.

“It’s the Sluagh!” Shea shouted, panic edging her voice. “I take back what I said about the dead not being able to come after us!”

“What’s that mean?” Chiara turned to look over her shoulder, but the fog still hadn’t broken. The ground and sky were mistier than they had been in all the days she had been here. She heard whispers in the sky, and again had no idea if they were behind, above, or before them. Then she discerned the beating of wings once more. It left her shivering with fear, a cold sensation skittering up and down her spine.

“It’s the faerie hunt,” Shea explained breathlessly. “You may know it as the Wild Hunt. Oberon has sent the Sluagh, possibly to rout Rhoslyn’s forces. The Unseelie could be scattered all around us or perhaps this is the remnant of a battle. Normally they pursue and take the souls of dying men or late night travelers. However, if we’re out while they’re on the hunt, they won’t differentiate between us or Rhoslyn’s people. Oberon must have specifically ordered them to attack.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know. This is war, Chiara, and I’m not exactly in touch with everything happening in our world right now. Just look for a place we can hide.”

Something soared just over their heads once more, and Chiara cried out as something caught at the whipping strands of her hair. She pulled her head away as forcefully as she could, disentangling herself from that deadly grip. With a shudder, she leaned low over the palomino’s neck.

“But if we’re on Oberon’s side, why would they hurt us?” she shouted.

“I don’t know what they’ve been ordered to do,” Shea answered. “Do you really want to find out the answer to your question?”

There was another screech and Chiara saw a faerie with feathered wings descending just in front of her. She crouched as low as she could on her mount, and the grasping hands just missed her. When she glanced back, she saw the winged faerie changing course to avoid a collision with the ground.

Shea used one hand to lift her bow over her head and clutch it. “I hate to fire at them. We’re on the same side, but maybe I can hold them off until we find shelter.”

“You can’t kill them like undead in a game?” Chiara thought of all the times they’d “faced” skeletons, zombies, liches, and more in their weekly D&D sessions.

“The fae undead are a little different. They won’t stop until they’ve taken souls. So unless you can lend your power to mine, you better be ready to ride all night.”

A sphere of fiery energy encircled them, radiating out from Shea. As the Sluagh dove toward them once more, they changed direction the moment they touched the scorching shield, hissing in pain. Their frustrated shrieks pierced Chiara’s ears as their pursuers continued to dive at them from the air.

“How long can you keep it up?” Chiara asked, feeling her personal magick flare in response.

“Not long enough to find shelter,” Shea called back. “If you can just try to lend me your fire, though, I can strengthen the shield. We need to work together on this.”

Chiara nodded and let her fire do what felt natural – merge and meld its energies with Shea’s. The road was becoming rougher, and they had to swerve to avoid rocks and ditches that they could only partially see through the fog. Still, she concentrated, blending her fae elemental fire with Shea’s radiant power to keep the Sluagh at a distance.

“We’re entering wild territory, and it will be almost impossible to run from anything soon.” Shea’s narrowed eyes darted left and right as she scanned the air.

Chiara felt the shield around them intensify as she poured more power into it, willing the heat of her energy to buy them the time they needed to find shelter. The Sluagh attempted to attack once more in a united group. This time, their forms jarred the shield around the women, sending tremors through it. Chiara heard the crack and her breath hitched. 

And then the Sluagh ceased their attack, driven back by their inability to breach the shield. They turned back in the direction they had come to retreat into the thinning mist and clouds. Dark forms soared onward and Shea drew rein to point up at them.

“They’re continuing on toward Rhoslyn’s palace. I don’t know if our power saved us or if Oberon intervened. Either way, let’s count ourselves lucky and keep moving. There’s a cave at the peak of this hill.”

“You know where you are?” The forest had become denser around them, but everything still looked much the same to Chiara. 

“We’re on the very perimeter of the Spring Court’s lands. I’ve spent most of my life wandering them. That’s my job, after all.” Shea led the way up along a small, wooded hill, then into a vast cave that the mist hadn’t penetrated. The tension and power around them dissipated as they both released audible breaths.

“Wow!” Chiara gasped, a hysterical laugh shaking her shoulders. “I think I might be running out of lives here. I outran the Red Caps and now the Wild Hunt.”

Shea nodded in agreement, then slumped and slid off her mount before she could say anything.

“Shea!” Chiara dismounted and ran to her side in time to keep her from collapsing to the hard, rocky ground of the cave. 

With her leather clothing and weapons, Shea was too heavy for Chiara do anything more than cushion her fall, but she managed to keep the huntress from hurting herself. They crumpled to the ground together, Shea in Chiara’s arms. 

“Are you going to be okay?” Chiara whispered.

“I’m tired,” Shea groaned, her eyes shut tightly as if she were in pain. “Like I said, my power isn’t endless. When Rhoslyn stole my throne, she stole much more than that. I just need to rest.”

“You must have used everything you had.” Chiara stroked her brow, feeling the sweat that slicked it. She tried to ignore how nice it felt to have Shea in her arms, to hold her close, especially after what they’d just faced. Instead, she swallowed and said, “I had no idea your magick would take so much out of you.”

“I’m not as powerful as you think. Or as smart. Otherwise, I’d still be queen, and Rhoslyn...” Shea attempted a smile, but then grimaced. “Someday, I’ll take everything back, but for now I’m just going to make sure you survive. If you’re going to stay with anyone here, it should be me.”

Leave it to Shea to manage to show at least some cockiness when she was exhausted. Chiara rolled her eyes and chuckled at the declaration. “You’re just as bad as the rest of them. You need to rest and recover. I’ll take care of everything else.” She eased Shea completely to the ground, then rose to her feet to get the bedrolls off the horses’ saddles. After covering the huntress with a blanket, Chiara peeked out of the cave.

The mist was still thick, but had diminished somewhat. There was no sign of life, and no sound except the distant rumble of thunder. Heavy raindrops began to fall through the fog from the gray clouds in the darkening sky.

Chiara stepped out of the cave and gathered wood and dried grass. She did it as quickly as possible, as the thunder became louder and louder. She dropped her first armful in the cave and went outdoors to gather more. The raindrops were still fat and few. She brought a second armful of twisted, dry sticks to the cave. The patter of rain increased as she went outside to search for thicker branches and logs. There were enough around the wooded side of the cave for her to make two trips, before the rain began to fall in earnest.

When she returned to the cave the final time, she arranged the dried grass, twigs, and smaller branches in a shallow pit to start a fire. Digging into her bag with the intention of finding something to start a fire yielded a book of matches. She lit the kindling and waited, hoping the branches would catch light. As soon as the fire was strong enough, she added larger branches. The cave slowly warmed, and she put on the first of the thick, knotted logs she had found.

Once the blaze was established, she went back to Shea. Her breathing sounded shallow and steady, the breathing of someone who was peacefully sleeping.

Chiara glanced at the entrance to the cave. The bright flash of lightning followed immediately by a thunderclap made her jump. Pouring rain followed a moment later and Chiara dug her hands into her pockets. “I guess we got lucky,” she muttered with a glance at Shea.

Since going outside to look around was out of the question, she turned to explore the depths of the cavern. Taking one of the longer sticks out of the fire, she held the gnarled branch before her as a torch. There was a corridor off the foyer of the cave and her gaze traveled from the ceiling, from which a large, human-sized birdcage hung, down to the pit just below it. The door to the cage swung open, and she wondered if faeries actually used it to imprison people. The very idea made her shudder.

She edged around the pit without looking down. At least it smelled musty, not of death and decay. Nor did she see any indication of long-deceased prisoners. Still, she kept her gaze locked on the cave walls until she made it to the other side.

Walking further down the corridor, Chiara found what appeared to be a number of empty caverns branching off from either side of it. The final one at the end was spacious and full of glittering piles of coins, gemstones, and more. She stopped and looked inside, taking her time as she walked around the room. There were suits of discarded armor, swords, and even pieces of clothing scattered throughout the room. The glimmering treasures reflected the firelight in golden flickers across the cavern.

Had this been a game, she and her friends would have looted the cave without question. But as Chiara’s hand hovered over one of the shining piles of gold, she drew back. Maybe the faerie folk hadn’t shown much respect for her, but at least she’d show it to them by leaving their treasures undisturbed.

She finally walked back to Shea and set the torch back on the fire. The storm had diminished, as had the fog, but now the sky darkened with the night. The rain remained steady and heavy. With gratitude for warmth and shelter, she lay down near Shea and the fire, and slept through the night, lulled by the sound of the rainfall.

****
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CHIARA WOKE ON THE last of her ninth day with her heart thrumming in her chest. Her time had run out and she still didn’t know what she was going to do about it.

“It’ll be okay, you know.” Shea picked up the tightly-wound bedrolls and met her at the cave entrance.

“Yeah? How do you know that?”

Shea pointed out into the forest. “Because no matter what happens out there, we have each other. Wherever we end up by the end of the day, don’t stop. Don’t give up the right you have to your own life. It’s when people give up that they lose their dignity and their reason for living. Whatever happens, you just have to keep going or you’ll hate yourself. If you choose to let a bad situation keep you down, how can you grow in life? I haven’t lived my life as a victim ever since Rhoslyn took my throne, and neither should you. Take control of any situation you possibly can, and keep working to attain the things you want.”

“Nice pep talk.” Chiara dug the toe of her boot into the ground and clasped her hands behind her back. “I just wish it made a difference.”

“It will if you just don’t give up,” Shea said. Her fingers captured Chiara’s chin and nudged it up until they were looking each other in the eye. “This isn’t the end of your life, Chiara, if you don’t let it be. It’s a beginning. How long have we been friends?”

That was a tricky question. Chiara had known Jordan almost since childhood, but Shea? Shea was a different version of Jordan. She seemed freer to give of herself and her emotions, yet trapped at the same time by the losses she’d suffered.

“Fine, don’t answer that. My point is, you fell in love with me when we were in high school and you always held out hope that I’d return those feelings, right?”

Chiara nodded. “Right.”

“Now that you know I do, think about this: here in the Otherworld, very little alters. Change occurs slowly, over centuries. However, when there is change, it’s usually big. As in overthrowing queens big, so no matter what happens today, all I ask is that you don’t lose hope. Keep your faith in me and, more importantly, in yourself.”
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN
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The misty forest gave way to sepia-toned shades of earth and sky as they rode. The leaves hanging from the black trees were black themselves, and Chiara had a sense of being completely surrounded by Rhoslyn’s dark faerie magick.

If she’d wondered before what it meant to be Unseelie, now she knew. This land was devoid of life or beauty. Beside her, a sound strangely like a sniffle made her turn her head. What Chiara saw made her heart plummet.

A single tear trickled down Shea’s cheek, heartbreak evident on her face.

“I won’t pretend this doesn’t hurt me.” The huntress lifted her chin, but Chiara shook her head and reached out to stroke the wetness from her cheek.

“This is your land. You have every right to be upset.”

“Yeah, well...” Shea pouted and then reached up to pat the bowstring across her chest. “I do have something she doesn’t.”

“No.” Chiara lowered her hand to rest it on Shea’s leg. “You have two things she doesn’t.”

When Shea closed the distance between them for a kiss, Chiara knew it was one she would never forget. Shea’s lips tasted of salty tears and moved over hers hungrily. If Chiara hadn’t known any better, she’d have classified it as a goodbye kiss.

They parted and finally tore their gazes from each other’s faces. A palace loomed in the distance and Chiara knew without a doubt it had to be Rhoslyn’s. She wouldn’t let herself believe it belonged to anybody else. The familiar earthy, dark energy around her had only intensified as they rode.

Rhoslyn’s magick calling to her.

The land sloping up toward the palace was treacherous and rocky. The earth itself showed now more than any grass or moss. Everything about it was brown and pulsed with the dark, cold, smothering energy of the land.

Chiara looked up the hill. It was just one more thing in the way of her going home. The very land itself seemed intent on keeping her from reaching her destination. But Shea said, “Don’t let it scare you. You’ve come this far now and whatever you’ve been searching for your whole life is in there. Are you ready?”

“That depends. Once I get home, am I going to lose you? Is everything between us going to go back to the way it was, or do I need to find a way to live between two worlds?” Chiara asked, turning to look at her.

“I don’t know what’s going to happen, but I won’t lie to you, Chiara. If I can reclaim my throne, I will. It’s possible to exist in both worlds, but it isn’t the best idea. When a faerie comes into your world, it’s usually for short periods of time. When a half-human comes here, it is all too easy to forget the mortal world they left behind. Faerie blood is far more powerful. Even now you’ve connected with the land here. Can’t you feel it?”

“I can.” Chiara didn’t know how to describe the sensation, other than a sense of belonging, of being home. Even when she thought of the mortal world and all her friends, the Otherworld called to her, made her want to settle down and never leave. “Besides, as long as you’re here, it’s not like there’s anything worth remembering in the mortal world, is there?”

Shea’s hand tightened on hers as she responded, “That would be your call.”

Chiara nodded. At times, she had almost given in to the overwhelming beauty of the Otherworld, only to remember her life back home. Now she wondered if somehow she could have misjudged her connection to the mortal realm. There were too many questions in her mind, too much uncertainty and confusion. Still so much she didn’t know about her faerie half. Maybe her desire to stay among the fae was only natural, given her heritage. But what would it mean to stay? Would they continue to revile her and keep her from the peaceful life she wanted?

The conflicting desires left her frustrated and she knew the answers to her questions wouldn’t come easily. “I have to go,” she finally said, pulling her hand from Shea’s grasp.

“At least let me help you this one last time.” Shea followed her. “You need someone to fight at your side or to at least make witty remarks to throw Rhoslyn off balance. Besides, you were right when you said we’re fighting for the same cause. We should do this together.”

“Please, don’t.” Chiara tightened her hands on the reins, causing the palomino to sidle away from Shea. A few pats to the horse’s neck reassured it and Chiara took in a deep breath. “You’ve already fought for me time and again. I can’t let you keep doing that for me. I need to fight my own battles, especially this one.”

Shea reached for her hand once more. “Hey, I chose to come with you, so why don’t you let me decide which risks I’m willing to take, just as you want me to let you make your own choices? We both have reasons to fight Rhoslyn. If you want, we don’t have to be in this together, but neither of us has to go it alone.”

Chiara accepted the hand. “I know and it’s not Rhoslyn or you I’m worried about right now. It’s what comes after all of this.”

“Well, one thing at a time.” As she watched, Shea lifted her hand to her lips to give the back of it a kiss. The contact left Chiara tingling all over, faerie magick awakened and coursing through her body. “For luck,” Shea whispered. “Long live the queen.”

“Long live the rightful queen,” Chiara answered and clenched her fingers around Shea’s.

When she looked ahead again, they were in the courtyard, below the hulking structure of the castle. Everything around them was constructed from an earthy brown stone that looked warm, yet radiated the cold, dark energy. The castle was more fortress-like than Titania’s, with none of the ethereal beauty or crystalline loveliness. This foreboding citadel overlooked the barren landscape, but offered no respite from it. Chiara shuddered at the thought of living in it as Rhoslyn’s so-called consort. It looked like a prison.

“How do we do this?” Chiara asked, as they stared at the unguarded massive front doors.

“Easy. We just go in.” It was Shea who dismounted first and approached the castle. She beckoned to Chiara, who followed. “Just push. No one will stop us. Rhoslyn wants you here and, as far as my sister’s concerned, I still work for her.”

Chiara laid both her palms against the hard, cold wood. It felt thick and powerful against her soft skin, and took several shoves from her and Shea combined to make even a small opening. They squeezed through and then backed up to heave the door back into place. Chiara groaned with relief.

“I don’t know why I care about making sure I shut the door behind me,” she said, a giddy laugh bubbling up to her lips. “What’s out there couldn’t possibly be worse than what’s in here.”

“I wish I could say you’re wrong, but you’re not.” Shea lifted her bow over her head and clutched it in her right hand.

“You can’t use that against Rhoslyn, can you?”

“I could, but it’s not the solution. I just want to be ready for anything. She’s not the only danger within these walls.”

“Just want I wanted to hear.” Chiara folded her arms and spun to take in the view. There wasn’t much to see, except a long hallway with a number of doors, all closed. She couldn’t even begin to guess which way to go in the dimly lit fortress.

The first door she opened revealed a dark, windowless room without a glimmer of light. She shut the door and reached for another, and then another. Each room seemed as nondescript as the next, and she wondered how many doors she would have to open to find the gate before the end of the day. 

“Does this seriously just...” Chiara trailed off as she turned and surveyed the empty hallway. “Shea?” When there was no answer, she called out Shea’s name a second time, but all she heard was her own voice echoing along the hall.

With a deep breath, she stopped and took a moment to collect her thoughts. That faerie energy still tingled throughout her body, a reminder that she had an advantage, if she could just figure out how to use it.

Since Shea’s power often resonated with hers, she closed her eyes and tried to see if she could feel something, anything that might give her a clue about her lover’s whereabouts. From deep within, she willed her elemental fire to drift through the castle halls. What she encountered surprised her – an ephemeral sensation unlike any she’d felt during her time in the Otherworld. This energy flickered to the west, inviting her to follow its luminescence, to follow it home.

Resolved to pursue whatever she could find, Chiara traced the flowing energy signature, only to encounter an ornate black door in front of her. “Well, then,” she said, folding her arms and glaring at it. “Where did that come from?” 

When she turned to glance over her shoulder again, the hall stretched out behind her, an endless corridor of closed doors. But the heavy exterior doors were gone.

“Fine. If I can’t go backward, then I’ll go forward.” She turned back to the new door and grasped the skeletal silver handle. It opened smoothly and she stepped inside, into a room that looked nothing like what she expected. 

The domed ceiling was high and made to filter in the sunlight. There were potted plants everywhere, as if someone had taken the time to bring all the greenery that lacked from the land itself inside the palace. She saw a winding staircase to her left and to her right she saw a round table with a labyrinth on it. At the center of the labyrinth was a castle similar to Rhoslyn’s.

She looked down at the scene and saw what looked like a very small person walking through the maze. It both fascinated and disturbed her at the same time. Chiara pushed herself away from the table and saw a dark red curtain over the opposite corner. She walked to it and drew it aside.

Behind it sat a beautiful woman with flowing golden hair, Seelie by the look of her. She stared at Chiara with unblinking, beseeching eyes, but neither spoke nor moved.

There was a sound behind her, and Chiara spun around to look. A door under the staircase had just opened and a couple walked into the room. They were dressed elaborately, the woman in an azure ball gown, the man in a red coat and brown breeches. They had no faces, though – just their clothed bodies. Their heads were bare of hair or features, like those of mannequins. Yet they moved like living things and their heads were inclined to one another as if they were holding a conversation.

Chiara backed against the one empty corner, her hands pressing against the wall as she watched the activity in that room. One of her hands felt like it had been plunged into something cold and she quickly stepped away from the wall to look at what she had touched.

There was a painting of boats in a body of water, nearing a dreary port-town. She realized she had put her hand through the painting, into the water. Shaking it off, she took a few steps back. Revulsion welled inside of her at the realization that she was surrounded by moving, breathing things that weren’t quite alive.

“What is this room,” she whispered to herself.

“This is where I put everybody who has made me angry.”

She turned, her heart skipping a beat at the sound of the imperious voice.

Rhoslyn was looking at her pleasantly enough, but her calm expression didn’t fool Chiara. 

“You see,” Rhoslyn said, her full lips curving into a malicious smirk, “the man in that maze challenged my authority when I told him his beloved was to marry another. She was a high-ranking noblewoman of the Spring Court and I had the right to give her to whomever I chose. He tried to run away with her, so I placed them both in the labyrinth. She’s at the center, while he has been traveling for many months now, trying to find her. He won’t, of course, because I’ve made sure the maze is cursed. He’ll wander for an eternity.”

“That’s horrible,” Chiara retorted, glaring at Rhoslyn.

“Maybe it is, but I am the ruler of these lands. Those people, their mouths got them into trouble.” She indicated the mannequin-like figures. “They tried to foment a rebellion, to usurp my throne. Now they can neither speak to nor hear other people. They can only share their thoughts with one another. That is how they will remain until I decide they have been sufficiently punished. Needless to say, they don’t get out often.” Rhoslyn’s eyes sparkled at her own dark joke.

“This harbor is part of my lands,” she continued, pointing to the painting. “The people in that town decided not to pay the tribute due to me as decreed by law, so I’ve frozen their ships in time. I’m curious to know how long they can live without fish for food or trade.”

Before Chiara could react, Rhoslyn reached out and grasped her by the arm, then dragged her to the corner hidden by the red curtain. 

“I believe you ought to be introduced to this lady,” she said. “This is my former wife, a half-human like you who tried to run away from me. Here she sits all day long, a living doll. This is her punishment for trying to warn the Seelie of my pact with the Unseelie.”

“How dare you!” Chiara cried, jerking her arm from Rhoslyn’s grip. “You aren’t a woman or a queen. You’re a monster! You can’t just do those sorts of things because people made you angry!”

“Can’t I? Contrary to your statement, I am the queen. My word in the Spring Court is law.” Rhoslyn shrugged, looking bored and unimpressed with Chiara’s impassioned response. “When people behave well, I reward them. When they behave badly, I punish them. It is a very simple rule, and quite appropriate for a court that now aligns with the Unseelie.”

Chiara balled her fists at her side, not sure she could contain the anger replacing the horror inside of her. If past experience was any indication, it would be the trigger that turned her power into something deadly and Rhoslyn might not escape with her life this time. “You’re disgusting.”

“Flattery will get you nowhere. Then again, nothing will get you anywhere now that you’re here, so enjoy your new home.”

With a scoff of derision, Chiara turned to leave the room. She knew if she stayed much longer, there would be bloodshed. Preferably of her creation.

“Oh, you can’t get out that way,” Rhoslyn said as Chiara threw the door open.

Chiara supposed she wasn’t surprised to find a brick wall blocking her way. She turned to glare at the false queen who, again, shrugged as though bored.

“I was just trying to be helpful.”

She could hear the undertone of ridicule in Rhoslyn’s voice.

Her loathing overruled her desire to get home at that moment, and Chiara reached for the nearest thing – a potted plant – and threw it at her. The faerie disappeared from sight, leaving behind only the whisper of a chuckle. The pot shattered harmlessly on the floor, the pieces scattering in a wide circle. For a moment, the ceramic, plant, and soil sat there on the stone, and then it faded away, as if it were being absorbed into the castle floor.

Chiara felt the earth magick at work and raised her own hands, trying to call forth the power of fire. A feeble spark danced momentarily in her palm, before it disappeared with a sharp crackle.

“Fine, you want to play games? Get back here, you coward!” Chiara shouted, lifting her head and tossing her hair as she scanned the large, empty room. When there was no response, she turned and ran up the stairs.

There was a door at the very top, one she half-expected to find either locked or to open onto another hallway with a series of mysterious doors. 

When she threw it open and stepped through, she found a long, ornate hall, lined with windows rather than doors. It looked similar to the room below with the sunlight filtering in. There were paintings of very dignified looking people hanging along the wall, including Titania and Oberon, Shea and Rhoslyn. Only one door stood in that hall, beckoning her from the very end of the corridor.

Throwing all caution to the wind, she strode to it, opened the door, and looked inside. This time, she got exactly what she expected – an endless hallway with several doors on either side.

“This is ridiculous!” she cried, even though there was no one to hear her. “Either this is a damn good illusion, or you’re playing games with me. And I’m sure I know which one it is.”

Chiara reached for the first door to her right and found herself back in the same room where Rhoslyn’s prisoners remained trapped – the woman behind the curtain, the faceless couple, and all the others. Frustration roiled in her gut, along with the anger that had yet to settle. If anything, they fed into each other as Chiara turned to glare at her surroundings.

“This is what I can give you,” Rhoslyn said, drawing Chiara’s gaze to a shadowed corner of the room. The queen stepped away from the wall, her long black coat following her movements as she walked. “I can give you such beauty as you have never seen before in your life. You can have wealth and comfort, the best food, the most beautiful clothes you have ever imagined, and anything else your heart desires. You will have a horse to ride through the countryside, a library filled to the ceiling with all the books you want. You can have true power – the faerie magick you as a daughter of Titania were born to wield, which is useless in the mortal world.”

Rhoslyn circled her, closing in and looking like a shadow herself. A shadow that, Chiara knew, would swallow her whole if given the chance.

“I am the ruler of this land and, by my side, you would be its princess. I promise you will find that you are happier than you ever thought you could be.” Rhoslyn extended her hand to Chiara. “Not only that, but our alliance would bring peace to the warring courts. Consider the good you could do by choosing to stay.”

Chiara looked at the hand, before moving her gaze and thoughts over everything Rhoslyn offered her. “This is an illusion,” she answered softly, raising her eyes back to Rhoslyn’s. “What you have won’t last.” Her expression challenged the faerie to prove her wrong.

“I can make it anything you want it to be,” Rhoslyn coaxed. “Your dreams can become reality here, if only you want to let them. If you obey me, you will have everything. Besides, what are you leaving behind, but some capricious friend who never returned your feelings? Shea is incapable of feeling love, in both the human world and this one. She can’t love you the way I can.”

“No, she can’t,” Chiara said, shaking her head as she moved away from Rhoslyn. “Because Shea truly loves me for me, and not as some kind of political tool. I want a partner, not a dictator, and I have no interest in your illusions, Rhoslyn. I don’t fear you, so come at me.”

Something shifted beneath Chiara, as if the earth were shaking, tossing the castle and everything in it from side to side. Chiara hit the floor, her hands slapping against cold, hard stone. But after a moment, everything jolted back into place and stilled.

When Chiara blinked, she realized she lay before an earthen throne, withered ivy twining around the solitary chair.

And what she’d been looking for all along was behind it.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN
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The windows... something whispered in Chiara’s mind.

There were three altogether. The one in the middle was a large circle of delicate glass with black latticework. The other two were simply rectangles abutting it on either side. Energy emanated from the round window. Something about the sensation twisted Chiara’s stomach in knots, left her feeling uncertain of which way to go.

“So, you made it here after all.” Rhoslyn’s voice pulled her from her thoughts and Chiara pushed herself to her feet. The faerie leaned against the wall, eyes narrowed and arms folded. “You must understand I’ve kept an eye on you all this time. I’m well aware that you slept with my sister and that action violates the terms of the quest, as I’m sure you know.”

“I don’t really care about your quest or your ridiculous rules,” Chiara muttered. “I’m tired of being trapped here, so regardless of your terms, I’m going home and there’s nothing you can do to stop me.”

“Is that what you think?”

In addition to the threat in Rhoslyn’s voice, Chiara felt a new, negative energy pulsating around her and froze in her tracks. She doubted she could win in a battle of magickal power, but she remembered there was one thing Rhoslyn wouldn’t expect from her.

Her hand closed around the dagger she’d kept inside her coat. Even without knowing how to use it, it was her best defense.

“You know, I think everyone overestimated your abilities,” Rhoslyn said, and a low laugh escaped her. “Some daughter of Titania, can’t even muster the energy to push back against mine. But I’ll give you one last chance to acknowledge that you belong to me. If you do that, I can help you become more powerful than your human world allows. I can show you how to wield power beyond your wildest dreams.”

“I don’t want power,” Chiara answered, gripping the dagger and taking a step back. “I just want my freedom.”

Rhoslyn moved away from the wall, stalking toward her.

“Let her go, sister.”

Chiara closed her eyes and exhaled with both fear and relief. If Rhoslyn had come closer, then she would stab the queen. There was no doubt in her mind that Chiara would make sure the blade sank into her soft, faerie flesh. But it was a desperate move she really didn’t want to resort to, unless necessary.

Rhoslyn turned and the negative energy flared even more, twisting Chiara’s gut with nausea. “So, now her lover arrives to rescue her, as always. You’ve been more trouble than help, sister.  Your loyalties have crossed the line too many times and you seem to forget who rules the Spring Court. You are going to have to pay for your transgressions once I’ve taken care of her.”

“Chiara is promised to me by none other than Titania, so I suggest you back off and let her go.” Shea’s voice was surprisingly firm and Chiara perceived the threat in it. Even though the huntress didn’t hold her bow, she stood in the doorway, her body tense and ready to strike.

“Oh, that’s hilarious. In what way can you substantiate this claim?”

“Ask Titania yourself.” Shea unfurled a rolled-up piece of parchment with thin, flowery script. “The betrothal contract drawn up between Titania and our parents on the day I was born. It promises Chiara to me.”

Now Rhoslyn’s eyes narrowed to slits. “You can’t be serious.”

“She is quite serious,” said another voice, “and since you have reneged on the ancient laws binding the Spring and Summer Courts as Seelie allies, I hereby declare Chiara’s debt abolished, your false rulership at an end, and the Spring Court back under the power of the Seelie.”

Titania stood in the doorway, golden light emanating from the suit of armor she wore. Her long hair encircled her head in a single, thick braid, and a host of Seelie faeries stood behind her. An army, Chiara realized, come to set their entire world back to rights.

“Can you really do that?” Chiara asked, realizing she’d probably just violated about a hundred rules of etiquette. A giddy voice somewhere in the back of her mind reminded her she’d have a long time to learn how to behave properly at the faerie courts after all of this.

“Of course I can. I’m the Summer Queen.” Titania smiled at her. “But, in actuality, I just had to stop these women from killing each other. Faeriekind has enough problems as it is and while no one would mourn Rhoslyn’s death, I had to at least try to prevent it, even if it’s not possible.” 

She stepped into the room and laid a cool hand on Chiara’s cheek. The energy that passed between them alleviated the terrible sensations wrought by Rhoslyn’s power and Chiara felt able to breathe freely once more. The knots in her stomach untangled and her vision cleared. The air around her suddenly felt heavy with the perfumed scent of Seelie magick. 

“Go with my blessing, but return quickly or someone here will be quite miserable.” Titania leaned forward to drop a kiss on Chiara’s forehead, followed by a whispered, “Do what you have to do. You will be forgiven.” 

For a moment, Chiara thought she only imagined those words as her mother’s breath fanned over her temple. Titania pulled back to hold Chiara at arm’s length, a sad smile on her ethereally beautiful face. With that last look, she turned and waved to her army. It seemed that was all it took to convey her orders, because they spread out through the room and the rest of the palace. Everything they touched lost the dark vibe and, little by little, the air lightened around them, losing the oppressive tension.

Chiara looked at Shea and finally smiled. “I guess that means it’s time for me to go.”

“I’d rather you didn’t, but I understand. Go on. I’ll be there shortly. Unfinished business and all that, you know.”

“Oh, you’re going to let me leave without a goodbye kiss?” Chiara walked over to Shea and leaned close to her. “You know where to find me.” She brushed her lips over Shea’s jawline and then stepped away to look at Rhoslyn.

The queen continued to glare at her, fists clenched at her sides in impotent rage.

“As for you,” Chiara said, approaching Rhoslyn. The slender woman looked down at her expectantly, so Chiara stood on tiptoe and whispered in her ear, “Don’t come near me ever again, or I will finish what I started nine years ago. Then you’ll be one dead pixie.”

As she turned to walk through the portal, she heard Shea’s shout of warning. Chiara ducked out of the way as the faerie blade shot just past her head and turned to see Rhoslyn glowing darkly, surrounded by an inky black fog that pulsed around her. 

Chiara held out the dagger Shea had given her when they were on the road. Her hand was firm around the faerie knife, but Rhoslyn managed to tackle her, wrapping her arms around Chiara’s waist and pinning her to the floor. Chiara’s brought both hands together overhead to cling to the hilt of the knife.

She dimly heard Shea’s cry of protest and the booted feet of the Seelie army approaching as Rhoslyn’s hand closed around her throat, and the other grappled her wrist. The suffocating death and earth magick pulsed around her, trying to choke her into unconsciousness. She knew that she had to defeat Rhoslyn once and for all, faerie crime or not.

With all her strength, she yanked her wrist free of Rhoslyn’s hold and sank the blade deep into her back, between her shoulder blades. The faerie screamed in pain as the knife pressed into her flesh. Chiara felt warm blood gush over her hands, but ignored the strange sensation, pushing harder on the blade until it could go no further.

She felt the woman atop her gasping for breath and, for a horrible moment, Chiara remained trapped beneath her as Rhoslyn succumbed to death throes. Her hand tightened spasmodically on Chiara’s throat, while the other scrabbled at the floor. Fear took hold as Chiara thought Rhoslyn would choke her before the last of her life ebbed.

And then, mercifully, Rhoslyn died.

The faerie’s limp, lifeless body felt surprisingly heavy. With a grunt of effort, Chiara shoved Rhoslyn off of her and to the floor. She sat up slowly, hardly believing what she had just done.

“Chiara...” Shea was on her knees beside her, breathless and pulling her into a tight embrace.

Chiara shook her head and pushed herself to her feet, taking unsteady steps away from the corpse that lay between her and the gate. “I can’t believe I did that,” she finally said as she backed away until she hit the far wall, aware that the Seelie had ranged themselves in a semi-circle around Rhoslyn’s body. “I’m so sorry. I know what I’ve done is terribly wrong.”

“Don’t apologize. She deserved it. And I guess I should mention that the dagger was iron. Oops,” Shea said, rising to follow her. She moved toward Chiara tentatively, her hand outstretched, as one might approach a frightened animal. “Nobody could doubt that Rhoslyn got what was coming to her. She was a horrible tyrant on a stolen throne. If anything, the Otherworld should be thanking you. The only reason nobody did it sooner was because of who she was and we had no hope of replacing her. But if you stay among us forever, then your debt is more than paid.”

As she spoke, five more faeries walked into the throne room. Chiara recognized them as Rhoslyn’s prisoners and drew back with a start.

Rhoslyn’s former wife looked at Chiara with a smile. “You have saved us from her awful spells,” she said, her voice melodic. The lines of middle age had smoothed out, leaving her a beautiful young half-fae once more. “We are no longer bound to her will. These lands now belong to the person they should have all along, Queen Shea, and it is my hope that she will be a far more just and fair ruler than her sister was.”

She turned and, with a wave of her hand, indicated the people standing beside her.

“You have liberated these noble families, and now they can tend to the business of making these lands prosperous and productive once more. We owe you a debt of gratitude, Chiara, daughter of Titania.”

Closing her eyes in exhaustion, Chiara took a deep breath, then looked at the faeries and shook her head. “I am so tired of faerie debts. You don’t owe me anything. I only want you to prosper. That’s thanks enough for me.”

“You are a good woman.” The widowed princess approached her and took both her hands in hers. “I would be pleased to call you sister-in-law one day.”

Chiara glanced at Shea, then back at Rhoslyn’s wife. “I don’t know that I can grant you that opportunity.”

“You will.” The princess squeezed her hands and nodded with certainty. “Go home for now. We will look forward to seeing you again very soon, my dear friend.”

With a weary smile, Chiara waved at the faeries, all of whom waved back joyfully. She turned to Shea. “I’m sorry to have to say goodbye again. It seems like we’re always saying it to each other.”

“Then stay and never say goodbye,” Shea whispered, taking her hand and leaning her forehead against Chiara’s. “Please, Chiara. Don’t leave me.”

“I have to,” she said, feeling tears prick at her eyes. “I need time to think about everything and to decide what I want. And don’t tell me you can come back and just have a normal life. You know that’s impossible now that you have your throne back.”

For the second time since knowing Jordan or Shea, or however Chiara should have thought of her friend, she saw her cry. “You know if I have to find a way to be with you in the mortal world, then that’s what I’ll do.” The conviction in Shea’s voice made Chiara’s heart skip a beat and she held back a sob. “We belong together, forever, wherever we are.”

“Forever is a very long time,” Chiara whispered. “And I know I love you, but I’m not nearly as certain about forever as you are.”

“You are,” Shea insisted. “You just don’t want to admit it.” Her voice sounded like it was on the verge of breaking, a sound that drove itself through her heart like a knife. 

Chiara looked at the window, the gate now only thinly veiled inside of it. It pulsed with the energy of the mortal world, calling her home. It was a faintly familiar sensation, but alien at the same time after she’d spent so long in the Otherworld.

When Shea’s lips pressed to hers, a hungry kiss wet with tears, Chiara forgot the pull of the mortal world. All she tasted was need and lust, mingled with the salty evidence of Shea’s sadness. Chiara felt her own eyes burn with tears, her chest shudder as if she would start crying before the kiss even ended.

But it was Shea who drew away, fingers twisting in Chiara’s hair. “I’ll let you go for now.” Shea sighed, her hands lingering on Chiara before she finally took a step back. “Only because I love you and I know you have unfinished business at home. But I will come for you, and when I do, you’ll know what you want.”

Chiara heard the implied sentiment in that statement as clearly as if Shea had said it out loud. You will know that you want to be here with me.

She pulled away from Shea and turned to face the window. Eyes closed, she placed one food in front of the other, until she entered the gate. The last thing she remembered seeing was the green luster diffusing over the once-barren land outside one of the other windows as she stepped through the portal.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
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“Chiara’s back!”

“She’s really here?”

Both Erin and Vanessa stared at her, then squealed and tackled her. Chiara looked around, realizing the three of them were standing in her living room. A sickening sensation rose up in her stomach, then settled within moments as her body became accustomed to the change.

“You made it home!” Erin grabbed her in a fierce hug.

Chiara hugged her friend in return, still dazed from the sudden shift.

“We’re so happy to see you!” As soon as Erin backed away, Vanessa stepped up for the next hug. “We missed you so much and we were so worried about you!” Chiara felt almost choked by the hug, but it was good to know her friends had been keeping an eye out for her. “I know, you need a chance to breathe and get your bearings, and you don’t do hugs. But can you blame us?” Vanessa finally backed away from her with a smile.

“How long was I gone?” Chiara asked, scanning the room. Her home looked no different than the way she’d left it.

“No more than a day or so,” Erin said, “but it felt like so much longer than that. Sitting here, waiting, and not knowing whether or not you were going to make it home. It was so difficult to do. We didn’t know if you might get hurt or even killed while you were gone. We were afraid we would never see you again.”

“It would appear that I am home, though,” Chiara said with an attempt at a wink. A few deep breaths reassured her that she was, most definitely, in the human world. No more oppressive gloom or magickal energy, and no strange whispers in the air. “And it looks like you are, in fact, seeing me again.”

“Well, you certainly didn’t hurt your smart-ass sense of humor.” Erin hugged her again, grinning from ear to ear. “I couldn’t have lived without you, Chiara! I would have missed you so much!”

“Okay, that’s enough. We need to give her some time.” Vanessa took Erin by the hand. “Let’s give her some space to get settled. She’s been through a lot. Besides, she smells like she needs a shower – no offense, Chiara. We can hear all about her adventure tomorrow.” She looked at Chiara with a motherly smile. “There’s fresh calzones waiting for you in the kitchen. We weren’t sure how long you would be gone, but we ordered some dinner for ourselves and didn’t want to leave you out. We also grabbed some ginger ale for you. Please call us tomorrow, okay?”

“I will,” Chiara promised with a definitive nod of her head. “I’ll tell you all about it. Thank you both for everything. One of the things I was worried about was never seeing my best friends again, so you can count on hearing a play by play.”

“Aw!” Erin pulled her into yet another hug, nearly choking her, but Vanessa grabbed the other woman and directed her to the front door. “Okay, we’re going, we’re going.” Erin sighed and added, “But call us!”

“I already said I would.” Chiara laughed as her friends left. As soon as she was alone in her house, she went to the front door and raised her hands to the deadbolt. 

For the first time since she was sixteen, she didn’t feel the urgent need to lock it. She did it just the same – out of habit, she told herself – and checked all the windows. When she got to the kitchen, she found the calzones, still steaming hot. 

After a week of abstaining from most food and living on pure determination, they tasted amazing. Even better than Shea’s magickal home cooking.

But it would have been a hell of a lot better to share them with Shea.

****
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BELTANE DAWNED BRIGHT and hotter than usual. Chiara looked out the window and waved at Erin and Vanessa, who had just arrived to begin decorating the backyard. She turned to the mirror to make sure everything was in place.

It felt strange to have been back in the mortal world for the past month and a half. She was unable to shake the experience of traveling through the Otherworld, no matter how hard she tried to put it behind her.

But there had been no contact from Shea. The home she’d occupied as Jordan remained empty, apparently up for sale.

Her friends encouraged her to seek Shea for herself. They seemed to sense that she was pulling away from the mortal world, even as she tried to keep her mind and body firmly in it. Her friendships were stronger than they ever had been, which left Chiara to wonder if adversity was what it took to remind people of what was important in life.

At the same time, both Erin and Vanessa seemed strangely disappointed by Chiara’s choice to return to the mortal realm. Once they’d heard the complete story, they’d pressed her for every detail about Shea. Chiara answered their questions and, from that moment forward, they would check with her daily to find out if Shea had been in touch with her. Her friends’ expectations almost exhausted her.

“So?” Erin said as she trotted up the stairs to Chiara’s room. “Are you going to come and see how everything looks?”

“Sure,” she responded distractedly as she gazed at the mirror.

“Oh no, there you go again.”

“What?” Chiara turned to look at Erin in surprise.

Erin rolled her eyes as she planted her hands firmly against her hips. “You’ve got that faraway look in your eyes, like you’d rather be somewhere else.”

“I do not.” Chiara studied her reflection.

“Vanessa and I already know very well where you want to be, and who you want to be with. My goodness, just be honest with yourself and go already.”

“How can I do that when you need me here?”

Erin shook her head in annoyance. “Oh, please. You left all the paperwork needed to turn all of this over to me – the house, the store – in case you never came back. You don’t need to be here and, more to the point, you don’t really want to be here, do you?  I mean, why would you even have documents like that prepared?”

“That was a just-in-case scenario, that’s all,” said Chiara. “Everybody should be prepared for the worst outcome. I mean... I didn’t expect to... To...” She bit her lip and lowered her gaze, not willing to say the words she really thought. I didn’t expect to fall in love.

“Vanessa suggested you do it and you went along with it. That means something, Chiara. And, by the way, every time we mention Shea’s name, you look more and more disappointed. She hasn’t come for you yet, and no matter how hard you try to live in this world, you want her to bring you back to the Otherworld.”

Chiara scoffed and said, “That seems to be what you and Vanessa want to see – some dashing faerie queen come and drag me out of here, to take me to my happily ever after.”

“What we want is for you to be happy, even if that means we never see you again.”

“Excuse me?” Vanessa came into the room to stand behind Erin. “It’s time to begin.”

Erin gave Chiara one final, searching look, then turned and went back downstairs. Vanessa came into the room and waved her hand. “Don’t mind her. She doesn’t want to lose you again, but at the same time she wants to see you happy. She’s probably just as conflicted as you’ve been.”

“What makes anybody think they could possibly lose me?”

Vanessa pulled Chiara into a hug. “We know you went through a lot. Things change. You were happy and content here, and now you’re not. It’s time for you to move on, and we all know it.”

“Move on to where?” Chiara asked dazedly. It sounded like everyone had figured out her future, except her.

“I think you know where.”

With a shake of her head, she answered, “I couldn’t get there even if I tried. I have no connection, no bond to the Otherworld, even being Titania’s daughter. I’ve tried to recall every single moment and sensation I felt there, hoping it would somehow bring Shea to me, but it hasn’t worked.”

Vanessa’s teeth caught her lower lip and a thoughtful look creased her brow. Then she shrugged and said, “Look, just go do your ritual and think about what I’ve said.”

Chiara felt tears coming to her eyes. “Is this you and Erin trying to get rid of me, so she can take my place as High Priestess?” she said in an attempt to lighten the mood.

“No, of course not.” Vanessa laughed and hugged her again. “This is us accepting that what you really want isn’t in this world. It’s in another one.”
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CHIARA RAN THE RITUAL as if she were in the middle of a waking dream. It flowed beautifully and raised potent energy. She almost thought she could feel the power of the faerie realm in that energy, mirroring the magick they worked. The Maypole Dance followed and the party lasted well into the night as the coveners and their guests celebrated the most potent of the spring holidays.

Erin and Vanessa were the last people to leave.

“Do what you were meant to do,” Vanessa whispered in Chiara’s ear. “We love you.”

“I love you too,” Chiara answered as she embraced her friend. Vanessa reached up to wipe at her eyes, turning as if to hide the gesture.

“Thank you for everything. I’ll never forget you,” Erin said as she stepped up to Chiara and hugged her.

“Stop it. Nothing has changed.” Chiara shook her head. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Erin looked at her with one eyebrow raised, but said nothing else.

As the ladies departed, Chiara felt tears on her cheeks. She had no idea if they were hers, Vanessa’s, or Erin’s. “Goodbye,” she whispered to their retreating forms.

Chiara turned to see that other guests had already done most of the work of cleaning up. They’d returned the yard to its normal state, put the trash and recycling in their proper bins, and the decorations back in their boxes. She looked at the bonfire as she sank down on one of the lawn chairs. She couldn’t understand why everyone was so convinced that she was leaving, let alone wanted to leave them again.

As she looked into the fire, she saw the Otherworld in the flames. It flashed before her like flickers of long-ago memories. She closed her eyes, but the reminiscences were just as vivid beneath her lids. She could almost hear the sound of the crow, of Shea’s twanging bowstring, and the strange murmurs in the forest. She could practically feel the mist of the faerie lands that made her skin tingle with ethereal magick.

Even more potent than that, she could feel Shea’s magick – the mirror image of her own: fire and steel, the sort that forged weapons and passionate, lasting bonds. She opened her eyes to gaze into the fire again, to realize that she actually could see the Otherworld. It was the forest where she had first met Shea. That same crow was watching her, cocking its head this way and that.

“Go away,” Chiara muttered. “You aren’t real, even if I want you to be.”

“Oh? Have you been looking for me?”

“No,” Chiara said softly to the fire. “I’ve only been dreaming about you every single night, wondering where the hell you are, remembering everything, wondering if you think about me.”

“Well, I’ve been looking for you.”

Before she knew it, she was standing in Shea’s arms and their mouths were pressed together in a hungry kiss. As they stood in the glow of the bonfire, Chiara told herself this was nothing more than a vivid memory feeding off the magickal energy that the witches had raised in the Beltane ritual.

“Chiara.”

She opened her eyes.

Shea’s gaze was intense on her face. “Are you ready to go home now?”

“Have you been here all this time?” she whispered.

“I’ve been watching you every step of the way since you got back here,” Shea answered. “This is the first chance I’ve had to visit, though. I’ve been busy getting everything back to the way it should be in the Spring Court. Now that it is, I want to know again: are you ready to go home?”

“What took you so damn long?” Chiara asked, tracing her fingers over Shea’s face, trying to ascertain if she was hallucinating. “I waited for you for almost two months, and you never came. Didn’t you hear me or feel me looking for you?”

“It took a while to recover from what Rhoslyn did to me and my lands,” Shea said apologetically. “Believe me, I wanted to come for you sooner, but I had so much to fix and my own power to reckon with. I couldn’t risk getting hurt or lost in the transition from one world to the next. Today is one of those days when the veil between the worlds has thinned, and the old ways bring mortals closer to the ancient people, so I was able to come without expending too much energy.”

“What a mouthful,” Chiara laughed, still certain she was imagining Shea’s presence.

Shea smiled and her arms tightened around Chiara.

“Should I bring anything, like a video game or Player’s Handbook?” Chiara asked teasingly.

Shea shook her head.

“What about my friends? Will I ever be able to see them or visit them again?”

“The magick of the Otherworld is like no other,” Shea said, and then paused and amended, “Well, it was once the magick of the mortal world until humanity waged war on all things that came from the goddess and her earth. If you become one of us, yes, you will be able to see your friends. You can’t live in both worlds, but you can visit one from time to time. Anyway, your half-human, half-faerie blood ensures that you will never be far from home, no matter which world you choose.”

“I think the way I feel about you might have something to do with that as well.” Chiara rested her head on Shea’s shoulder. “I missed you more than I thought I would.” Slowly, she was beginning to realize that Shea really was standing in front of her, her black leather-clad huntress queen.

“I’m glad to hear it. A healthy dose of separation certainly works wonders, I found. I couldn’t wait to see you again. I thought about you every moment of the day and while I was dreaming, too.”

Chiara smiled, her lips curving against Shea’s neck. “So, now what do we do?”

“Well, first we go home and get married. The Seelie will be pleased to see an increase in their numbers.”

“Married?” Chiara pursed her lips and raised her eyebrows.

Shea blinked down at her. “Don’t you want to?”

“I guess I’m just surprised that you suggested it. If life bearing is so important to the faeries and we get married, we kind of defeat the purpose of their laws.”

“Life bearing is important, yes, but so are beauty and love. I’m done looking for my other half,” Shea told her, brushing her lips over Chiara’s cheek. “I know what I want and it fulfills every belief we fae hold dear about living life to the fullest.”

“Fine, so we’re getting married,” Chiara said with a nod of her head. A slightly hysterical giggle bubbled to her lips. “I still can’t decide if I’m actually having this conversation with you, or dreaming about it.”

With a wry chuckle, Shea said, “We’ll have to get you acquainted with your new home, of course. Do you think you can handle traveling through the Otherworld once more, so people can meet the honored wife of the Spring Court’s queen?”

“Hmm,” Chiara murmured, rolling her eyes. “I’m not sure. Travel with you? You’re kind of a pest at times. You should also know that you snore. Plus, you have this terrible habit of –”

Shea pulled her close for a sudden kiss to silence her mockery. Unlike their previous desperate, needy kisses, this one left Chiara ecstatic.

“Oh, fine,” she sighed as she pressed her hand against Shea’s chest and grinned up at her. “I suppose I’ll have to endure it because I love you.”

“Good.” Shea turned and waved her hand over the fire, which ceased to burn, leaving nothing but a few traces of wispy smoke drifting from the cooling logs. She wrapped her arm around Chiara’s and lifted her other hand to caress her face. “This is your last chance to say goodbye, at least for a little while. Once you get settled, we’ll return so you can see your friends. I promise you will have anything and everything that you could possibly want in the Otherworld.”

“For now, the only thing I want is you.” Chiara took Shea’s hand from her face and interlaced their fingers.

Shea smiled and said, “That sounds good to me. Are you ready?”

“I’m more than ready.”

Chiara felt the pulse of faerie magick around them. The world seemed to slide out from beneath her feet, and then was quickly replaced with a new land.

She looked out over a vast field of lush, verdant green grass and white flowers that glowed in the moonlight. The moon seemed to hang low over the land, like it had on Beltane night, illuminating everything with a silvery luminosity, including the thin, pale gray mist.

Trees lined both sides of the field, and then circled around a large house and yard. The house was built with rich, red bricks, reflective of the fire magick of the land, but also white columns and trim that brightened the effect. A white pebble walk led up to the manor door and in a circular path around the home. Shrubs with white flowers, including roses, lined the front of the house, just beneath the elaborate windows. A soft light glowed from behind the windows.

“This is yours?” Chiara asked.

“Well, it’s ours. I didn’t care for that castle anyway. Too formal, too many bad memories, so I had it torn down,” Shea said. “Big changes, like I said. I hold court in the clearing, where you danced that night. If this is too small for you, though...”

Chiara laughed. “It’s absolutely gorgeous. I love it.” She looked up at the indigo sky and the golden-silver stars that hung overhead. “This is how I imagined the Otherworld should be.”

“I’m glad to give it to you,” Shea said. “You’ve had enough of its dangers, I think.” They walked up the path, hand in hand. “Wow,” Shea said softly. “I waited for you for so long, and you’re finally here.”

Chiara reached up to put her arms around her neck and pulled Shea into a long kiss.

When they finally parted and caught their breath, she said, “I’ve waited for you for a very long time too, Jordan, Shea, Your Majesty.”

“I hope you’re not planning on going anywhere anytime soon,” Shea said, her fingers curling around Chiara’s waist, “because we’re about to start one hell of an epic campaign.”

“Definitely not going anywhere,” Chiara murmured, shaking her head and lifting her face to Shea’s for another kiss.

THE END
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