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To everyone thirsty for sapphic vampires.



Part One

No Rest for the Wicked
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Chapter One

Back to Business
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ON THE DAY I WAS finally ready to leave, we waited
until nighttime, and then I stepped out into the flickering red
light of the Chinese restaurant sign I’d lived above for years, my
legs unsteady as a newborn foal’s.

One of the strangest things about the world
is that something life-altering can happen to you, but everything
stays the same for everyone else. The Earth keeps revolving at the
same speed around the Sun—a sun I can’t see directly anymore, a sun
that will rise and fall every day with predictable regularity. But
I’m changed.

It wasn’t something profound that brought
this rumination on, but the presence of a very mundane U-Haul
blinking its hazards in the street. Leandra already had several
boxes in it, moving twice as fast as me, as I gawked at the street
like it was completely new instead of the same sight I’d viewed
every single day for a large portion of my twenties.

The image of a vampire loading a U-Haul full
of boxes was so bizarrely mundane I almost wanted to laugh. You’d
think we’d have a good method for this by now, a witch service for
people who wanted to shrink all their stuff into a bag like Merlin
does in The Sword and the Stone for a big move. Whoever
wasn’t cashing in on that was missing out on a lucrative business
opportunity.

“Are you going to stand there,” Leandra
asked, “or are you going to help me?”

I lifted a box, nearly smacking myself in
the face with it. Over the last several weeks, I’d become almost
used to the new strength that came with being a vampire, but I
still surprised myself with it sometimes. Loading the U-Haul was
the easy part.

Letting go of the life I’d lived until now
was the hard one.

It was chilly for an early April night. I
could tell from the way Jian shivered as he exited The Jade Spirit,
a restaurant whose takeout I would miss dearly since I had little
appetite for cooked food these days. I never thought about it
before I was one, but vampires didn’t feel cold the same way other
people did. I was missing my jean jacket—embarrassingly, it was a
replacement for one I’d already ruined, gifted to me by Leandra a
while back as a very probable part of her seduction technique—but I
barely felt chilly at all. I guessed that I wouldn’t need one
anymore.

“Do you need any help?” Jian called from the
door as he lit a cigarette. His watchful eyes took in how easily
Leandra and I transported the boxes, as though they were completely
empty. I had felt no need to share my new vampirism with him—he was
human, after all—but I figured that as someone who was always
surrounded by the supernatural, he’d picked up that something had
changed.

“Thanks,” I said. “I think we’ve got
it.”

He nodded, rubbing his arm with one hand
against a sudden breeze. The end of his cigarette glowed brighter.
“I’ll miss you, Olympia.”

We’d never bonded on a level that seemed to
warrant that kind of sentiment. I wondered if maybe I should have
taken the initiative before to get to know him better. It wasn’t
until recently that I made any effort to befriend people at all.
“I’ll miss you too, Jian. I’ll come back from time to time.”

“The e gui will miss your timely rent
payments,” he added with a sardonic smile. The restaurant was run
by hungry ghosts. Jian was a server that had worked there for
almost as long as I lived above the restaurant. “They’ll have to
find a new tenant.”

I did feel bad about that. “I can put an ad
up at the Bounty Hunters’ Guild.” But even as I offered, I knew I
didn’t have the heart to go in there. Not yet.

“Can I get a hug?” he asked. “If you’re
comfortable with that.”

The final box slammed against metal behind
us as Leandra shoved it into the back of the truck. I didn’t have
too many things to call my own. We were giving a big portion of my
shabby furniture to a Habitat for Humanity in St. Louis.

“Of course,” I said, and gave him one. I
took one deep breath, and then another, as he enclosed me in his
arms. I was glad he smelled of tobacco; with the proximity to his
body, my fangs itched at my gums, hungry for his blood, but the
ever-present need was dampened by the scent. “Thanks for standing
up for me.”

About a million years ago, Jian had vouched
for my character at a mayoral council trial for aiding and abetting
Leandra in a murder she hadn’t committed. Tears sprang to my eyes
unexpectedly. Not for him, specifically, I didn’t think.

Just for what this move meant for my
life.

“Any time,” he said. “I’m moving next year,
too. Saved up enough for college finally.”

Regret pierced through my sadness. Never had
I thought to ask him why he bothered to leave the comfort of human
communities to work in an unpredictable supernatural environment.
“If you need help with English classes or an entrance essay or
something, I think I know someone who can help.”

As if on cue, Leandra popped up behind me,
sliding an arm around my waist. I leaned into her. If cold truly
was different to vampires, she was always warm to me. “You ready?”
she asked.

I patted Jian on the shoulder. “Bye,
Olympia,” he said.

“Bye, Jian.”

“Say goodbye to Yuki for me.”

From her carrier nestled in the front seat
of the U-Haul, my undead cat meowed.

 


❧

 


It took less than half an hour to unload everything
I owned into the foyer of the building where Leandra kept her main
lair. Leandra went down the stairs first, and came back up holding
a parcel with hearts hand-drawn onto the brown packaging.

“It’s…you’re not going to believe who this
is from,” Leandra said.

I took it from her. It was light, kind of
like clothes. I ripped the card from the twine around the parcel
together and flipped it open.

Olympia—thought you’d miss these. Xoxo,
Diosa

The hearts were like slashes in the paper,
not the cutesy thing of notes passed in high school. My fingertips
found the seams in the parcel and pulled the wrapping loose.

My jean jacket tumbled into my hand.

Unexpectedly, I was nearly stabbed in the
foot with my dagger as it tumbled out.

Leandra was right. I didn’t believe who it
was from. Both my dagger and jean jacket had been left at the
vampire mall during a particularly brutal battle between the bounty
hunters, Diosa’s new vamps, and us—Allie, Leandra, Beatrice, and I.
“Why would she do this?” I asked. And then, a better question: “Is
this the first time anyone has heard from her since she holed up in
the mall?”

“As far as I know,” Leandra said.

It’s almost a cliche to say, and I’ve said
it a thousand times, but peace never lasts long in Mayfair.

My phone rang.

I considered letting it go to voicemail. If
any of the usual suspects needed something, they would’ve texted
me.

Leandra picked up a box to take downstairs,
lifting an eyebrow at the buzzing coming from my pocket. I picked
up one, too, my eyelids heavy, and the ringing stopped halfway down
the stairs.

And then immediately started up again.

Leandra’s brow furrowed. I could read her
like a book—she wanted to tell me that I should answer, but she’d
been giving me too much advice I didn’t want when she took care of
me instead of letting me do my own thing. She was getting used to
how tetchy I was about being told what to do.

In some ways, I was also getting used to
letting people help me.

I set the box against my knee and took a
peek at my phone. The caller ID read: Allie Godden.

Frowning, I pinned the phone between my
shoulder and ear. “Hello?”

“Olympia,” Allie said, breathy, like she was
relieved I had bothered to answer.

“What’s up? We’re in the middle of moving.”
I shifted the box to my other leg. “How’s the council doing?”

“Ah—good. Sorry. I’m going to skip over the
polite part of the conversation,” she said, blunt as always.
“When’s the last time you saw Beatrice Newell?”



Chapter Two

Where in the World is Beatrice Newell?
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GOOD OLD ALLIE. YOU COULD always rely on her to not
waste your time. “I have a Beatrice text from”—I checked the screen
quick as Leandra took the box I was holding—“six days ago.”

A sharp inhale on the other end. “She’s not
picking up my calls,” Allie said.

“Do you need me to check on her?”

From the bottom of the stairs, Leandra shook
her head. And then, as though I wouldn’t understand, mouthed very
obviously the word “no.” She was generally opposed to pushing me
past my new limits.

“Could you? I would, I’ve just been so busy
learning everything from Mayor Blair. It feels like I barely even
sleep.”

“Do you think something happened to her?” I
asked.

“She told me she’d been investigating
something…kind of volatile?”

Witches in this town were always getting
into stuff they shouldn’t. That usually didn’t apply to Beatrice.
“Like what?”

“That’s the thing,” Allie said, and then her
muffled voice came through, telling someone to wait a minute and
she’d be right there. “She said she would touch base with me
yesterday if she hadn’t figured it out yet.”

“She can be forgetful,” I said, thinking of
her missing an appointment to sage my home. “She’s probably
fine.”

Allie was quiet for a moment. “I’d just feel
better if I knew what was going on.”

“We’ll look into it,” I promised, even as
Leandra let out an exaggerated sigh.

 


❧

 


“We have to look now?” Leandra asked as I
pushed my way up the crowded stairway of Morgana Hall, where
Beatrice’s office on the witch campus was located. “Can’t it wait
until after we’ve rested from moving?”

She said “we,” but she meant me. She was
doing just fine. “Allie was really concerned,” I said. “It’s not
like I don’t want to lie down right now.” With a hot cup of real
blood, but that was something she didn’t need to be reminded
of.

Leandra waved me off. The hallway that
housed Beatrice’s office looked normal—or, as normal as it had the
last and only time I’d been there. Her door was closed. I tried the
handle.

“Locked,” Leandra said, unnecessarily. “I
guess we’ll have to go home.”

“Are you looking for Professor Newell?”

I jumped half a foot into the air. There had
been no footsteps or anything, and now there was a very
goth-looking girl, probably in her early twenties, decked out in
bleach-blonde hair, dark lipstick, and a black velvet dress that
would send Leandra’s fashion sense running for its money. Leandra
grasped me by the wrist with a stern look as she turned to the
sudden newcomer.

“Yes, we are,” she said calmly. “Are you a
student of hers?”

The girl peered past us as though we were
hiding Beatrice behind us. “Yeah,” she said. “Professor Newell
canceled all of her classes this week, but she said she would help
me ace the final.” She blinked at us. “I don’t recognize you two,
though.”

“We’re friends,” I said, and immediately
wondered if I should have pretended to be a student, too. “She
canceled her classes?”

“Yup. Such a bitch move. Oh, you’re
vampires,” she said suddenly. “I guess Newell is pretty
progressive.”

Leandra eyed the girl with suspicion. I
tried to see whatever she was seeing—maybe the look was just from
overcaution. The girl smiled sweetly then, stark white teeth
against plum lipstick. The teeth disappeared as suddenly as they
came, but in that flash, I thought it looked like she’d shaved them
down to points.

Weird, but I was not up-to-date on TikTok
fashion.

“You might check with Professor Wade across
the hall for keys if you need to get in to her office,” she
said.

“Thanks,” I said, and the girl turned on her
heel with a huff.

“Just let me know if you find her,” she
called back. “I’m not doing this final myself!”

I turned to Leandra once she left. “She was
helpful. Which office is Professor Wade’s?”

“Over there, I think,” Leandra said.

I knocked on Professor Wade’s door. The prof
was about Beatrice’s age and dressed in a bolo tie. After I
listened to a fifteen-minute lecture on the difference between
spells that employ honey and agave, I finally had the keys.

Several of my abilities, including my fae
magic, were lacking because of my vampirism, but at least I could
still butter people up alright.

Half-expecting that the office would be in
disarray, I opened the door and flipped the light on, my heart
pounding. Beatrice canceling her classes was definitely not
normal.

The room, however, was. If there was any
mess, it was from Beatrice’s cluttered mind before whenever she’d
disappeared on Allie. Not from a thief or kidnapper. Beads, cloths,
and crinkled papers littered her desk and, partially, the floor.
Absentmindedly, I reached out to a dying plant trailing down her
bookcase. Between my fingers, the leaf rotted, browning before I
could quickly release it.

I rubbed plant slime against the leg of my
jeans. I was not any closer to understanding how to use my fae
powers, if it was still possible at all.

“Do you think she’s just sick?” I asked to
cover my sudden despair, sloshing around a mug of cold coffee.
Several fruit flies swirled on its oily surface.

“I don’t know.” Leandra swallowed. “That
student in the hallway was a vampire, too. Isn’t it weird that she
said we were vampires?”

“She was?” I asked. I set the mug back down
on the precarious desk surface.

“Didn’t you smell her?”

“I don’t know how everyone smells yet,” I
said. I hadn’t left my apartment since turning. “She’s a
witch-vampire? That’s a thing?”

Leandra shrugged. “You’re a
fairy-vampire.”

“Touché. What about Beatrice, though?”

“If she was dragged away kicking and
screaming, it wasn’t done here. And she wouldn’t have canceled her
classes first, unless that was a coincidence.” The desk chair
creaked as Leandra shifted her butt into it. “What are the odds she
took a sudden vacation without telling anyone?” There was a book
facedown on the desk; Leandra picked it up and began to flip
through the pages.

“Allie said she was investigating something
‘volatile,’” I pointed out. “It would be inconsiderate of her to
just ghost Allie after telling her about it.”

“It looks like she was studying up on
fairies,” Leandra said.

“How would you know that?”

Leandra lifted the book so I could see its
title: Fae Magic. The hairs on the back of my neck stood
up.

“Was she trying to track down Phoebus?” I
asked. “That could be dangerous.”

“No offense, but he already killed you. What
else is there to do?”

“Gee, thanks.”

Leandra set the book down. “I didn’t
recognize that student. If she’s been around for a while, I would
know her. We kept tabs on everyone. No vampire went unnoticed. Not
even the Orchard Avenue ones.”

A break-in to the mall the vamps called
Vampire Central left me intimately familiar with what their files
on everyone looked like. If we’d had more time to check, I might
have dug up my own file out of curiosity. “She could be new to
vampirism? Or one of Diosa’s minions,” I suggested. Honestly, I was
getting tired of talking about her.

“It would be bigger news if Diosa’s minions
were running around.” Idly, Leandra began to fiddle with a Rubik’s
Cube that was wedged under Beatrice’s computer monitor. “She’s
gotta be from outside Mayfair.”

“Maybe we should have asked her for the
email Beatrice sent to cancel classes.”

Leandra stopped fidgeting with the cube to
look up at me. “They send emails for that?”

Right. She was a hundred and twenty-four
years old. Not exactly good for keeping up with college life these
days, although she was more adept with technology than you’d think.
“I think so. It would be a dick move to leave a note on the
classroom door, right?” My own experience was lacking; I hadn’t
gone to college.

“Let’s check her email, then.”

“How are you going to do that? Do you have
some hacker ability I don’t know about?”

“That would be cool, wouldn’t it? Maybe
someday,” she said. She lifted a grease-stained orange Post-it note
stuck to the monitor. “She keeps her passwords on this. Amateur
move.”

I was pretty sure my dad did the same.
“Okay, do it.”

Leandra booted up the computer and swept
debris off the keyboard to type in the password. Leaning over her,
I watched. She smelled good—really good. My eyes went to her neck,
smooth and perfect, and it took every ounce of self-control I had
to watch what she was doing on Beatrice’s computer.

“Email…well, the note doesn’t say what email
it is. Just ‘email.’ What are we thinking? Does she still have an
AOL account? Gmail?” She turned back to me, hair brushing my skin.
“Has she ever sent you an email?”

“Is it saved in the browser?”

“Oooh, I knew there was a reason I liked
you,” Leandra said. She scrolled through the saved passwords in the
browser—there were many, particularly for online purchases from
seemingly random places—until she pulled up the email.

“Wait,” I said.

“What?”

“What’s the browser history look like? When
is the last time she used her computer?”

“She could have sent the email from her
phone if she was in a rush,” Leandra said. “It might not mean
anything if she hasn’t touched her computer in a while. It’s not
exactly easy to get through with all this stuff.” She gestured to
the shit all over the desk.

But it was like she already knew the browser
history would only go back up until a week ago.

Wordlessly, Leandra pulled up the email
again and logged in with the saved password. We were hit with a
wall of email titles in bold text, indicating they hadn’t been
read. She had to give the page five solid scrolls before we got to
the read emails, pushing past student complaints and invites to
gatherings with other witches and professors.

“The sent folder?” I said.

The last email Beatrice sent was from the
same day she stopped opening emails. There was no class
cancellation email in sight.

I really wished we had interrogated that
goth girl more thoroughly.

If she was checking emails on her phone, it
wouldn’t look like this. More emails would’ve been listed as read.
It was possible she’d taken a vacation and refused to touch her
work stuff, but that didn’t sound like Beatrice to me.

I made Leandra check if she had an
out-of-office message set up (nope), if she had said anything in
her last email about being excited about a future trip (nope), if
there was anything at all that indicated she had told other people
she was going somewhere (again, nope). Leandra scrolled through the
emails, again and again, so much I had some of the titles
memorized.

 


Witchy woes? No problem! Sign up for
counseling today.

RE: Group Project Assignments

Going Away Party for Walker’s Retirement

Won’t be in class Thurs—family issue

RE: Ethics of Magical Malfeasance Paper

RE: Order of the Sun inquiry

Home sage request

Reminder: your Cybersecurity training is due
4/30!

An Apology on Behalf of the University: We
Condemn Biases against All Creatures

 


The chair squeaked again as Leandra leaned
back. “Shall we read through every email?” she asked. “It’s a bit
of a privacy invasion.”

We were in Beatrice’s space, using her
passwords to get into her accounts. This was pretty bad as far as
privacy invasions were concerned.

I shook my head. “I’ll let Allie know
Beatrice hasn’t used her computer or email since she ghosted her.”
But what would have happened? It didn’t look like she was taken
away violently, but she left no sign of an intentional leave of
absence. I was about to suggest we write down the email password to
hand off for Allie’s investigating, if she even had time to do such
a thing, when I looked down.

Leandra had nearly finished the Rubik’s
Cube, colors aligning on each side, her hands working quickly to
slide the sides against each other. I had a vision of her Googling
how to solve a Rubik’s Cube because it was a skill she wanted to
have. Because she was the kind of person who wanted to live forever
to learn things, to master things, to better herself and enrich her
life.

And she wanted me to be part of that.

A rush of affection filled my chest so
suddenly that I had to blink away tears. I faced away from Leandra
while I composed myself but she still jumped to her feet, concern
forming a wrinkle between her eyebrows. “She’s okay, Olympia. We
don’t have evidence that something bad happened to her.” Yet
lingered in the air like an unspoken word.

“I am worried about her,” I admitted.
I sucked down the embarrassment at sharing why I was reacting this
way. “The Rubik’s Cube—I saw—well—I just love you a lot, that’s
all.”

“You love me because I can solve a Rubik’s
Cube?” she asked with a playful smile. She folded me into her arms,
her face nuzzling my neck. “You’re a bit of a nerd, Olympia
Carter.”

“I’m your nerd,” I murmured against her
skin.

She kissed the top of my head and stepped
back. “Should we head home for now? We can stop at the
butcher.”

The butcher did sound good. Saliva filled my
mouth at the thought of real blood.

If something had happened to me, though,
Beatrice would rally the troops together to go find me. And
something—though what was a mystery—had certainly happened
to her to make her skip town without notice. Or skip town against
her will.

“How do you feel about seedy dive bars?” I
asked.




Chapter Three

Mayfair’s Creepiest Punching Bag
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STEPPING INSIDE THE SCALE & ALE was oddly
reassuring as we were wrapped up in the smells of yeast, sweat,
and—just vaguely—piss that had been so familiar to me at the peak
of my bounty hunting days. When the dumbest targets would hide out
here, not realizing that Mayfair’s creepiest punching bag was
watching them and taking arduous notes for the highest bidder.

The place was pretty dead, and Mac, the
seedy janitor with some of the most valuable information in
Mayfair, was nowhere in sight. I didn’t think I’d ever come here
and not seen him; the idea that he might take a sick day or
something just didn’t seem possible. Like he was supernatural all
on his own, but his only ability was just being very creepy.

We walked past a werewolf from the Gamma
Pack who had fallen asleep at the bar counter. Leandra made no
effort to hide the wrinkling of her nose at the smell—and no doubt
the grungy sight—of the place.

“Let’s have a seat,” I said.

“A seat?” she repeated, picking the sticky
sole of her boot off of the floor with effort. “Here?”

But I’d already slid into a chair. The
server caught my eye as she wiped down the bar with a rag. With an
exaggerated sigh, she set it down. Across from me, Leandra looked
down at the chair like she’d rather sit on hot lava.

The server approached just as Leandra had
extracted a handkerchief from between her breasts and dropped it
down onto the chair. Even seated, she was perched leaning forward,
almost like she didn’t even want to sit on the handkerchief,
either.

“Have you really never been here?” I asked.
The stereotype with vampires was that they were too good to come to
sleazy bars like this, and it was almost always true.

Almost.

It made sense that she hadn’t been before,
but the idea of somewhere I’d frequented being foreign to someone I
knew well left me with an odd feeling. Most of her days before our
relationship had probably been holed up in the Vampire Mall or
running errands for Patricia that took her out of town.

“What exactly would I have come here for?”
she hissed under her breath, smiling artificially at the
server.

The server cleared her throat. “What can I
get for—oh, damn it, vamps.” She took a step back from us,
as though vampirism was contagious. “We don’t serve blood here. And
no, you can’t pick off the guy at the counter even though he’s
unconscious.” She said it like it was a common request.

“I wouldn’t drink from that werewolf if he
was the last blood source on earth,” Leandra said too honestly.
“Werewolf blood tastes like dog.”

“How would you know that?” I asked.

“Ladies,” the server admonished with another
sigh. No doubt she was used to breaking up bigger fights. And
probably also used to submitting applications to places that
weren’t The Scale & Ale. Her purple scales glinted against the
dim overhead lighting. “If you want a beer, you know your three
options. If not, get out.”

“Is Mac around?”

The server flinched. “Unfortunately. Try the
women’s restroom. He’s been in there for forty-five minutes.”

Big surprise. Maybe he was really thoroughly
cleaning in there, but my gut told me otherwise. “I’ll take
a—uh—the moon one with the orange.”

Leandra squinted at the little card on the
table with the very limited options for beer. The card was
laminated and splotched with splatter of unknown origin. “The pear
cider?”

“Oh, uh, you better not—”

The server had already walked away,
muttering something about hating vampires under her breath. Which,
fair. I felt the same and I was one.

“I better not what?”

“The pear cider is bad. For your stomach, I
mean.”

“I imagine vampires have stronger stomachs
than fairies,” she said, huffing.

“I guess we’re about to find out.”

The server clunked down our drinks a little
too hard. She had forgotten my orange wedge.

I watched as Leandra ripped open a pack of
hemoglobin tabs to add to her drink. There was part of me that
wanted to tell her not to waste them on that particular drink, but
she’d find out soon enough how regrettable it was.

“I should check on Mac,” I said, blinking
down at the only drinkable beverage at The Scale & Ale—and it
was only drinkable because, I was convinced, they just poured Blue
Moon into these glasses and called it their own.

“We can’t drink first?” Her expression
turned as sour as the cider as she took the first sip. “Oh. This
is… I guess it’s potable with blood in it.” She swirled it around
in her mouth as though she could filter out the flavor with her
teeth.

Curiosity got the better of me and I had a
sip of my own beer. It tasted like how people describe La Croix:
kind of there, but mostly not. The essence of beer, if you were
just remembering what beer smelled like and that’s it. It had
vague, almost intangible notes of orange, hops, all that—but it was
like a diluted version of the original with a tangy aftertaste my
new vampire tongue didn’t appreciate much. I set it down.

So many things to let go of. Not being able
to taste things I used to like was hardly one of the bigger
downsides of vampirism, but it still ruined my day to find out
about how severe the change was.

A door swung open behind us. Mac sauntered
out, whistling, carting a filthy-looking mop and bucket. I could
only describe the expression on his face when he noticed me as a
mixture between fear and excitement. Fear, because I might beat him
to a pulp. Excitement, because I might give him money before I beat
him to a pulp.

I was out of my chair in a flash. I grabbed
him by the collar; the fabric tore under my fingers. Wide-eyed, he
admired my new strength with interest.

“Hi, Olympia,” he said meekly, licking his
lips. “You’re looking…vampiric.”

It’s not like I was trying hard to keep it a
secret, but it occurred to me that anybody in town who didn’t know
about my change was about to. Allie had told the council, but they
weren’t generally the gossipy type.

“You’re looking scummy,” I said. “Have you
heard anything about a witch named Beatrice Newell?”

“For the right price,” he said, and then
grimaced when I lifted him up higher. His collar separated from the
rest of his shirt, the seams hanging limply.

Behind me, someone cleared their throat.

“Hello,” Mac said with a wave. “I don’t
recognize you.”

“Leandra. Olympia, why are you harassing
this human?”

I’d never had to answer for pummeling Mac
before. It was just something everyone did.

“Leandra, the girlfriend,” he said.
“Nice.”

“Don’t be disgusting,” I snapped.

“Do you have information for us?” Leandra
asked.

He smiled, his crooked teeth glimmering with
saliva. “I have just a little something on Ms. Newell. I also have
some werewolf info, if you’re interested.”

Werewolf info? He could’ve been pulling our
legs, but something about the gleam in his beady little eyes told
me otherwise. He’d been sitting on this, waiting for the right
buyer.

“How much?” Leandra asked

I blinked at her. “You’re interfering.”

“Kind of sadistic to beat up a
pathetic-looking guy like this.”

I dropped Mac. Hard.

“I like you,” he said to Leandra, in a voice
people no doubt hear before they get serial killed by a doll with
lifelike eyes.

She passed him a twenty from her purse. He
unfolded it and held it up to the light as though she’d try to give
him fake money. The insinuation pissed me off. “Newell,” he said.
“Someone was looking for her. I don’t know where she is,
though.”

“Who was looking for her?” I asked. “A goth
girl?”

“Olympia,” Leandra warned. “What kind of
bounty hunter are you? You don’t lead people with
information.”

“She’s got a point,” Mac said.

I rolled my eyes at both of them. “Whose
side are you on, Leandra?”

“She wasn’t goth. Some white woman, blonde.
Looked very normal to me, almost human.”

Mac’s detector for the supernatural wasn’t
any more honed than other humans—he just had more experience being
around us. He wouldn’t be able to sniff out magic or vampires the
way that our waitress could. The information was looking less and
less like it was worth twenty dollars. I couldn’t think of anyone
off of the top of my head who fit that description. Well, other
than me, if you excluded the pointed ears. If anything, it could
have been a friend Allie reached out to first to search for
her.

“Did she say why she was looking for
Beatrice?” Leandra asked.

“Nope.” He pocketed the bill and yawned. “Do
you want to know what’s up with the werewolves, or what?”

I glanced back at the Gamma Pack werewolf
snoozing at the bar. He might be a more reliable source of
information than Mac was—or at least he wouldn’t gloat about it or
charge me for the details. Somehow, I was getting FOMO about the
town gossip after locking myself up in my apartment for so
long.

“What is it?” I snapped.

He held out his hand for another bill, which
Leandra supplied without hesitation. “I like you better with a
sugar mama,” he said.

“Leandra’s not my—”

“He’s trying to rile you up,” Leandra
said.

Admittedly, I was easy to rile up. I rolled
my shoulders back. “What do you know?” I asked.

Instead of answering, he lifted a set of
dull keys from his pocket and turned to a door labeled EMPLOYEES
ONLY. Leandra and I followed him over to it, exchanging a glance.
Beyond the door was a very small, very musty supply closet, the
scents of bleach and mold overwhelming my sensitive nose.

The supply closet was like any other in most
respects: some extra mop heads, disorganized sprays that probably
needed more labels to be in code, and scrubbing pads mucked with
grime. The main difference was that there were rows upon rows of
small notebooks, pages yellowed with age and swollen with moisture.
In my head, Mac was more cartoon character than person, always
wearing the same uniform and holding the same notebook. It had not
occurred to me that he had enough interiority for multiple
notebooks’ worth of information.

I leaned away from the closet and its
stenches as soon as I’d gotten my eyeful. Mac eased his way past
Leandra into the closet and ran his thumb over the unlabeled spines
of the notebooks until he found one in particular. He rubbed dust
off of the cover before holding it out for Leandra to take.

She reached into her dress for a
handkerchief that wasn’t there and cast a desperate look in my
direction.

“You are too posh for me sometimes,” I
murmured as I took the notebook from him. To be fair, it was
unpleasantly damp and warm to the touch, as though something was
growing in it. I opened the first page to find Mac’s scrawl outside
of the lines in every direction on pages with red-foxed edges.
“What’s going on in this thing?”

“All my observations about the Woods Pack
werewolves,” he said.

I hadn’t checked in on Melanie or any of the
Woods Pack since going into hibernation. Too busy dealing with my
own shit. “Is something wrong with them?”

“You tell me,” he said. With his knuckles,
he wiped snot from his nose, leaving a stream of wet dirt across
his face. “Lovely talking to you ladies. Glad to not lose my teeth
this time. Got a bathroom to clean.” He scratched his ass as he
walked away.

I had half a mind to chase him down and
shake the information out of him, whatever Leandra thought of how
barbaric that practice was.

“Leandra, do you…?”

“I’m not touching that thing.”

I flipped through the notebook with all its
mysterious stains and probable mold growth. It had a sharp smell,
almost minty, that made my eyes water. Some of the scribbles bled
through the page where they’d gotten wet. “This is useless.”

“Do you want me to go get him so you can
punch him?” Leandra asked uncertainly, so casual it made me want to
laugh.

“No,” I said. I squinted at the page spread
in the middle of the notebook that opened the most naturally, like
he’d held it open here to reread several times. Words sprang out at
me from the page: “Woods Pack,” “Mayfair,” “spotted.” One passage
was almost entirely legible:

March 12. Two patrons, demon Cora &
witch Marin. Conversation, Woods Pack spotted out and about in
Mayfair. Unusual, Woods Pack known to be reclusive.

My heart stuttered. I scanned the page,
frustration rising that it was so chaotic to look at.

March 18. Group of wolves, Gamma. Woods
Pack purged from woods. Something sinister in there. Scared them
off.

“Le—”

“Holy shit.”

I jumped half a foot in the air. Sometime
during my reading, she’d crept up behind me and read over my
shoulder.

“That’s weird.” She rubbed a soothing hand
on my back, oblivious to my irritation. “Do you think we need to
look into that?”

“I doubt it’s related to Beatrice.”

“You’re probably right.”

But I did want to know if Melanie was okay.
The thing was, the Woods Pack didn’t come out of the woods unless
you went to them and they chose to let you in. They were super
hidden. Even I could only get there by entering Faerie.

I didn’t even know if I could enter
Faerie anymore.

“Leandra,” I said, and then gasped when she
kissed my shoulder—not because of it being erotic, but because of
how good she smelled, and how hungry I suddenly felt. Unbidden, I
growled a little under my breath.

That was probably one of the more
embarrassing traits I’d inherited from vampirism.

“We should get you to the butcher.”

I took a deep breath, taking her hand in
mine. I was going to try something that might lead to utter
disappointment. Proof my magic was really dead for good.

“I have to go to Faerie.”




Chapter Four

Bloodlust
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“WE DON’T HAVE TO DO this now,” Leandra
protested after I’d located a nice, sort of pathetic-looking tree
to use to travel to Faerie. It hadn’t been planted here for long in
this little park in the heart of downtown Mayfair, but it would
probably do the trick.

If I still was able to go, that is.

“I just want to try it,” I argued. “The
Woods Pack sheltered us—sheltered you—when we were in
trouble. We owe it to them to check on their home.”

“It would be better to ask around town
first,” Leandra said, nudging the toe of her boot into the fresh
mulch around the base of the tree. “They’re not in the woods
anymore, if the janitor was right.”

“What’s in the woods that drove them out?” I
placed a hand against the tree, feeling the grooves of the wood.
Just barely, a flicker of magic touched my fingers. I told myself
the weak magic was because of the tree’s age and its lack of roots
and less about me.

“The sun’s coming up in an hour. And you’re
probably getting hungry.”

I hated that she was right. Over the
skyline, the world was going from pitch-black to gray. She was
right about the hunger, too—it had been creeping up on me ever
since we left Leandra’s lair.

“I’ll be quick. You can go ahead to the
butcher if you want. Meet me back here in fifteen minutes?”

Her expression could only be described as
pity. “It could be dangerous. We should look into it more before
you jump in.”

Tears pricked at my eyes. How could I
explain to her that I felt so powerless all the time, I just wanted
to help with this one thing? Just one thing could go the way I
intended it to. “I won’t be in trouble if I don’t leave Faerie. You
don’t have to be here for it.”

Leandra took my free hand in both of hers
and pressed it to her lips. “I can’t come to Faerie with you
because of the banishment, but I’m always here for you, Olympia.
You don’t have to do anything alone anymore if you don’t want
to.”

My chest panged painfully. I remembered the
look of wonder on her face the one time she did get to visit
Faerie—how she’d absorbed every little detail, how she’d gotten
along with the locals. She would never get to do that again. I
would never get to take her back as a real couple. I’d never get to
reintroduce her to the court as my partner or show her the many
things she never got to see. She’d never meet my dad in the New
York court.

If I didn’t figure out my fae magic—or if it
was gone forever—I would never get to do those things solo,
either.

The hole in my chest expanded, consuming me.
I pressed my forehead against the tree. Another thing to consider
was whether I’d get stuck in Faerie if I did make it there. My mom
had sent an army to help me right before I’d been killed, and I
would bet on my life that they told her about the whole
dying-and-turning-into-a-vamp thing right away. I hadn’t been to
visit since, and she hadn’t come here to find me. I had no idea how
she felt about it.

At the other end of the park, some kind of
demon family picnic was happening, toddlers with horns running
around and scaled parents chasing them back to their meal and away
from annoyed strangers.

This was too public for a huge
breakdown.

I twined the fingers of my right hand with
Leandra’s, embracing the tree with my left. She copied my steps as
I moved counterclockwise around the tree, pacing myself so she
could keep up without having to run, like two weirdos dancing
around a Maypole in slow motion.

Another flicker of magic with my fifth
rotation. And then another at the sixth. Slowly, we built it up
together, Leandra squeezing my fingers whenever I hesitated. It
never took this long to get to Faerie, even with a tree so
young.

I used to be so much better than this.

On the twelfth turn, I started to see the
mist, and by the thirteenth, the world around me changed, became
fuzzy around the edges like I’d entered a dream, and Leandra was
gone, out of sight and touch, leaving my hand cold where she’d just
been holding it.

But something was off here.

An unusual sulfuric smell made my nostrils
flare. Faerie was unusually lifeless—the mist was still and sticky,
clinging to the ground and my jeans, and the sky was dark where it
usually appeared as a vibrant array of light pollution-free stars.
I took a step away from the tree and my knees buckled, sinking into
the loamy earth.

I touched the ground and my hand went in to
the wrist, as though it was only an illusion, a barrier to be
pushed past. I tried to push myself to my feet, but my knees sunk
in deeper. Similar to what I always thought quicksand would be
like.

It was so strange to be back in Faerie—back
in a Faerie that smelled and felt so wrong like this—that I
was above panic, half-convinced this really was a dream and that no
harm could come to me, even as the ground continued to rise above
my shoulders, over my mouth, a gradual sinking like pushing
yourself underwater, until everything went black and my lungs
nearly burst. Only then did the panic kick in.

Every one of my senses crashed back into me
at once and I lurched forward, fingers touching familiar
human-world grass. The warmth of two hands embraced my shoulders,
holding me up. My vision was spotty at the edges. Stomach empty, I
retched and retched, clutching the grass in my shaking hands.

“What happened?” Leandra asked next to me.
She was shielding me from the others in the park with her body, a
physical barrier between me and the rest of the world.

I didn’t know how to answer her. What
had happened? It wasn’t so much that the magic rejected
me—that Faerie had expelled me for being a vampire like I was
worried it would—but more that I slipped out of it as if pressed
down by force. An oozing back into the human world.

Leandra leaned over me, shifting my braid so
she could check my face. I got a whiff of her and whimpered. My
gums ached with the need to feed. I was thirstier than I could ever
remember being, ravenous. I could have killed her right there and
sucked her dry.

“I’m dangerous,” I whispered to the ground.
As best of a warning as I could give.

I was stronger than her. I didn’t have my
fairy magic, but I did have my fairy strength, and I had the
strength of a new vampire, too. I knew when I broke doorknobs in my
old apartment just by twisting them how potent that ability was.
But I’d still let her be around me, because I needed the
support.

As if reading my mind, Leandra pulled me to
my feet and hauled me out of the park and across the street. I
stumbled along, still woozy from my strange Faerie trip and my
thirst.

She brought us to an alley between a store
and a restaurant, pulling me past metal tables to the back of it. I
closed my eyes as she dropped me against the wall. “The butcher—” I
started.

She tugged at the sleeve of her dress,
baring her shoulder. Instinctively, my mouth opened. “You waited
too long,” she said. Her eyes were dark, serious, as they looked me
up and down.

It wasn’t fair to feed from her as often as
I did. She needed blood, too—more so when I was taking this much.
Her shoulder was smooth and flawless, the lights from the end of
the alley illuminating little hairs along the skin. Unable to stop
myself, I pressed my lips to it. “Leandra, you shouldn’t let
me.”

Humorlessly, she laughed. “I’m letting you
already.”

She gasped as I licked the dip in her
collarbone, her body tensing up. I tugged her flush against me. The
rapid beating of her heart felt like it was my own. “Only if you’re
sure,” I croaked against her skin.

“I’m sure,” she said, and sounded like she
meant it.

How far we had come since my first feeding.
It was never meant to be like this. Me taking, her giving.

I broke the surface of her skin with my
fangs. She pushed closer, trapping me against the wall, leaning
into the sensation. Instant relief overpowered me as her hot blood
slaked down my throat. I took it in deep pulls, pausing only to
catch my breath. Her breathing was heavy. The stream of blood
weakened the more I took, too weak, until she pushed me
away, pinning me by my shoulders against the brick.

My bottom lip was heavy with her blood. A
warm drop of it rolled down my chin as I watched her. She looked
frenetic, her eyes alive, pupils dilated. She was invigorated.

Aroused.

“Feeling better?” she asked with a sly smile
that made my heart skip.

“Yes.” I was torn between a thank you
and a sorry, but she didn’t give me time for either. She
kissed me, her tongue running over my lips, capturing the last of
her own blood. Every time her tongue grazed my skin as she made her
way down my neck, the vampire pheromones that made biting feel
pleasant infused my skin. I stifled a moan when she nudged one of
her legs between mine.

Pushing aside my jacket, she kissed the bare
skin of my shoulder. Goosebumps rose wherever she put her mouth.
Her hands found the bottom of my shirt and began to roll it up.

“Here?” I asked.

“That okay?” Leandra kissed the top of my
breast, her tongue darting out between her lips. I gasped at the
sudden second flux of pheromones. At the bliss that suddenly
radiated through me, pooling in my stomach and settling lower.

Eyebrow raised, she waited for an answer.
Like she knew the effect she was having on me. I pulled her back to
me and kissed her soft mouth. She deepened it, pinning me back
against the wall. While her mouth worked at the sensitive skin at
the dip of my collarbones, she unzipped my jeans.

My fingers curled over the back of her neck,
holding her close as she touched me. Breath hitched; her hand
pumped; her tongue worked intricate swirls into my skin. I moaned
softly into her ear. I was overly conscious of the fact that we
were in the heart of downtown, out of sight but not out of sound.
She picked up the pace when she heard my response and I muttered
God-knows-what into the crook of her neck.

Leandra whispered something, so quietly
amidst all my heavy breathing that I couldn’t hear it. “What?”

“Can I bite?”

I stiffened. Her hand stopped moving; she
was looking into my eyes curiously, hungrily. I’d fed from her,
starting this whole thing with the tongue pheromones. We’d fucked
plenty of times since I turned, deriving extra pleasure from the
built-in vampire ability to induce bliss with just one lick. But
we’d never done this—never used feeding as a sexual thing, as
sexual as it already was.

“We can try it,” I said after a moment.

She moved in and kissed me again, warming me
back up and melting me like butter. Her hand found my wet cunt once
more and she massaged my clit with her thumb, her other hand
reaching under my bra. I arced against her touch, bringing myself
closer to her. When my muscles started to tense up in pleasure, she
bit into my skin like you’d bite an apple, hard and painful, and
sucked deeply from me.

I bucked against her touch, muffling a
scream. Pain and pleasure melted together, spiraling through me. I
was there and I wasn’t; I was with Leandra and I was inside of her,
and she was inside of me. I slumped against her when I’d rode out
the orgasm and she wiped off the back of her bright red mouth,
grinning, my blood smeared across her sharp teeth and her chin. A
predator, dangerous and beautiful. A predator who could make you
comfortable during sex while she drank from you, and a predator who
still had tricks up her sleeve.

She pulled away from me too soon. I found
myself reaching for her—for her touch and her bite.

“Come on,” she said. “Let’s get you cleaned
up.”

.



Chapter Five

She’s Back, Baby
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I WOKE UP IN LEANDRA’S bed next to her, and it took
me a disorienting few minutes to understand why I wasn’t in the
comfort of my apartment. Yuki was curled up on my feet, a warm
reminder of the life I’d had before. I sat up to scratch her behind
the ears and she licked at my hand with her little gray tongue. I
pressed a kiss to her smelly head.

So, I couldn’t go to Faerie, or at the very
least, I couldn’t stay long. Leandra had been very good at
distracting me from my disappointment. Mac had likely given up all
of the information he had about the Woods Pack, but I’d head out as
soon as it was dark and see who was around town and make sure
everyone was safe. I owed that to them, at least, after they lied
on my behalf and took on some of Mayfair’s most powerful residents
for Leandra and I. And then, if something could be done about
whatever was in the woods, I would try to help.

But what would be so bad that a pack of
secretive werewolves couldn’t fight it off?

Odds were that if something really was going
down, the reason I didn’t know about it was that I had been out of
the loop on everything. This was new information to me, but it
could be common around town. The council would already have
assigned someone to take care of whatever was going on in the
woods. Maybe there was a new werewolf pack around that had claimed
it and forced the pack living there out.

It was odd thinking that I might not have to
do anything. That the problem could fix itself. I’d been so
hands-on with Mayfair’s issues up until my turning. Now, people
could just rely on the council and the bounty hunters to solve any
problems. I wasn’t even sure I belonged to them anymore.

I wanted to, though.

I started to unpack boxes of my things.
Leandra had actually made space for me here—she’d given away or
donated some of the books on her shelves to make room for my
knickknacks, cheap though they were. I didn’t have much. I found a
spot for my armchair and moved it myself. I draped the quilt my mom
had made me for my twentieth birthday—a decade ago, now—over it. My
cheeks felt warm as I picked up clothes I’d discarded on the floor
last night. Remembering how it had felt to be fucked by her.

By the end of it all, I had unpacked my
things and combined them with Leandra’s, and I sat down in my
familiar, beat-up armchair. Yuki crawled into my lap and began to
purr like a machine. I absently stroked her patchy fur as I looked
around the space. It felt right to have our things together. It
looked like we’d been living this way for a while. I hoped we’d get
to keep our lives intertwined forever.

At some point, I started to doze off in my
armchair, only to be woken by Leandra clearing her throat.

“You know the worst part of you being a
vampire, other than me not being able to make you breakfast in the
morning?” she asked from the doorway to the bedroom. She looked
good leaning against it, wearing only a silky robe that exposed a
lot of leg.

Before, she’d made it known that vampires
were not really her thing. Except she had been with Diosa, her
sire, in some capacity back in the day. And now me.

She grinned at the serious expression on my
face. “I can’t eat you out on your period anymore.”

I threw a pillow at her. Laughing, she
dodged it. “I like not having my period. One of the few good things
about this.”

“For you, anyway.”

Yuki stretched and jumped off my lap to
greet Leandra, who bent down to greet her back. Leandra looked up
at me over my cat with a knowing half-smile.

“You’re planning something, aren’t you?”

“I’m going back to the Bounty Hunters’
Guild. Going to ask about the Woods Pack.”

The silence hung in the air between us. She
knew me well enough to guess what I wasn’t saying—what I wasn’t
admitting to myself until that moment. I wanted to keep bounty
hunting, even though it was kind of a waste of my time, considered
beneath me as a vampire. I wanted to have something from my old
life that I could still do. Some sense of normalcy.

“Do you need someone to go with you?” she
asked with a raised eyebrow. She’d been a target for the bounty
hunters for several months. It would not be a very welcoming place
for her, and we both knew it.

“I think I have to do this one alone.”

She watched me quietly as I changed into
real clothes. I hesitated over the jean jacket, folded neatly in a
corner. We hadn’t touched it since leaving to check on Beatrice’s
office. Diosa hadn’t been malicious, or so I thought—she’d helped
us out, in a way, by killing the previous vampire queen, and
seemingly she’d tried to help with Phoebus. The thought of the
jacket being laced with something that could harm me was absurd,
but it still crossed my mind.

I lifted the jacket to my nose anyway. The
smell surprised me—it was less like my old apartment and more like
lavender laundry detergent. The mental image of someone as powerful
and ageless as Diosa using a washing machine was too much for me to
handle. I slid the jacket over myself before I could burst out
laughing. The familiar weight settled over my shoulders and I had
to stop in awe. I felt like myself. Me.

I was still me.

“She’s back, baby,” Leandra said softly.

“She’s back,” I said.

 


❧

 


Instead of entering the Guild through the main
entrance, I took the human side with The Bluebird club. I didn’t
want to make a big deal of returning, but I knew I would draw eyes
regardless of my intentions. I’d been missing in action for several
months. The musty taste of animal blood from my recent feeding
clung unpleasantly to the back of my throat as I pushed through
sweaty humans dancing to pulsating lights, feeling some comfort in
the anonymity of it all. How ignorant they all were of my problems.
Of even their supernatural surroundings. All they knew were bills
and taxes and partying in a weird town where people had horns and
drank blood. I envied each and every one of them.

Too soon, I stood at the door between the
two establishments. I took a deep breath and closed my eyes. You
got this, Olympia.

And then I crossed the threshold.

It was pretty busy today at the Guild
HQ—people I recognized wandered around, chatting with each other
and picking up USBs of dossiers about their chosen marks. I eyed
the giant bounty list projection with its many targets. The ranking
board, where my name wasn’t even visible anymore. Allie’s was still
at the top, even with all her new council duties. She was much
better at multitasking than I was.

I’d worked hard to get myself as high up as
I did—to second place, at the best it had ever been—and the thought
of achieving it again was a little exhilarating. Something to do.
Something to give me purpose. I never really cared about the
rankings before and had stayed at fourth place for the majority of
my career here just by catching enough marks to get by. It was only
when I’d thrown myself into it that I’d accomplished something
meaningful.

I could get that feeling back again.

People started to notice me as I made my way
farther into the room. I waved hello to Drew, a werewolf from the
Gamma Pack. He didn’t wave back. I had a hunch that he would not be
divulging information about the Woods Pack’s move to me. The
conversation died down as more people caught on to my presence.
There were less of them than there used to be, I realized. Those
who had died in the recent battle at Vampire Central wouldn’t be
here. I had hoped that there weren’t too many casualties, but I’d
seen the carnage for myself.

Nobody came up to greet me. The idea of
going up to someone and putting them on the spot without their
permission made me very uncomfortable.

Maybe coming here wasn’t the best idea.

I headed to the front counter with the desk
clerk who handed out the dossiers and gave her a winning smile. She
blinked back at me.

“Olympia?” she asked, as though she didn’t
recognize me until just then.

“Right, uh… Helen?” I barely grabbed
dossiers myself back in the day and wasn’t super familiar with the
rotation at the desk. “What’s, uh, the hot goss?”

“Pardon me?” she asked.

Okay, maybe not the hippest lingo ever.
“What’s up with the Woods Pack?”

Her mouth puckered like she’d eaten
something sour. “Let me know if you’re interested in any of the
marks.”

Someone behind me gasped. I turned to find a
witch ogling me. The thought of me catching marks was apparently
shock-worthy, even though I’d been doing it for years. I muttered
some polite-sounding statements to the desk clerk and made my way
over to the bounty list. It was as though nobody wanted to even
touch me by accident—people stepped out of the way, leaving me a
clear aisle to walk through.

I wished someone were here who would be on
my side. Allie, maybe, if she wasn’t so busy with the council. I
hadn’t anticipated how lonely it would be. How everyone would have
turned on me. I wondered how much of it was me being a vampire and
how much of it was me being on the wrong side of the bounty hunter
battle—a third side, in a way, because I hadn’t sided with the
vamps or them. It was the council who had thrown their lives on the
line, not me.

I guess it’s easier to blame someone
else.

The bounty board looked like it usually did,
which is to say full of petty misdemeanors and some drive-away
cases, where we would drive people out of town for some minor
infraction. Toward the bottom, there were a few bigger ones—ones
that would lead to exile from Mayfair completely. Nothing looked
particularly challenging.

My eyes were drawn, finally, to a sketched
person hiding out on the far-right end of one line. The only people
they used 3D models and sketches of, unless they had no access to a
photo, were vampires. I had taken down a handful in my day, but
they were almost never easy. Now, I was better equipped than I’d
ever been to handle it. I checked out his face—thick eyebrows over
too-small eyes—and didn’t recognize him. Somehow, he hadn’t been at
the battle at Vamp Central, at my Orchard Avenue trips, or under
Patricia’s past regime, and he’d already caused trouble.

He’d attacked someone and left them bleeding
in one of Mayfair’s many dark corners. The person was alive, or
this would be a much higher priority.

I got back in line for the clerk’s desk. I
would figure out Beatrice and the Woods Pack in their own time, but
for now, this was something I absolutely could do. Something
my Unseelie blood set me up to do well.

At the front of the line, the clerk’s eyes
widened, the whites showing more than seemed possible. Almost
cartoonish. She was scared of me.

“I’ll take the vampire,” I said.




Chapter Six

What Big Teeth You Have
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WHEN I GOT BACK TO Leandra’s lair, I hooked up the
dossier to her nice, dual monitor desk setup. She leaned over my
shoulder to watch what I was doing. Technically, it was
confidential information, only for internal use with registered
bounty hunters. I had a feeling that if I told Allie I was sharing
Bounty Hunters’ Guild secrets, I would get a stern look of
disapproval.

Like most things I’d lost recently, I missed
being close with Allie.

I got out my phone and shot her a text:
Thinking of you, just grabbed a dossier for a vamp.

Her response was to call me. I sighed as I
answered the phone. “Hey, what’s going on?” I asked.

“Just wanted to check in on you. I’ve been
busy with council stuff. Sorry about that.”

“You don’t have to be sorry for anything.”
Behind me, Leandra bent down to open a drawer. She extracted a pair
of blue latex gloves and began to snap them on like a doctor going
into surgery. I raised an eyebrow at her.

“A vampire, huh? Aiming high?” Allie
asked.

“Yeah. I saw that you’re still at number
one.”

“The number two is pretty far beneath me,”
she said without an air of haughtiness. I used to misinterpret her
intentions, but there was a reason she was good at everything she
did. Hard fucking work.

“Did you figure out where Beatrice went
yet?” I asked.

“No.” Worry crept into her voice. I bit my
lip, glancing over to Leandra, who used the gloves to pick up Mac’s
notebook. I could hardly blame her for not wanting to touch it with
her bare hands. She settled her butt into my old armchair. “I’m
going to figure it out, though, so don’t fret over it. I’m making
some time to meet up with her students and check out her regular
hangout spots.”

“Are you sure you don’t need help?”

“It’s fine,” she said. “You worry about
being a vampire and everything.”

“Gee, thanks.”

“I’ve got to go. Nice catching up.”

“Yeah.”

I hung up the phone, wondering if Allie
really had the resources to take care of the Beatrice situation on
her own. There was no doubt in my mind that Allie could handle it
more capably than I could, but there was a lot on her plate. It
wouldn’t hurt if I found time to help her. I had a vision of
Beatrice sipping an alcoholic beverage out of a coconut on some
island. She could be erratic and forgetful, sometimes. It was
possible she went on a sudden vacation and forgot to notify her
students.

But somehow that goth student had
known that class was canceled, not just that Beatrice hadn’t shown
up. The note on the door and all that.

The only sounds that filled the room were
the hum of Leandra’s computer and the flipping of pages as she
filtered through Mac’s notebook. “Anything intelligible?” I
asked.

She lifted the notebook to see it better in
the lamp light. “Just barely.”

“So not worth the twenty dollars?”

She glared at me. “I guess not. Do you think
you’d have had a better chance of useful information if you beat
him to a pulp?”

I shrugged. “I use both money and threats on
him. He’s given me useful leads before.”

She huffed at that. “There’s a lot of
overlapping text. And some doodles of wolves. It’s…something else.
There is a name in here. ‘Jacob from Woods Pack came to bar today.’
Do you know any werewolves named Jacob?”

“I think half of the world knows a werewolf
named Jacob.” Other than the obvious one, I didn’t, though. Not
from the Woods Pack. I’d met just a handful of them—they were that
reclusive, at least until recently.

“Is that a Twilight thing? I still
haven’t read that series.”

“Yeah, Leandra. It’s a Twilight
thing.”

“Well, Jacob went to The Scale and Ale and
bitched about the new house he shares with some of the other
wolves. It has a roach infestation.”

“Did Mac mention where he lives?”

“No,” Leandra said. “How helpful of him.”
She set the book down on the side table, snapping off her latex
gloves. “The dossier you’re reading has a named victim. We could
interrogate them about the vampire.”

“We?”

The smell of alcohol hit me so hard I nearly
gagged as she squirted a generous amount of hand sanitizer into her
palm. “If you’d like company. I can be useful. And I’ve got money
for bribes as your self-appointed sugar mama.”

“Dear God. Please stop with that bit.”

She smiled. It was a very nice smile, the
kind she had been turning on pretty women for over a century. I was
just as much a sucker for it as the rest of ’em. “You don’t have to
work ever again if you don’t want to. Just so you know.”

I skimmed the file, my attention snagging on
a name and address. “I know,” I said, and she gave me a look that
made it seem like she understood me perfectly. That I needed to do
something with myself, or I’d lose my mind.

“Should we check out Whitney Emmers’s
place?”
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Whitney Emmers lived in a part of town where the
houses were spaced farther apart, divided by expanses of ugly, flat
lawns in every direction. My fae blood curdled at how little
indigenous flora there was. Already in a bad mood, I stepped up to
the nice wraparound porch on her swanky suburban two-story house.
“This is the last place I would expect to see a vampire,” I
murmured to Leandra as I rang the doorbell.

“I have a secondary lair in the suburbs,”
she reminded me. An embarrassing memory came back to me at once of
the first time she’d kissed me; I had practically begged for it.
“Sometimes it’s better to go where you know people will least
expect you.”

I grunted at this. One of the universally
acknowledged flaws of my bounty hunting tactics was that I always
assumed marks who were stupid enough to get caught doing whatever
they were doing were also stupid enough to fulfill stereotypes.
Even though I was usually right.

The doorknob turned, and then an older woman
giving off friendly grandmother vibes peered out the door. “Who
might you be?” she asked in a croaky voice.

“Olympia Carter,” I said. “The bounty
hunter?”

She took in my appearance and then
Leandra’s. We didn’t generally have to worry about homophobia in
Mayfair—supernatural creatures have been queer longer than humans
have understood it as a concept—but when her eyes tightened, I
thought for a second she might be judging how close Leandra and I
were standing.

“A vampire bounty hunter,” she said with a
cluck of her tongue. “How unusual. Come in, come in. I’ll get some
tea going.”

A scaly crocodile-like tail swished behind
her as she let us into her house. Some kind of demon, I guessed,
but there were so many different kinds from different cultures that
it was hard to tell what type. The house was as nice on the inside
as it was on the outside, almost abnormally clean with an
underlying smell of bleach. The walls were a very sterile white and
the floors were light hardwood polished to a sheen.

She gestured for us to sit on a couch still
covered in the plastic. Tea didn’t taste like much to me these
days, but I still found it reassuring and familiar. It would be
nice to have a cup of it just to hold and smell. I couldn’t help
but bounce my leg a little as we waited for her in this room that
felt too tall and too wide with a giant painting of a cat on the
opposite wall.

“Nervous?” Leandra asked, setting a hand
firmly over my knee to keep it in place.

“Something seems weird, doesn’t it?” I
asked. “Kindly old lady not shaken up by her recent attack? She
looks fine to me.”

I pasted on a smile as she reentered the
room with two slices of decadent chocolate cake on a plate.
Graciously, Leandra took hers and had a bite of it. I blinked down
at mine like it was dirt. It might as well have been.

“Oh, I suppose you don’t eat…sorry about
that.” She took a seat in an armchair separated from us by a coffee
table. “I forgot about the whole blood thing. My mind gets addled
these days.”

“Of course,” I said. “I know it’s probably
hard to talk about the attack, but would you mind telling me a bit
about it?”

Whitney added a sugar cube to her tea and
stirred it with a dainty silver spoon before responding. “What do
you need to know, exactly?”

The plastic on the couch crinkled as Leandra
leaned forward. “The report says it happened right on your block
and that you had been on a walk.”

“I—ah—yes.” She removed her glasses and
rubbed them against the fabric of her shirt. “I love to go for
walks.” When she was done with the glasses, she fiddled with her
pearl bracelet. I watched her—the bounce of her leg, nervous as
mine had been, the way she moved like she was a much younger woman.
The way she kept looking at the door like she was looking for an
excuse to ask us to leave.

And then I had a hunch. “Did you know the
vampire who attacked you?”

With a harsh clattering of porcelain, she
set down the teacup on its saucer. “Excuse me?”

“Vampire attacks aren’t usually committed by
someone known to the victim,” Leandra pointed out with the
authority of someone who had, on occasion, been the perpetrator of
vampire attacks.

“I haven’t always found that to be the
case.” I stood from the couch. “What are you hiding?”

There was murder in the woman’s eyes for a
moment. I reached for the silver dagger strapped to my thigh.
Honestly, I was itching for a good fight. I had been for a while
now.

She stood from the couch. There was a gasp
at my side as I unsheathed the dagger.

“Olympia, please tell me you’re not
going to fight an old lady,” Leandra said. “First janitors, now
this? Is no one safe from being beaten up by you?”

The woman’s skin flickered, revealing a
flash of blue. Her entire body rippled, layers peeling away to
unveil what was really underneath: a dragon’s sapphire blue scales
all over her skin, matching her tail. A shifter. One second, she
was an old lady, and the next she was a demon.

The very next second, she burst into
tears.

“Oh, Bartholomew,” she sobbed into her
hands. “He—he was the best thing in my life.”

I blinked once. Twice. “Bar—wait, what?”

“A lover,” Leandra murmured.

“Lover. He was my life partner. My
partner in everything. The only thing that really mattered to me.”
Whitney lifted her grandmotherly shirt to blow her nose into its
collar. “It was all rainbows for the first decade or so of our
relationship. This year he’s been so distant. We live here
together, actually. I—I don’t know what to say.”

“What happened?” I asked. The image of a
dragon woman crying over her ex-boyfriend in clothes my grandma
would’ve worn was so absurd that I had to look away from her.

“Shouldn’t the information about him being
her boyfriend be in the dossier?” Leandra said under her breath.
“That seems pretty fucking important.”

“He always l-liked to have his space.” A
resounding sniffle. A look of extreme irritation crossed Leandra’s
face as she extracted a handkerchief for Whitney to blow her nose
into. “Oh, thank you, dear. He lived in the basement and I lived up
here. My parents never approved of our love.”

“They didn’t want you dating a vampire?” My
own mother hadn’t looked excited about Leandra, but she never
forbade anything.

“He was bad with money, that’s all. So he
had the basement, and I mostly lived upstairs. I would come down
and be with him during the day, and he would come up and be with me
during the night.”

“Can we see the basement?” His living
quarters could give clues to his whereabouts. My guess was that
Whitney didn’t actually want me killing the love of her life,
though.

“Let her finish,” Leandra said.

“He kept disappearing at night. He didn’t
want to be by me. And sometimes he’d—oh, I hate even saying it.
Barty would stay out all day and only come back the next. I thought
he was cheating on me, of course.” She blew her nose into Leandra’s
handkerchief again. “I was the one funding his whole life. So I…I
stopped buying blood tablets.”

“This sounds like a very healthy
relationship,” Leandra said. The irony of her tone passed over
Whitney, who went on as though we’d opened a dam and she was ready
to spill every last one of her secrets.

“He couldn’t afford them by himself. So he
went without. And he just—oh, oh, oh. His eyes were bloodshot. He
was so hungry. And I went on my morning walk one time when he was
out to clear my thoughts.” She took a deep breath. “He was just
around the corner. He stopped me—begged me for the tablets. I just
felt so horrible, you see. I forgot all about how vampires without
blood can lose their minds. I said he could have some from me. He
could drink my blood.” She sank back onto her chair now. Leandra
stole a look at me, eyes wide and pleading. Asking me to let it up
and leave this lady alone. I shook my head a little. We needed to
get her to say more about the attack. If we didn’t figure out what
was going on today, someone might kill this lady’s boyfriend
tomorrow.

“Did he attack you?” I asked.

She broke into a sob.

“It’s okay if he did,” Leandra did. “It’s
not okay, I mean, but we understand. A vampire who’s reached
that point of hunger is capable of a lot of things they wouldn’t do
rationally.”

My throat was suddenly dry and heavy.

“He didn’t attack me at all.” Whitney’s
voice was muffled through Leandra’s sopping tissue. “He was just
too enthusiastic. I’m sure from the outside it looked bad. I have
this nosy neighbor—Betty fucking Daniels. She’s always saying I’m
up to no good. I swear my parents sent her to spy on me, too. To
make sure we weren’t living together.”

“She’s the one who reported it,” I
guessed.

“Yes,” she said tearfully. “Oh, I could
wring her neck.”

“So he’s on the lam?”

“Yes. I had him run. But…he hasn’t been back
at all. Hasn’t answered his texts. I just worry. And that’s not
everything.” She bit her lip. “Let me show you the basement.”
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The basement looked like something out of a “man
cave” article from The Onion. The smell of body odor
permeated the entire area. Aside from a leather couch in front of a
giant TV, it was relatively unadorned. Unfinished cement walls,
unfinished cement floor with a nice-looking rug over the space he
had inhabited. There were several plastic containers littered on
the floor that I recognized from the butcher. An Xbox was hooked up
to the TV next to an untidy stack of games with lime-green
spines.

“Much grosser down here than it is
upstairs,” Leandra said without decorum.

“I couldn’t bring myself to clean it,” she
said. “This is his space.”

“I have to say I prefer the upstairs.” What
an odd couple. Maybe part of the reason her furniture was covered
in plastic up there was due to the slob she’d been living with. I
picked up one of the containers from the butcher and sniffed the
dried blood at the bottom. It repulsed me that even rancid blood
smelled appetizing. That ever-present emptiness in my stomach made
itself more apparent.

“You wouldn’t kill him, would you?” Whitney
asked, her claws pressed together in supplication. “He didn’t do
anything wrong. Nothing at all.”

“I can clear it up with the mayoral
council.” I dropped the container back onto the rug. “Would you be
willing to testify that you were lovers and it was all a
misunderstanding?”

The scales on Whitney’s chin bunched up like
she was going to cry again. “I don’t know if I can do that.”

“It could save his life,” Leandra said
gently. She placed an arm over Whitney’s shoulders in a little
half-hug. Like Whitney, she refused to come over here into the
heart of the vampire’s mess.

“Could you still find him?” she asked in a
whisper. “But just bring him back here instead.”

I wiped my hands off on my jeans. When I
looked up, Leandra was staring right at me. She wanted me to do
this, I could tell. To help someone out.

“We can try,” I said. “But in the meantime,
I’m going to ask them to put a pause on the bounty so nobody else
kills him first.”

Whitney ripped herself out of Leandra’s grip
to fall to her knees on the concrete. “Oh, thank you, thank
you!”

“Is there anything that can be done about
your neighbor?” I asked. “Do you want us to talk to her, too?”

“Olympia,” Leandra warned. Fine. I’d been
wanting to beat somebody up.

“No, I’ll deal with her.” Whitney blew her
nose into the handkerchief again. “Just bring my Barty home.”

“Is there anything else we should know?
About his hangouts or anything like that?”

Whitney shook her head. “He was very private
about all that. He only started leaving so much recently.”

“I don’t recognize him from the drawings,”
Leandra supplied. “He’s not a vamp that was known around the mall
or any of the dens.”

I ran a finger over the side table next to
the couch and rubbed the dust between my fingers. Something was…off
here. Something had been off here since we walked in, since the
shifter had chosen to disguise herself to make us think she was
someone she wasn’t. Why would someone need to pretend to be a
grandma when they could just be themselves in a town where the
supernatural was normal anyway?

“When did you say the not-attack happened
again?”

Leandra was in the process of helping
Whitney off the floor. The shifter stiffened at the question. “Um,
the late evening.”

“You said morning,” Leandra said.

“Did I? These old bones…ah, shit.”

“Which house does Betty live in? I’d like to
talk to her,” I said.

Whitney tugged her arms away from Leandra.
“I think you should leave.”

I shifted in front of the door to the
stairs. “How late in the morning?”

“Get out of my house.”

Leandra made as if to head back up the
stairs, but I was still blocking the path. “That’s fine. We’ll just
check every house on this block until we find her, right,
Leandra?”

In lieu of a response, Leandra quirked an
inquisitive brow at me. Whitney’s jaw was shaking—cheeks puffing in
and out like a frog.

She made a dash for the exit so fast I
didn’t see it at first, and then she’d knocked me to the
ground.

We heard the door upstairs open and slam
shut.

She’d bolted.



Chapter Seven

Eyewitness
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I SCRAMBLED TO MY FEET. Leandra helped yank me up
the stairs. It was chaos—Whitney’d knocked over a lamp and the
shattered bulb crunched under my shoes. Leandra dashed ahead and
slammed into the door. It shuddered under her strength and came
loose.

We stood there for a moment after we got
outside. A street light glinted off of a blue figure to our left,
already two blocks away.

She was fast. Faster than us. And even
though she looked like a dragon, I was really hoping she didn’t
have some hidden ability to fly.

Leandra became a blur, feet pounding the
sidewalk. I chased after, stumbling over my shoelaces. I hadn’t had
a good chance to try out my new speed.

We gained on her. Leandra was way ahead of
me. Whitney turned her head and screamed at our closeness—a scream
that was cut off as Leandra pinned her to the ground, knee digging
into her back. I caught up with them a moment later, panting, bent
down over my knees. I thought I might puke.

Whitney was scraped up, blood seeping
between her scales in indigo drips. Leandra shifted and Whitney
moaned in relief. She wasn’t holding her down that hard.

“Why are you running?” I asked between
coughs.

“Why lie about what time it happened?”
Leandra asked. It seemed like a question directed more at me than
Whitney.

Whitney spat out a sharp-looking tooth. “I
can’t tell you. Please, just let me go home.”

“Take us to Betty Daniels,” I said. “We’ll
ask her.”

Whitney’s reptilian irises narrowed to
slits.
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Betty Daniels answered her door wearing a striped
nightgown and cap, like something out of an old cartoon. I did a
double take when I first got a good look at her face.

It was the face Whitney had presented us
with at first.

“Are those my clothes?” Betty asked, taking
in the torn outfit Whitney wore. “What hour is it?”

I checked my phone screen. “Past three. I
take it you’re not nocturnal?”

“No,” she said, rubbing her eyes. All she
was missing was a candle stick with a finger loop. “What’s going
on, Whitney? Who are these people?”

Leandra pushed Whitney forward. She had each
of the dragon woman’s wrists in her own. Whitney just shook her
head, though. Apparently, she was done talking for the night.

Scared of getting her story mixed up
anymore, I thought.

“Whitney here told us you witnessed the
vampire attack on her. Is that true?” I asked.

Betty looked between Leandra and I. “Are you
here on behalf of…some kind of authority?”

“I’m a bounty hunter. She’s…” I fumbled for
a word. “My sidekick.”

“We’re partners,” Leandra clarified, glaring
at me. She had spent many years of her life as a sidekick. No
surprise that she was not interested in being mine.

“Are you going to hunt him down?” Betty
asked. She looked at Whitney pitifully, which made me question how
much Whitney had been exaggerating their heated rivalry.

“I was planning on it, but Whitney here says
it wasn’t an attack and that she volunteered her blood.”

“We’re just hoping for some clarification,”
Leandra said with a sweet smile that almost made it look like she
wasn’t holding someone in place against their will.

“He did attack her. That’s what I saw. That
wasn’t the alarming part.” Betty looked back into her home, as if
deciding whether to let us in or not, and subtly shifted the door
an inch closer to the wall.

Whitney shook her head at Betty, so subtle I
could have misinterpreted it as fidgeting.

Betty blanched. “I don’t think I should say
anymore.”

“Why not?” I asked. A sick feeling crawled
through me, and it wasn’t from hunger. What in the world were they
hiding? “You’re the one who reported it. What was the alarming
part?”

“Don’t you want to keep Mayfair safe?”
Leandra batted her eyelashes.

Perhaps in shame, Betty looked down. “She
asked me not to share it. She—I really, really don’t think I should
say more.”

“‘She’? You mean Whitney?” Leandra nudged
Whitney forward. The dragon woman hissed at her, forked tongue
lashing out. “You don’t have to defend her.”

“Not her,” Betty said. “Someone
scarier.”

“Who?” I demanded.

Betty licked her liver-spotted lips. “The
vampire queen.”

“Patricia’s dead.” It wouldn’t surprise me
if her influence was still around, though. She’d had hooks in
everything.

“Not Patricia,” Betty said. And then, very
slowly, she closed the door until we could only see her eye through
it. “Scarier than her.”

“Diosa,” Leandra breathed.
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In the end, we let Whitney go back to her house and
left Betty alone. I didn’t think Whitney would report us to the
Guild for roughing her up. In hindsight, it didn’t look good, as
good as it felt to do some real investigating again.

“If Diosa’s involved,” Leandra said
thoughtfully as we walked to the butcher, “I think we should let
this one go. Don’t want to be murdered in our sleep by some of her
goons.”

“Am I crazy, or did it sound like the
neighbor was going to say he attacked her during the day?”

Leandra shook her head. “It has to be
something else. That’s just impossible. Maybe they were lying about
the location and Betty had broken into Whitney’s house.” She
stopped in her tracks, leaving me to tap my foot impatiently. I was
more than a little hungry. “Unless he’s invincible.”

“Not this again.” The first time Leandra and
I had really worked together, she’d been on this hunt for
immortality, chasing down a legendary vampire who, according to
Diosa, had already been deceased for over half a century.

“I know,” she said. “Just a thought. It’s
probably nothing.”

She waited for me at the butcher while I
ordered my usual animal blood. It tasted a bit sour, but it was a
significant improvement over the tablets. My body constantly
rejected them still, even though Leandra forced me to at least take
one a day to build a tolerance.

Circumstances in our lives could change
suddenly. We might not always be around animal blood.

The butcher never listened to my request to
microwave the blood. He rolled his eyes every time I asked, no
matter how much I pouted at him. Likely, he was more than sick of
vampires asking him for it. I downed the blood, refrigerator-cold,
until my veins felt like they were expanding in my body,
re-oxygenated, full.

I flexed my fingers. If only I could have a
constant flow of blood, I would never have to feel weak or hungry
again. I could almost forget I was a vampire right after feeding.
“What’s our next step?”

Leandra looked up at the sky. Still
pitch-black, several hours to go until sunrise. “Hate to say it,
but I think our next step is a visit to Diosa.”



Chapter Eight

Hello Diosa My Old Friend

[image: ]

YOU’LL UNDERSTAND IF, OVER TIME, I have become wary
of other people’s plans in Mayfair.

Vampire Central was Leandra’s old stomping
grounds—this was where she resided for most of her life, working
her way up the ranks until she was the late queen’s right-hand
vamp. I’d broken into the place not that long ago with Allie and
Phoebus, thinking we were all sneaky about it, but Leandra had been
right when she said the vampires knew we were there the whole time.
Because Phoebus was colluding with them.

And then there was the plan where Diosa
threw me at the mercy of a hungry, dangerous werewolf and I got
mauled by Patricia’s vampires instead. So maybe I had some trust
issues from the past, but I trusted Leandra.

To an extent.

“We’re going to get in to Vamp Central,” I
repeated back to her, “and get caught on purpose.”

“Yes. Is there any part that confuses
you?”

We were waiting in line at a Walmart
self-checkout a block away from the abandoned mall where the
vampires held court. The only thing in our basket was a roll of
twine.

“What if they hurt us? Or kill us?”

“Diosa wouldn’t do that,” she insisted. “But
she’ll know we’re there regardless of how we get in. The problem is
that they won’t let us in voluntarily, no matter how much we knock
on all the doors and yell. Once we’re in, she’ll have to deal with
us.”

That was less than reassuring. “You’re sure
today is blood tab delivery day?”

“Unless they switched companies. I can’t
imagine they’ve changed too much. It’s inconvenient. The tab
company has delivered on this day every month for the past four
decades.”

Once again, a plan with too many variables
to keep track of. Unsurprisingly, my least favorite kind of plan. I
didn’t know a lot about blood tabs, but I’d worked in customer
service before. Delivery schedules are never as set in stone as
people say they will be. “And you hate it when I beat people up for
my bounties, but you want to maim a service worker just for the
chance to be murdered by your sire,” I said.

Leandra waved the basket at me. “Maim
is a strong word. That’s why I’m getting this twine.”
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And that’s how we ended up hiding in the bushes
outside of the vampire mall equipped with nothing but twine and the
will to beat up the guy who delivers the blood pills.

“It’s like a bad game of Clue,” I
whispered. “Leandra and Olympia, in the bushes, with some
twine.”

“Kinky,” she said at normal volume,
apparently unconcerned that anyone would hear us and deter us from
this ridiculous plan. “They call it Cluedo in Europe.”

“You’re shitting me.”

“Nope.”

“Why?”

“How am I supposed to know?”

“Why tell me that? How do I know you’re not
making it up?”

Of course, the blood tab delivery driver
decided that was the best moment to pull into the mall’s parking
lot.

I didn’t expect the delivery to be
so…industrial, I guess. The truck was nice, newer, and had a real
logo of blood drops on the side—colored blue, with a name that made
it sound like a water bottle company. I had to give points to
whoever came up with the cover brand for originality.

The semi made beeping noises as it backed up
to the building, and then a guy in a uniform consisting of a hat
and a pair of overalls hopped out and let down a ramp from the
back. He knocked on the mall’s side door, three sharp raps, and it
opened as if activated remotely. Then, he started the laborious
process of wheeling a giant palette of wrapped boxes down the ramp
and through the door.

“They have a company with a logo and all
that?” I hissed to Leandra.

“Of course. There’s a corporation for
everything.” She waited until he disappeared into the building and
then nudged me forward. “Alright, he’s got two palettes of blood
tabs. We should get in on the second one.”

We crept up to the side of the truck, silent
as snakes. The guy stopped at the bottom of the ramp when he’d
gotten the second palette down and took off his hat to mop at the
sweat on his flattened hair. The boxes did not look light. He wiped
his hands off on his overalls and then went to pick up the palette
again.

Leandra was in front of him in a flash. She
clamped a hand over his mouth. Guiltily, I snuck in behind her,
watching his eyes bulge in surprise.

“It’s nothing personal,” Leandra said, “but
I’m going to have to tie you up.”

The resigned look in the truck driver’s eyes
told me that this was not the first time something like this had
happened to him. I hoped there was some kind of workers’
compensation that he’d be eligible for. With the deft technique of
a well-seasoned girl scout, Leandra tied him up so tightly that it
would be hours before anyone could undo all the knots. Was that
something she knew how to do before becoming a vampire or something
that Patricia had required all her vamps learn in order to work for
her? I remembered how badly Patricia’s minions had tied me up the
time that they kidnapped me and decided Leandra probably picked it
up as a hobby, like how to solve a Rubik’s cube. She caught me
admiring her handiwork and gave me a little smile that didn’t quite
fit the situation of tying up an innocent bystander.

We left the driver and the second palette
outside. Leandra closed the door behind us. This was a back hallway
of the mall, probably where deliveries had been made when it was
actually used as a shopping center and not a posh vampire den.

It was completely empty.

“Now what?” I asked.

Leandra’s brow furrowed. She opened her
mouth to say something, and then I couldn’t hear anything at all
over the blast of a gunshot.

Leandra lurched forward; her shoulder
blossomed with blood. There was another bang as something hit me
from behind. I hissed in pain. Shaking, I felt around my back,
tracing the length of my ribs.

My fingertips came away dark red with
blood.

I learned, then, that vampires can still
suffer from shock. I watched Leandra being dragged away by a figure
in black like it was a distant thing, a dream. Someone grabbed hold
of me from behind and I could feel the pain of the gunshot wound,
the scraping of my legs against the ground. A blindfold went over
my eyes, and only then did it register that I needed to fight
back—but now there were several pairs of hands on me, holding me
still as they dragged me away.

A door opened somewhere ahead of us.
Voices—one I recognized and one I didn’t, surprisingly nonchalant,
casual while I was being hauled away somewhere against my will.
So much for Diosa not wanting us to get hurt, I thought as
they threw me to the ground. My knees ached.

“Oh, my. You shot her?” Diosa’s voice. It
was almost rehearsed.

Like she knew we were coming.

“You said any trespassers should be shot on
sight,” a gruff voice said from behind me.

“Good, good. Glad you’re following
instructions so closely. This is a friend of mine, though. Take
that blindfold off.”

A friend? The blindfold came off and I
squinted into the room. It must have previously been a small
storage space of some sort, but they’d decked it out in velvet
drapes and comfortable couches. Diosa sat with her chair slightly
turned in my direction at a table that once belonged to a
restaurant. She was seated across from a vampire I didn’t know. A
white vamp with platinum blond hair, decked out in all black. There
was a chess board between them. The other vampire rolled a pawn
around in her hands, watching me thoughtfully.

“How have you been, Olympia?” Diosa
asked.

Blood leaked from my wound, wet and hot. I
was supposed to be healing faster than this, but then, I’d never
been this injured since turning. They must’ve used a silver bullet.
“I’ve been better.” My voice was hoarse.

“Get her a cup of blood, will you?” she said
to someone behind me. She looked too big to occupy her chair—she
was all muscle and tattoos, shifting tendons and power. Per the
other times I’d met her, she was dressed like she might go out for
a jog in the suburbs at any minute, this time in a hot pink
tracksuit.

A glass tumbler full of dark, thick liquid
was handed to me. I sniffed it first—to make sure she wasn’t going
to drug me—and then drank from it greedily, wiping my mouth with
the back of my hand. The disrupted skin where the bullet had
entered repaired itself, sinew snapping back together.

The chess players paid me no mind. The
blonde vampire across from Diosa made a move and captured one of
her knights.

“I know why you’re here,” Diosa said to me.
She waved away the other vampires in the room. “You’re here because
of Beatrice Newell.”

My mouth dropped open. I wondered for a
second if I’d heard her correctly. “Beatrice?”

“Yes?” Diosa moved her piece on the game
board. Her brow furrowed in what might have been frustration.
“Haven’t you been looking for her?”

All-knowing Diosa, on a different page than
me? It was unthinkable. I dug around for an answer that wouldn’t
give too much away and settled on, “Uh. Not particularly.”

Diosa blinked at me like I was stupid. “Did
you not notice she’s been gone?”

“No, I did.” I moved to a sitting position
on the floor and rubbed at my knee. “Allie was looking into it,
actually. Where’s Leandra?”

Diosa just shook her head. “I can’t
believe…well.” The blonde vampire snickered. “Ren, dear, will you
be a doll and leave us for a bit?”

She pouted. I watched their interaction,
fascinated, as Ren got up and caressed Diosa’s cheek. It was too
intimate for me to be privy to, but I couldn’t look away as Ren
planted the tenderest of kisses on Diosa’s lips.

I caught a flash of fishnets when Ren
stood—and realized she was the same witch-vampire that had been
lurking in Morgana Hall outside of Beatrice’s office. She’d said
she was one of Beatrice’s students. I narrowed my eyes at them,
probably looking more like I was bitter about their relationship
than questioning Ren’s identity.

“Yes, baby.”

Ren kissed her again. I shifted on the
floor, considering whether it was a good time to make a break for
it or whether I’d just get shot again just in time to watch the
vampire saunter out of the room like she meant to come back later
and do unspeakable things to Diosa.

Diosa’s watchful eyes tracked her like she
wanted those unspeakable things to happen sooner rather than
later.

I decided not to ask Diosa about it for now.
It made sense that she’d send someone out to look for Beatrice if
she noticed that she’d been missing. “You’ve made yourself really
comfortable here.”

“Yes, I think I fit in quite well.” She
gestured across from her. “Come, have a seat.”

“You aren’t going to make me play chess, are
you?” I asked as I settled my aching body into Ren’s still-warm
chair.

She snorted. “I’m not very good at it. Ren
likes it.”

Huh. Who would’ve thought Diosa could be an
attentive girlfriend? “Where’s Leandra?”

“With some others. Obviously. Why are you
here if not for Beatrice?”

“I would like to see Leandra so that I know
she’s safe.”

Diosa set her chin in her hand. “It doesn’t
work like that. I have the upper hand here. I need a favor from you
first.”

Impatiently, I drummed my fingers against
the table. “I’m listening.”

“Do you know why I came to Mayfair?”

Not this again. “I assume you’re going to
tell me.”

She smirked. “The vampires were disappearing
in Europe. You remember that.”

“I thought they were your vampires. The ones
you brought here to usurp Patricia and become the new vampire
queen.”

“Queen? Usurp?” Diosa clucked her tongue.
“We don’t use titles of colonialism here. The vampires who live in
this mall are my friends, my colleagues. I have earned their
respect.”

In some ways, she reminded me of Allie. The
sudden comparison jolted me. Both of them had earned respect in
their communities. Both of them were powerful. The only difference
was that I knew Allie would be a good leader, while I wasn’t sold
on Diosa yet.

“Some of the vampires who went missing
joined my ranks, that’s true. I recruited many,” Diosa said. “But
some of them were being killed by Patricia to prevent them from
teaming up with me.”

I’d suspected as much before. “That’s common
enough knowledge if you know where to look.”

“There’s a third subset of vampires. Those
who were neither Patricia’s victims nor interested in my
agenda.”

This conversation was wearing me out. It was
clear that she enjoyed my squirming. “And?”

Diosa leaned forward. Her voice became a
harsh whisper. “Olympia, what I tell you cannot leave this room.
You can’t tell the council, not even your precious Allie Godden,
and you can’t tell any bounty hunters.”

“What trust you have in me,” I murmured.
Notably, she’d left out Leandra.

“This is a matter,” she said, reaching for
the queen on her side of the chess board, “of life and death.”

My pulse raced. I shouldn’t have been as
excited as I was; after that last bounty didn’t pan out the way I
wanted, though, the idea of doing something risky was thrilling. I
cleared my throat to hide my interest. “What does it have to do
with Beatrice? Is she safe?”

She waved a dismissive hand in the air.
“She’s fine, as far as I know. Beatrice sticks her nose where it
doesn’t belong. She was getting awfully close to the truth.”

The excitement turned into heavy dread.
“Someone shut her up because she was getting close to the
truth?”

“No, I believe she just followed the truth
to its source. Though it’ll be to my benefit that you know if she
gets caught, she will be punished.” She smiled. It was deadly,
sharp. “You’d better catch her first.”

“What are you asking me to do?”

“I was once part of a…group.” She fingered a
chain around her neck that disappeared into the top of her
tracksuit. “They were united by a singular goal. A purpose. And I
shared that purpose.”

“You’re being awfully vague.”

“It’s hard to talk about, sometimes. So many
bad memories. Bad apples. Patricia joined them only just before she
died. Isn’t that funny? I left around the time that she joined. I
just knew she was going to cause some serious trouble for this
town. I didn’t stop her in time.”

“Diosa, what the hell are you talking
about?”

She lifted her eyes from the chess board. “I
miss when you used to call me Dee.”

“That was before I knew how dangerous you
really were.”

“I’ve only helped you.”

I looked away. I knew it was true; she
really had only helped me out, even the times she put me directly
in the line of fire. She’d killed the vampire queen that had
promised to come after me. She’d contributed to luring Leandra back
to Mayfair when Leandra had been hiding in Europe. She’d done what
she could to stop Phoebus from killing me while a whole war went
down in Vampire Central. Then, obviously, she’d also ordered me
shot.

“What do you want me to do?” I asked
again.

“The group has moved into Mayfair.”

I gasped sharply. “Into the woods?”

“How did you know?”

The Woods Pack leaving because someone else
had moved in made more sense now. I couldn’t fathom what kind of
group could kick a pack of fearsome werewolves off of their own
turf. “Who the hell are these people? What do they want?”

“They’re vampires, like I said. They…worship
the sun.”

Now that was the most absurd thing I’d heard
all day. Worse than Europeans naming a board game Cluedo.
“They worship the thing that can destroy them?”

“It’s kind of poetic, isn’t it?” she asked.
She leaned back in her chair. A dreamy look took over her face.

I took a second to think over what she’d
said. About sharing a purpose. “Do you worship the sun?”

“Not quite,” she said. “You see, they push
people out that they don’t think fit in. I tried for years to make
my way up the ranks. They let in plenty of people. Patricia, almost
right away, from what I hear. Viktor Lehmann.” Her eyes flashed
when she said his name; he was a brief obsession of Leandra’s, back
when she was seeking true immortality. “I wasn’t white or European
enough to let into their inner circle. I need you to infiltrate
it.”

“Pardon?”

“I need you to infiltrate the sunshine cult
for me.”

The word cult cut through me like
ice. “With Leandra?”

“Of course.” She clapped her hands. Two
vampires opened the door. Leandra was between them, looking salty
as hell, ripping against their clutches until they let her go,
leaving her to close the distance herself.

“Wow,” she said when she saw us. “I was
fighting off my kidnappers while you two were playing chess?”

“Diosa wants us to use our white privilege
to infiltrate a cult of vampires that worship the sun,” I
blurted.

Leandra blinked. And then she blinked again.
“Am I being Punk’d?”

Inwardly, I cringed. “Nobody says that
anymore.”

“Why would we do that for you?” she asked,
turning to Diosa.

Diosa closed her eyes as if frustrated.
Interesting—so few things seemed to bother her. Comfortably,
Leandra’s hand settled on my shoulder. Taking her place behind me.
It felt good to have her back. Her own bullet wound wasn’t bleeding
anymore; they must have fed her, too.

“Why did you have us shot?” Leandra
said.

“I have a guy on the inside who’s going to
take you to the cult. It looks better if you’ve been roughed
up.”

“Do we get a say in this?” I asked.

“Of course,” Diosa said.

“I feel like you haven’t given me all the
details.”

“Why were you discussing this without me?”
Leandra snapped.

I thought I knew why. I met Diosa’s even
gaze.

“You’re right, of course,” Diosa said. She
lifted the necklace out of her shirt. Its chain pooled in the
center of the table. At the end of it gleamed a blood-red ruby.
“The reason they have so much power is because of this.”

“A knockoff ruby necklace?” Leandra
said.

“It’s not a knockoff,” Diosa said. “It was
never meant to be a ruby. I don’t know exactly what it is,
how it’s made. But I would like to have more of them.”

Unbidden, my fingers twitched toward it.
Diosa snatched it back up, swallowing it in her hand. “No
touching.”

“What does it do?”

It had not occurred to me that it could
do anything until Leandra asked the question.

“It has to do with the sun. You have to be
in the inner circle to get one—I stole this.” She snickered. “And
Patricia’s.”

“You want more of them,” Leandra
repeated.

“Yes, of course,” Diosa said. “And I know
they’re hiding how they make them. Really, I’d like the secret
recipe so I could mass produce some for me and my friends. I want
you two to figure out what their technique is so we can dismantle
the group together. If it’s not exclusive, we don’t have to keep it
only to those they deem worthy. Anyone can have their own
power.”

“Sounds like you want us to do most of the
heavy lifting,” I said.

“And you’ll be greatly rewarded,” said
Diosa.

“We don’t need money,” Leandra said.

“Would you like to walk around during the
day without being incinerated?”

Leandra’s grip on my shoulder tightened.
“There’s no way.”

But what if there was? “What about the
vampire,” I said, “that attacked his demon girlfriend during the
day?”

“You have been doing some
investigating.” Diosa nodded approvingly. “I tried to shut that up.
We don’t want people to panic.”

I considered this. Surely it didn’t benefit
Diosa to hide an entire cult from Mayfair’s true leadership. “It
might be better to get more people involved. The council, for
example. They’re better equipped to keep people in line or drive
out the cult or whatever.”

“They did such a good job driving me out,
didn’t they?” Diosa said.

It was hard to refute her sass. Her
relationship with the council was fraught, to say the least. I
turned back to Leandra. “She says Beatrice went after them.”

Leandra’s eyes widened. “Why would she…?
Damn it, Beatrice. So we have to go. We’re not going to infiltrate
any dangerous cults for you, though, Diosa. We’re going to find her
and get her out of there.”

“She won’t leave until she’s gotten to the
bottom of it,” Diosa said, eyes twinkling. “She’s a scholar.
They’re very curious, you know.”

I knew, then, that we would do it. That I
had to do it. Whether Beatrice was there or not, it was like Diosa
was dangling her on a thread in front of us. The carrot. I had no
doubt she’d resort to the stick, if needed.

 “Okay,” I said.
And damn my chaotic Unseelie heart if I wasn’t a little bit
excited. Leandra squeezed my shoulder again, this time
reassuringly. She was in. “We’ll do it.”



Part Two

Sunshine Cult
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Chapter Nine

Happy Campers
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THE JEEP RUMBLED ALONG over the detritus of the
Mayfair woods.

Squished into the passenger seat with
Leandra, I considered how woefully unprepared we were for this—how
little information we were given, yes, but also how little
information Diosa seemed to have. I had so many questions
that elicited so few answers.

Dread pooled in my gut, so strong it was
almost tangible. The sun would rise soon. Already, we were pushing
the limits of the night. Diosa filled us in on as much as she
could—her “inside guy” would pretend to have found us and introduce
us to the cult, where we’d be offered the opportunity to stay with
them. I asked what happened if we said we didn’t want to stay.

I wished I hadn’t.

We were joining them to protect Beatrice,
but there was possibly more at stake than I was ready to handle. If
a group of vampires had moved into Mayfair without announcing
themselves and evicted the Woods Pack, what else were they capable
of?

Why can’t you send all your people after
them? I’d asked. It seemed efficient enough of a strategy to
me—hit ’em with the full force of Mayfair’s vampire population. The
bounty hunters might not be keen on working with Diosa after the
battle that had taken place at Vamp Central, but they could be
convinced to work together against an outside enemy.

We have to figure out how they’re doing
what they’re doing, Diosa had said. There is a secret method
to the sun gem production, and we won’t ever know once they’re
gone.

It must have been one hell of a secret
method.

I’d shot off an ominous text to Allie:
Going missing for a bit, will be back eventually. Don’t worry
about it. She’d responded with a simple ??? and didn’t
ask further questions—she must’ve been caught up in her own
stuff.

The “inside guy” drove the Jeep in the seat
next to mine. When we were told who it was, I had even more
questions.

Ren, who I’d mistakenly dismissed as Diosa’s
eye candy, caught me staring and gave me a wan smile.

She looked utterly
unintimidating—head-to-toe. More like a misguided early
twenty-something that never outgrew her teenage fashion sense. If
Leandra embodied vampire stereotypes with her velvet dresses, Ren
was pure Myspace meets bloodsucker. I’d be damned if she wasn’t
turned into a vampire at the crux of that era of the Internet. Her
platinum blond hair was separated into two buns placed high up, and
she was dressed in what looked like all leather and latex,
fishnets, and knee-high Converse. Smudgy black eyeliner pooled
under her eyes. Most curiously, she wore a cross around her neck
and had another tattooed on her thigh.

“Have you seen Death Note?” I asked
her after an entire car ride of sharing exasperated looks with
Leandra about our impending doom.

Ren rolled her hazel eyes at me. “I’m not
cosplaying Misa Amane. I just look like this.”

“I don’t know what that is,” Leandra said,
helpfully.

“Were you, like, inspired by her look, or
anything? It’s a bit uncanny.”

The Jeep came to a sudden stop, thrusting me
against Leandra. Our hips slammed into each other painfully. “Don’t
push my buttons,” Ren warned as she removed the keys from the
ignition. “I’m your only real friend on the inside. You’ll have
plenty of people there who will be nice to you and suck ass, but
you can’t trust them. I’m the only way you’ll get out of there
safely.”

Definitely too much bite to just be a side
piece.

“Why can’t you get into the inner circle?” I
snapped. “You’ve been there longer.”

“I’m on probation,” she said, her voice
laced with ice. “Don’t misbehave, or you will be, too.”

“Can we just keep going?” Leandra set her
head against the window.

Ren rolled the keys around her knuckles. “We
walk from here.” And then she jumped out of the car, even though we
were in the middle of the woods surrounded by nothing.

“Olympia,” Leandra hissed, “is this really
the only way to find Beatrice? Surely, we can scour the woods
ourselves for her.”

We didn’t have a locator spell. I didn’t
have Faerie to help. “Let’s just see what we can do. It’s not too
late to turn back.”

“It will be in half an hour,” she said, but
she opened the door and helped me down. She skulked ahead of us
into the forest—maybe to see if Beatrice would pop out from behind
a tree. It occurred to me that she’d been in Mayfair much longer
than I had. She’d know the woods’ great hiding places.

“I wanted to talk to you alone,” Ren said,
leaning against the side of the Jeep. “You’re a new vampire,
obviously.”

She said it so condescendingly that anger
flared through my Unseelie veins. “How long have you been
one? Can’t have been that long, with your early-aughts style.”

“Since two thousand seven.” Ren snorted. “I
think you picked up on that. They respect age in the cult. You’re
American, never lived in Europe, right?”

“Like you have?”

Ren crossed her arms over her chest.
“Leandra’s French. Born and raised, and then moved out. European
heritage, European culture, age. She has a much better chance of
getting into the inner circle than you.”

I huffed. “Why am I here, then?”

“Doubtful that she would leave you when you
need her so badly. Dee’s words, not mine.”

The truth of it hurt. I did need her, and
she wouldn’t have left me behind. “I can just tell her you said
that.”

“It doesn’t change anything,” she said. For
all her getup, her eyes were serious.

Impulse took over. “Why didn’t you mention
Diosa or the cult at Beatrice’s office?”

Her expression was hard to
read—embarrassment, maybe? I had a moment of lucidity where I
realized she thought we hadn’t recognized her. “I had a sole
purpose. Just snooping around, trying to figure out what Beatrice
had discovered and what she was most likely to investigate.”

“But you’re not actually her student, are
you?”

“No. I just did my research.” I remembered
how she’d convinced us that she knew her way around. She even
pointed me in the direction of a professor’s office. So she must’ve
been a good spy on the inside of this cult if she could play that
role so easily. A better actress than I was for sure. If Leandra
hadn’t pointed out that she was a vampire—if we hadn’t been
vampires ourselves—she might have flown under the radar.

But she’d been out and about at the witch
academy and then out with Diosa’s vamps at the supposedly shut-in
mall. “They let you leave that often?”

“I have some seniority,” she said, worrying
at her lipstick with her teeth. “Dee wanted to make sure she wasn’t
in danger.”

“What does Diosa really want, though?” And
what did she see in this wannabe goth girl still living in the
past?

“They never let her in on their secrets. She
wants you to get them. And she knows how important it is to Mayfair
to have them gone from these woods that belonged to the werewolves.
I understand your skepticism, but it’s not deeper than that.”

“She wants Leandra to get their
secrets,” I corrected.

“Right, but you’re a package deal.”

As though summoned by her name, Leandra’s
footsteps crunched against twigs and leaves as she approached us.
She stood frozen between two trees, taking in our aggressive
stances. “What’s going on here? Are you harassing my
girlfriend?”

Okay, I liked being a package deal.

“She’s bullying me.” Ren rummaged
around in her purse and extracted one foil package of pills. “Here,
you’re going to need this. Hide it somewhere safe. Their strategy
is to starve you out the first week to make sure you’re tough
enough for them. I’m sure you can survive it,” she said,
nodding to Leandra, “but you still need to be fed every few
hours.” The last part was directed at me.

I tucked them into my back pocket. I’d have
to move the pills somewhere else when we were inside. Hopefully
they didn’t do pat downs. “It’s going to be bad if they find it,
right?” I asked.

“Right,” Ren said, sighing. “You don’t want
to get in trouble before you’ve gained some clout with them.”

“Speaking from experience? Why are you on
probation?” Leandra asked.

“I thought that was obvious.” Ren swung the
car keys around her fingers. “I got Dee out.”

I didn’t like the sound of that. “Are you
sure she wasn’t…using you?”

“Yes,” Ren said sharply. “I am sure.”

“And why didn’t they just give you the
boot?”

“They need me,” she said. “You’ll see why.
Come on, we gotta go before the sun comes up.”

She turned on her heel and headed directly
into the heart of the forest, confident in exactly where she was
going. If there really was a cult here, they were incredibly
quiet—the only sounds around us were of nature, animals skittering
and branches snapping under our feet.

Leandra’s hand found mine as we walked
side-by-side behind Ren. I hoped we were close. The sky was
lightening by the second. I hated how I had to keep track of such a
simple thing. How many useless daylight hours there were in the
summer that I’d taken for granted my whole life.

“Are you okay?” Leandra asked.

“I’ll be fine.”

Her hand squeezed mine, reassuring.
“Whatever we have to do here, we’ll figure it out. We always
do.”

“I died the last time I tried to handle
something this big, though,” I said.

“Right. Well. Hard to die a second time,
isn’t it?”

“No shit.” It was so blunt that I had to
laugh. “Can’t believe I fell for you.”

“I can. I’m very charming,” she said with
her usual humility.

We didn’t notice that Ren stopped moving
until she cleared her throat. “If you’re done flirting, we’re
here.”

There was nothing “here.” Just trees and
more trees.

“This is why they keep me around.” Ren’s
eyes sparkled with something like pride. She reached into the air,
fingers fumbling as though grasping something that only she could
see. The air rippled as she pulled it aside like a curtain. There
was a soft glow from the newly opened triangle of space, like she’d
peeled back a portal in the middle of the woods.

“You did this?” Leandra whispered.

“I’m a witch,” she said, waggling her
fingers. “I disguise us, I move us. Without me, they’d be screwed.
Stuck in Europe forever.”

A witch and a vampire. It was rare to be two
things—I knew that from experience. I wondered if her vampirism
influenced her witch powers and vice versa like mine were so poorly
meshing for me. I was dying to sidle my way into her good graces
and figure out how to fix my magic. If anyone knew how to do it,
she was looking like a good candidate.

There were no new sounds from the opened
space, but I couldn’t help but feel like we were being watched.
“Can they hear us?” I asked.

“No, you can’t hear anything outside of the
barrier when you’re in it, or inside the barrier when you’re out of
it.” She dropped the curtain back; the space disappeared, replaced
by the trees of the forest. I wondered if the trees were an
illusion, or if somehow both spaces existed at once. The trees felt
real enough to me.

Ren clapped her hands together and turned to
us. “Do not, under any circumstances, call them a cult, and don’t
question any of their practices. Don’t trust anyone. They’re going
to put you in a cabin, probably together to show that they’re
friendly, but the starving out I mentioned applies to more than
just blood. They’re going to starve you of social interaction,
isolate you from the others, and you’ll be locked in all day long
until the initiation is over. Any questions?”

I should have been worrying about asking her
questions, but my mind was suddenly blank.

Leandra was the reasonable one. “Is there
any way to contact you once we’re in, or is this it? Are we on our
own?”

“They don’t have the rooms mic’d or
anything,” she said. “After the isolation week, you should be able
to go in my cabin. Of course, they all have great hearing, so don’t
talk about shit out in the open or you’ll get us all killed.”

“No pressure,” I murmured.

“I’ll keep you posted on anything I think
you need to know. You can’t let on that you know me from before
this.”

“We basically don’t know you.”

“True. Shall we, then?”

Without waiting for an answer, Ren pulled
back the sky again, parting the screen between the two realities,
and held it open. Leandra stepped in first and I followed. The
dreary twilight disappeared as Ren stepped in last and pulled it
shut behind her.

I didn’t know what I’d expected, but it
wasn’t this. The cult’s headquarters was less cult-y and more
nature-themed summer camp.

The forest around us was the same, except we
were now in a clearing, missing all the trees that had been there
before we entered this world. The sky was dark, but there were
lanterns everywhere, illuminating several small, staggered rows of
maybe two dozen homemade-looking log cabins. A stream that hadn’t
been there in the Mayfair woods existed in this alternate space;
rows of laundry were strung above it. It had not occurred to me
until then that we might be without electricity.

No one was out, making the place feel extra
eerie. I looked up at the sky in its mysterious darkness and
realized there was some kind of…domed force field, or a tinted
barrier that kept the sun at bay. Kind of ironic that they
worshipped the sun but had to shield themselves from it. Another of
Ren’s tricks, I was assuming. They must’ve been really pissed to
put her on probation and keep her out of their circle when she was
pulling this much weight.

“I’m taking you to the welcome cabin,” she
said. “They’ve probably all gone to sleep for daytime right now.
There’ll be someone on watch”—she waved to a figure standing in the
window of one of the cabins—“but we let the sun in during the day
when no one’s out so the plants will grow. The shield goes up when
someone opens their cabin door.”

“Plants?” I asked.

We passed them following Ren. The soil on
the ground looked like it didn’t belong—not the hard forest floor
but nice, rich dirt that had been transported from somewhere else.
The ground here, I noticed, also was transported from somewhere
else, phasing back out into the regular forest at the edge of the
clearing. Like the space had been split in two and we were on the
other side of the coin.

Kind of like being in Faerie, I thought
mournfully.

Ren strode up to one of the log cabins and
knocked on the door. “Nora?” she called. “Got some fresh meat.”

“Coming!” a friendly voice sing-songed from
inside the cabin.

“Look like I really did a number on you,”
Ren whispered, so quiet that I don’t think I would’ve heard it if I
didn’t have vampiric ears. She held her hand out, gesturing to my
dagger. I handed it to her, unease filling my gut at having my
weapon confiscated—but I could hardly have expected anything
else.

Then, I untangled my hand from Leandra’s and
did my best to look put-upon.

Nora wasn’t what I was expecting. She was
middle-aged with brown hair going gray and a full-mouthed smile of
perfectly straight, white teeth. And she was wearing a goddamn
sundress, of all things. The antithesis of Ren’s aesthetic.

“Oh, welcome, welcome!” Nora said. “I hope
Ren wasn’t too hard on you. What brings you to our neck of the
woods?”

As though we’d just stumbled upon them.

“They followed James back here,” Ren said. I
hoped no one would ask me what James looked like. “Said they saw
his truck. Kind of careless.”

Nora frowned. It pulled at the wrinkles on
her face in a way that made me sure she was exaggerating. “I’ll
talk to him. Y’all can come on in.” Her accent was unplaceable,
something that could have been vaguely Scottish to my untrained
ears.

She moved aside so we could enter the cabin.
We followed Ren in, single file, into a very homey cabin that
looked straight out of a bougie Airbnb listing—plush cushions in
front of an unseasonably lit fireplace, furs on the walls, stacks
of papers and books placed almost deliberately on a writing desk.
Ren sat in one of the four cushions by the fire and gestured for us
to follow.

“Are you interested in joining our group?”
Nora asked as she set a kettle over the fire. “It’s pretty
exclusive, but well worth the benefits. Is that why you were
following James?”

I glanced at Leandra. She was much better at
making shit up than I was. “We thought he looked suspicious,”
Leandra said. “Olympia here is a bounty hunter. We were tracking
down a vampire bounty together—turns out we were probably hunting
down a false lead.”

“Oh, a bounty hunter! How exciting.”

“Erm, very exciting.” She didn’t know the
half of it.

“We weren’t expecting anyone,” Nora said,
“so I’ll just have to set a cabin up for you real quick. Shouldn’t
be long, though. Please, help yourself to some tea. Make yourselves
at home.” Nora scooped tea leaves into three mugs for us and set
them at our feet. “Ren, you’ll serve them, won’t you? They look
awfully beat up.”

“My bad,” she said. “I didn’t know if they
were a threat.”

“Of course they aren’t.” Nora wiped her
hands on her dress. “I’ll be right back.”

The fire crackled between the three of us.
“You’d think she could serve something other than tea if everyone
here is a vampire. I haven’t really enjoyed tea since turning,” I
said. But maybe it was an acquired taste.

“Smell it.” Ren lifted the mug to my nose. I
took a deep whiff and got a big hit of iron. There was some kind of
dried blood in with the chamomile.

“Innovative,” Leandra said. “What do you
mostly do here?”

Her voice was genuinely inquisitive; she
winked at me. Already in character, in case anyone was listening. I
needed to do the same.

“After you go through initiation, you’ll be
assigned some tasks around the commune. We’ll make sure you’re
suitable for us out here, and then you can reap the benefits of
membership.” Ren smiled sharply. She didn’t mean exactly what she
said, but I couldn’t pick out the truths in her statement from the
falsities.

The kettle started to whistle. Ren got up
and dutifully poured us each a mug. “Drink up,” she said like a
command.

I brought the hot liquid to my lips and
drank from it. It was decent, actually, like flavored blood. The
blood seemed to be real. It was possible they had a deal with a
blood bank or some donors or something, if their influence was big
enough.

Nora came back then, dangling a key in front
of her. “This is the key to your cabin across the way. I’ll take
you there.”



Chapter Ten

Olympia Carter, Undercover Gardener
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NORA DROPPED US OFF ALONE at our new cabin. I tried
the doorknob to no avail; it had been locked from the outside.

Other than that, the cabin was relatively
normal. It was less spacious than Nora’s. Just three rooms: one
tiny bathroom, one with an unlit fireplace, and the main one with a
queen-sized bed. The furniture was rustic, even cozy. It looked
like it had been hand-built with supplies from the forest.

The problem was that there were no
windows.

The lack of windows and the self-latching
door were a bit scary for me. What were we supposed to do if there
was a fire? Burn to a crisp? By comparison, the starving out thing
hadn’t sounded urgent. I felt like I was starving all the time
anyway—how much hungrier could I get? Now, choking down a pill
every four hours as we sat there, bored out of our minds, reminded
me how much I really needed. How susceptible new vampires were to
losing their minds if they didn’t eat enough.

They’d left us with our phones, which seemed
like an oversight—until I noticed that there were no outlets in the
cabin and that my phone didn’t get service. At least they had some
inoffensive changes of clothes for us.

I wished I’d thought to bring Yuki. She
didn’t need to eat or anything, and she seemed to like Leandra’s
place, but I liked to have her company.

I paced the room until I’d made an
impression in the dirt floor. The sunlight that crept into the room
underneath the crack of the front door faded painfully slowly. By
the time it was fully gone, there was an automated clicking sound.
The lock, letting us out.

Right away, I rushed outside.

The place was similar at night—there were
old-fashioned lanterns everywhere and a crisp fire burned
fragrantly in the middle of the camp. The glow was warm and
welcoming. A dozen or so vampires filtered in and out of cabins,
chatting with one another.

It looked like they were having a good time,
I couldn’t help but notice. If this was a cult, whatever ugliness
it truly had was lying very, very deep under the surface.

Leandra stepped out next to me. “So?” she
said.

“People seem to like it here,” I
murmured.

“Things aren’t always what they seem.”

I recognized Nora across the camp. She said
goodbye to whoever she’d been talking to and made her way over to
us.

“James is horribly embarrassed that you
followed him back here,” she said with her usual friendly smile.
Once more, I was struck by how little she seemed like someone who
would buy into a cult—Nora was more like a mom who always left
gushy notes in her kids’ school lunch boxes even though it made
them groan. I had been wrong on first impressions before, of
course, but my intuition said she was completely harmless. She had
a sun hat on and held a basket of carrots like a human doppelganger
of Rabbit from Winnie-the-Pooh.

“James?” I asked, but Leandra nudged me.

“He’s the vampire you saw,” Nora said
patiently.

This was why I never went undercover. I
could not keep a backstory straight to save my life.

“Olympia, I thought you could join me to
harvest the crops. Leandra, we have you on cleaning duty. Oscar
will debrief you.”

A male vampire stepped forward with a bucket
and mop. I thought of Leandra’s clean lair and her reaction to the
disgusting conditions of The Scale & Ale. They could not have
picked a job she wanted to do less.

To her credit, she accepted the mop like it
was a bouquet of flowers.

“We’re separate?” I asked.

“Oh, but of course. We’ll have you do
different chores until we find ones you’re well-suited to. Everyone
contributes here in the commune.”

I cleared my throat. “Right.” I was
interested to dig in to some of the cult’s secrets and dynamics,
but I didn’t necessarily want to do it without Leandra by my
side.

As if she could sense my unease, Leandra
gave me a quick peck on the cheek and then followed Oscar away to
scrub toilets.

“You two are very cute together,” Nora said.
“How long has that been going on?”

Ren had said not to trust anyone, but I
still preened. The time I’d had with Leandra had been fraught with
literal life-or-death stakes, worldwide bounties, and an exile from
Faerie.

“Not all that long,” I said.

“I wouldn’t have been able to tell.”

I followed her to an area that had been
tilled recently. Leaves poked out of the ground, almost too perfect
to be real.

“This is Ren’s doing, like the visibility
filter. The plants grow year-round and they’re always in-season.
It’s like we have our own magical GMOs.”

It was a bummer that outing ourselves to the
human population would have disastrous consequences—that kind of
magic sounded like something that could solve world hunger. “That’s
cool, but why would you need plants? Do vamps here really eat
them?”

Nora smiled warmly as she set down her
basket. I crouched next to her.

“You ask such lovely questions,” she said. I
couldn’t tell if she was being sarcastic. “We hope to keep some
animals around, too, and this is the kind of thing they’ll need to
eat. But we also plan to build a relationship with the outer
community in that local town.”

“You mean Mayfair.”

“I forgot the name. Silly of me.” Nora
picked up some dirt-stained gardening gloves from the top of a
wooden crate.

“I thought this group favored isolation. Why
would you need to connect with the community?”

“So that they trust us,” she said. “We
already made a terrible mistake when we moved here. It was Linda’s
fault. She was supposed to scope out the area and make sure it was
completely uninhabited, but there was a werewolf pack here. Did you
know? They were very ruffled by our sudden appearance.”

I’d imagined an invasive force coming in and
deliberately pushing the Woods Pack out. This explanation gave me
pause. It wasn’t unreasonable; the wolves would be upset by someone
coming into their very private territory, probably enough to move.
Maybe this was why nobody had kicked up too much dirt about it.
There had been no big altercation.

Everything I thought I knew about this
place—and granted, there wasn’t much—shifted. How likely was it
that everything had been a misunderstanding? Diosa wouldn’t send me
here for no reason, but it was entirely possible she had another
agenda.

Had she lied about Beatrice investigating
the cult?

I followed Nora’s instructions for how to
dig up the plants and what to do with the soil after. Between
growing up in Faerie and working in retail in cities my whole life,
I’d never actually grown crops myself the non-magical way.

“You’re very good at this, but I am
surprised you didn’t know how before,” Nora said.

“Why’s that?”

“Because you’re a fairy, of course.
Unseelie?”

I straightened myself. Sweat clung to my
skin, making me feel sticky and gross. “Uh, yeah.”

“I thought so. Makes sense that you would
have a knack for planting.”

I didn’t feel like getting into my
complicated relationship to magic just now. “Thanks.”

“We do eat them, sometimes.” She lifted her
basket of produce—potatoes had joined the carrots. “We’ve been
experimenting with using remnants of blood with the vegetables to
be more filling.”

“Like the tea.”

“Very observant!” she said, and she sounded
delighted.

The swell of pride rose in my chest before I
realized what she was doing. Maybe it was the motherly vibe, but
she was buttering me up by complimenting me for little,
bare-minimum things like pulling a carrot out of the ground or
noticing there was blood in the tea she’d fed me. I’d bought right
into it. A psychologist could probably tell you how my own mother’s
expectations made me particularly vulnerable to this strategy, but
Nora didn’t talk like this to Leandra, so it was like she’d seen
right through to my weakness.

I was on edge after that. Every question of
hers irked me—I sifted through every word, looking for alternate
meanings and hidden agendas.

It made sense that they’d sent me here and
Leandra to clean. They probably assumed I had a supernaturally
green thumb and could help with the crops. Little did they know, I
have scrubbed many more toilets than Leandra.

I did like this job, to be fair. Getting my
hands dirty in the cool soil, harvesting potatoes that had grown
from just a seed. It always struck me as a sort of miracle that
humans had figured out how to do this before advanced
technology.

She didn’t break the silence or ask me more
about being a fairy, though I imagined she was intrigued. My own
curiosity got the best of me. “Have you met any other fairy
vampires before?”

A pause. “I think you might be the only
one.” She didn’t make eye contact when she said it, instead
brushing her hands off on her sundress, smearing dirt into the
sunflower pattern. “Why do you ask?”

Because I needed help. Desperately. I
observed Nora, sweating in the nighttime heat. Her seemingly
genuine smile. Though I shouldn’t have trusted her, my instincts
were that I could tell her a little about myself. She’d find out my
fairy magic sucked soon anyhow. “Actually…I’m not sure being a
fairy is compatible with vampirism.”

She grunted. “I imagine not. Fairies are
about growth. Vampires are about death.”

“And yet here you are, growing things.”

Nora beamed. “We like to defy expectations
here.”

“I can see that.” Though whether they were
defying vampire expectations or my own for what a cult looked like,
I couldn’t tell.

“If you have problems, you could ask
Ren.”

The suggestion took me by surprise. I’d had
the same thought myself, but hearing it from her was validating.
“Do you think she could help?”

“She’s a witch and a vampire. There are
probably conflicts there, too. Just an idea. Maybe she can help you
overcome whatever troubles you’re having with incompatibility.”

But why would Nora direct me to seek out
Ren, if Ren was on probation and had snuck out another member? It
didn’t make sense. In fact, none of this added up. Wasn’t she
scared Ren could help me get out? Didn’t she suspect even a tiny
bit that Leandra and I were plants? (Pun not intended.) Diosa was
still out there, after all. While Nora may not have even remembered
Mayfair’s name, it seemed like people left their base here often.
There was no way she didn’t know about Diosa’s influence in
town.

My questions went unanswered. We brought our
haul to a cabin that smelled earthy and then organized the
vegetables on tables dusty with dirt. Nora explained to me that
they would wash them and then do whatever they really did with the
vegetables. I wasn’t convinced she’d been honest with me about
their usage, but I couldn’t fathom what nefarious things you could
do with a homegrown carrot. An impromptu weapon, maybe.

Just like that, the day ended the same way
it began. I went back into the cabin and the doors locked behind
me. Leandra was already there looking particularly put-upon.

“Not a fun day deep-cleaning the cabins?” I
ventured. I didn’t expect this kind of labor to mesh with her
well.

“It’s not that.” She started to say
something else and then shook her head. “How was your day? Did you
find anything?”

“This place is as innocuous as it could be,”
I said. “Nora showed me how much planting they do. It’s allegedly
to give back to the local community. I hardly get the impression
anyone here is hiding anything important. They don’t even seem
suspicious of us.”

Leandra held a finger to her lips. I hadn’t
bothered lowering my voice for that last part. “Isn’t it odd that
the vampires here are too nice? Where are they getting blood from?
I didn’t see tablets in anyone’s rooms.”

That was interesting, but maybe not
surprising. It wasn’t like they would have hemoglobin tab
deliveries out here in the forest. “Did you find anything
interesting?”

She frowned. “There are different kinds of
cabins. There were ones like ours. Windowless and only keeping to
basic toiletries. And then there are nicer ones that have windows
and built-in bookshelves and other amenities.” The built-in
bookshelf sounded right up Leandra’s alley, I thought. She was
probably missing her collection back home.

“Are the people in the nicer cabins higher
up in the cult rankings?”

“Yeah. Pretty sure it’s tiered. We’re in a
newbie cabin. There are a couple others like this, not all
occupied. They didn’t let me go near the really nice ones.”

“How did Nora’s cabin compare?”

“I don’t think that was hers. That was a
welcome cabin or something.”

“She happened to be in it when we got here,”
I pointed out.

“I know. I think they have a welcome
committee rotation. There was some other guy in there today. James,
I think.”

“So Nora lives in one of the nicer
cabins?”

“They all look the same on the outside.
Other than the windows. But yes, I think so. There were several at
the northern end that Oscar told me to leave alone. He said they
have their own cleaning people. I’m sure he wanted me to stay out
of it in case I found something.”

“Of course you would get the more useful
task between the two of us.”

“Well, you got to play in dirt. I got bleach
on my dress. I would say yours is more fun.” She sat down on the
bed. There was a weariness to her posture; not just the general
weariness she’d had since she started taking care of me and letting
me feed from her, but the kind that came with a day of hard labor.
“There was a safe in one of the nicer cabins. Combo safe. I think
it belonged to someone kind of important. Probably not someone in
the inner circle.”

“That’s a lead, though,” I said.

“They had gardening gloves in there.”

Finally, a chance to be useful. “I can
probably figure out whose cabin it is. Maybe we can crack the
code.” This crowd didn’t strike me as the kind that would leave
their passwords out like Beatrice, though.

“You look pale,” Leandra said.

I felt it, too. I’d snuck a tab into a
pocket of my jeans to take sneakily during the day, but I’d
stretched my limits. Leandra got back up to pour me a glass of
water to dissolve a tab into. If I had to take them, I preferred to
just swallow them—they were so unpleasant that taking too long with
the flavor meant I wasn’t likely to finish. But the gesture was too
kind to say no to. I took a tentative sip and forced my face not to
scrunch up like a college student throwing back their first tequila
shot.

The bed sank when she sat next to me. I
forced myself to drink more of the synthetic blood.

“Olympia,” Leandra said, “I have a bad
feeling about this place.”

I didn’t know how to tell her that I didn’t
feel the same.



Chapter
Eleven

Blood Tab Blues
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THE NEXT NIGHT WAS MUCH the same as the first—now
dressed like human farmers, Leandra and I set out into the camp to
do our respective planting and cleaning. It was more than a little
comical to see Leandra in a pale, ratty T-shirt and denim overalls
rather than the black velvet she usually opted for.

Even though Nora claimed we would be doing
different things until we found suitable tasks, Leandra must have
pretended to like cleaning pretty hard. They assigned her to it
again. I hoped she’d discover something useful again.

I followed Nora’s instructions as closely as
I could as I looked for other candidates who might own the gloves
Leandra had found. Some people worked nearby, but none of them did
tasks that required gardening gloves. Confusing. Unless it was
Nora’s cabin. Today, Nora wore the same pair she had yesterday; I
would have to ask Leandra what the ones she found looked like.

I searched for openings in the conversation
to ask about who else helped Nora with the gardening, but it never
came up naturally. In fact, Nora kept the conversation almost
intentionally bland, like she knew that there was something I
desperately wanted to ask. Halfway through the night, she took out
a Hydro Flask and chugged from it. The smell of blood hit me from
several feet away.

Seemingly, she was a good hostess, but she
offered me none of the blood, nor advice on where I could get some.
I wondered if she was waiting for me to ask. It hardly seemed like
if I did, she would say no.

Just when I’d gained the courage to bring it
up, she said, “You know, you’re awfully strong for a new vampire.
If I’d starved myself for days at your ripe vampire age, I would be
half-feral right now, sucking squirrels dry in the woods.”

My tongue felt thick and awkward in my
mouth. I struggled with something to say. “It might be a fairy
thing. And I had such a big meal before I got here.”

“Well, there certainly wasn’t enough in the
tea I gave you to hold you over this long.”

Damn. No one had told me I needed to pretend
to be weak. I hadn’t thought of it myself, either. I’d been under
the impression that they wanted me to prove my strength, not that
they wanted to see me at my lowest. But maybe if I wasn’t
struggling, they didn’t think I had to work hard for it, and they
would try taking away something else. Like Leandra. I really hadn’t
thought of that, and now I was blowing my damn cover before I even
made progress.

“How do we feed around here?” I
ventured.

Instead of responding, Nora laughed. I felt
silly for asking; I kept slipping, forgetting that the kind person
I spent all my waking hours with wasn’t as friendly as she
pretended to be.

“You don’t know how to feed yet?” Nora asked
after her giggle fit had ended. She said it so kindly, like she
meant to gently haze me, that it threw me off for a second. I had
to remind myself that she was intentionally keeping me unfed. That
this information was being withheld from me, and Nora was in on
it.

Distracted, I brought the vegetables to the
cabin where they prepared them. Nora taught me how to clean them in
batches. Smelling the blood in her Hydro Flask made me even
hungrier than I already was. I was sure she’d drained the bottle,
but I swore I could still smell the traces of blood.

When I was seriously considering stealing
the Hydro Flask to lick its insides, I excused myself to the
bathroom to sneak the pill I’d stashed in my pocket.

“Good timing. I have to use the bathroom,
too,” Nora said, and followed me.

I was self-conscious of the fact that she
could hear me. At least I hadn’t brought out the pack; the foil
ripping would have given me away. I nearly gagged when I tucked the
pill under my tongue and waited for it to dissolve a bit. The taste
hadn’t improved at all since I’d first taken one. When it was mushy
and disgusting, I pushed the tablet to the back of my throat and
swallowed.

It seemed too loud of a swallow. The toilet
in the stall next to mine flushed. I wondered again that they had
indoor plumbing but no electricity. I would have guessed that they
would have both or neither.

“Are you okay in there?” Nora asked. I had
zoned out; she’d already washed her hands, and I was still standing
in the stall. I hadn’t even taken down my overalls.

“Uh, yes, sorry. Just…having trouble.” I
didn’t know if it was worse that I’d insinuated I had a shy
bladder, or that I now had to unhook metal clasps very audibly. I
peed quickly, listening for any sign that Nora had left the
bathroom, but there was nothing. When I opened the door, she was
standing right outside the stall. “Oh, Jesus. You almost gave me a
heart attack.”

“That’s not possible,” she said with a
smile. It was the same motherly smile, but underneath…underneath
was like the kind of smile my real mom might give me. Something a
little judgmental.

I maneuvered myself around her to get to the
sinks.

The oil lamp above them flickered. Once
again, I thought about how flammable this whole place was. There
were no mirrors in the bathroom, which made sense, because why
would anybody here need them? I flicked the excess water off into
the sink, and when I turned, Nora was right there in my personal
space.

“Um,” I said.

“While we’re alone, I had something I wanted
to talk about with you.”

We’d been alone all day. Did she mean
while no one can hear you scream?

“I have been alive for three hundred and two
years. Did you think you could hide things from me?” In discordance
with her words, her tone was pleasant, like she’d just offered to
refill the soap rather than accuse me of keeping something from
her.

As a result, panic settled in later than it
should have. I tried not to show my unease. There were several
things I was hiding; the last thing I needed was to show her the
wrong one. “What do you mean?” I asked.

“I suppose that it’s my fault for never
telling you the rules.” She leaned closer, even though the bathroom
was spacious. “We only do things organically here. You brought
something inorganic back with you from outside.”

My phone? My clothes? “Listen, I know most
clothes are made overseas by sweatshops. I wasn’t really in a
financial position to do anything about that until recently. My
jean jacket was a gift from—”

“Not your clothes. Why would I mean your
clothes? The rest of us aren’t naked, are we?” She laughed
lightly.

“Um, I guess not. What did I have that was
inorganic?”

Nora removed something from the big pocket
in the middle of her overalls. It took me a half-second to realize
what she was holding—the oil lamps’ light reflected off of it
brightly. Foil.

A foil package of hemoglobin tablets.

“That’s not mine,” I said instinctively,
like I was fifteen again, hiding my weed stash from my parents.

“This was found in your pillowcase. We don’t
eat these disgusting things here. Our goal is to live off the land.
Don’t you see how much we’re thriving with this lifestyle? We can’t
have things like this within the borders of our sanctuary. That
doesn’t align with the Order’s goals.”

I’d never seen anyone searching the rooms.
Then again, the reason Leandra found out about the safe was from a
routine cleaning. Why hadn’t I thought they would search the
rooms?

Nora interpreted my silence as me feeling
chastised. Her voice grew soft. “I know it’s different in here. We
all make mistakes. I’ll confiscate these…unsanctioned items…for
now, but don’t let anything like this happen again. This is your
only strike.”

Time to change tactics. “Nora,” I said
sweetly, “I had no idea that was against the rules. I’m a new
vampire, like you said. I need the extra help until I can live off
the land like you all do.”

There was a tightness around her eyes when
she smiled. “Why did you lie to me about your last feeding?”

“Did I?”

“Yes.”

“I guess I was embarrassed that I needed the
help. I’m so used to doing things on my own.”

“That, I believe. You’re so strong. I
believe you won’t need these.” She stepped back then. I hadn’t
noticed I wasn’t breathing until she did. “Should we get back to
work?”

“Yes.”

“Great,” she said. I followed the trail of
the tablets with my eyes as she tucked them back into her
pocket.

 


❧

 


“We have to tell Ren,” Leandra said the second I
told her about the confiscated tablets. “We can’t be here while
you’re so new. I feel so—so stupid. It’s not like Diosa couldn’t
have sent someone else in here to do this.”

I felt stupid, too. I was so used to
vampires being outwardly hostile that I’d let Nora be nice to my
face and stab me behind the back. “Nora told me I should reach out
to Ren about my fae magic.” I stretched off of the bed and over the
floor. My hand shook a bit when I touched the dirt. The comforting
presence of the trees surrounding this clearing couldn’t touch me
in this odd pocket dimension, but I could feel Nora’s plants, at
least.

“Go to Ren’s cabin, now.”

“She probably doesn’t have a second
pack.”

“She might be able to sneak you out to get
one. You have to go before the doors lock.”

They could lock at any minute. Last time
we’d come back, they’d locked right away.

How did the doors really work? It didn’t
make sense that they would be the only thing hooked up to
electricity, especially if the members of the cult really had DIY’d
all the building. Too much wiring to deal with. Ren had said that
the sun came through the shield when all of the doors were
closed—that opening them triggered the shields going up. The
locking mechanism had to be tied to her magic.

So there was unlikely to be an alarm if the
door somehow opened. Or if there was, it was possible only Ren
would be notified, and she’d know it was just us.

I picked my jean jacket off of the bed and
opened the door just a crack, sliding the material of a sleeve over
the lock, and then tried to close it. It wouldn’t go all the way,
but it would look closed from afar.

“What are you doing?” Leandra asked.

“We’re on a time crunch now,” I said. “We’re
going out tonight.”

Leandra tapped her fingers against her
nightstand. She was seated on the bed, resting for the day already.
“We don’t even know who the safe belongs to.”

“It’s got to be Nora,” I said. “Or someone
who’s not here anymore. Nobody else gardens with us. There aren’t
any tasks around here that require gardening gloves.”

“If it is Nora, what would the code
be?”

The noise of the locking mechanism sucked
the air out of the room.

“That better not have ruined the jacket,”
Leandra said. “I embroidered it for you myself.”

That was news. “Did you really?”

“Of course. I love you.”

I grunted. Our relationship had been a lot
different back then. Which is to say, she wasn’t considering dating
me at all when she’d gifted me the jacket. At the time, she’d said
it was just to get into my pants.

It had worked.

A bright light came under the crack of the
door. That meant no one else was out. I really hoped that the magic
that activated the shield still worked even though I messed with
the door—otherwise, this could be the last door I ever opened.

The doorknob turned when I tried it. When I
pulled it open ever so slightly, the light outside turned off like
a giant fridge door had just closed over us.

“They’re going to know someone’s outside,”
Leandra hissed.

“It could be any of them. Show me the
cabin?”

“Wait.” Leandra shifted to the end of the
bed. She met my gaze and pulled down the sleeve of her shirt,
exposing the long expanse of her neck and the curve of her
collarbone.

I hated the reaction it stirred in me.

I pushed the door back over the jean
jacket.

Without meaning to, my legs moved closer to
her of their own accord. Leandra’s eyes flashed red. They were
rimmed with red, too—not the kind that vampires got when they’d fed
recently, but the kind anyone had when they were tired. Nutrient
deficient, too, maybe. Shakily, I reached out and grazed her cheek
with my thumb.

“I appreciate the offer,” I said with
effort, “but I can’t feed from you.”

“You won’t be able to hold off on that for
much longer. Might as well get it over with.” She tugged the shirt
farther down, revealing the rest of her shoulder. I bent down to
kiss the bare skin there, smooth against my lips. “If you don’t
now, you could hurt me later. You’ll be too hungry to control
it.”

I knew she was right. She knew the argument
would work against me. I set one knee down on the mattress and then
the other on either side of her thighs. The pulse of her dead heart
jumped against my fingers when I touched her neck.

Her hands slid around my waist, pulling me
close. I kissed her soft mouth first, and her agile tongue slid
between my lips. Gently, I tilted her chin back so I could access
her neck. I pressed my mouth to her skin, the sound of her
breathing in my ear making my entire body feel alert, electric.
Leandra moaned when I just barely grazed my tongue against her
skin. Vampire pheromones.

A raised texture against my tongue gave me
pause. I backed up a few inches and stared at two faintly pink
bumps on her neck.

A scar from a feeding that hadn’t been there
before.

A scar that should have healed.

I jumped away from her as though I’d been
burned. Her dark hair was mussed from the interaction, her lips
plump from kissing. She looked at me with what could only be called
bedroom eyes.

“I’ve been feeding too much,” I gasped. The
hunger coursed through me. “Why aren’t you healing?”

“It’s been…slower,” she admitted. “But I’m
still healing. You don’t have to worry.”

“We’re out here where it’s super dangerous.
What if someone hurts you and you just die?”

“That’s not going to happen. I can’t die
unless I’m staked or blasted by the sun, same as you.”

Willfully not getting the point. “I don’t
want you to suffer, either.”

“Life is suffering.”

“Save me the melodramatics.”

She pouted. “Don’t you want my red-hot
blood, pumping through my veins like—”

“And don’t spout your weird, tempting,
book-description sex words at me!”

“Fine.” Leandra tugged the shirt back over
her shoulder. “We can go to the cabin first. But you have to
promise me you’ll feed after.”

“Maybe she has a stash of blood we can
steal.” The more I thought about this, the better of an idea it
seemed. Maybe she had an entire pantry of Hydro Flasks brimming
with fresh blood. My mouth watered at the thought.

“Well, if she doesn’t.” Leandra tilted her
head. I could still see the scar from here. There was no way that
the vampire she worked with all day hadn’t noticed it.

They knew she was my weakness.



Chapter
Twelve

Some Light Breaking & Entering

[image: ]

EVEN THROUGH THE WINDOWS, NORA’S cabin looked nicer
than ours. There were lights on inside—still the kind of flickering
shadows that came with candle flame, so Nora didn’t have
electricity, either. We had to lure her out somehow.

“Can you scream really loud or something?”
Leandra whispered.

We opted for something much more childish
after a quiet but heated debate. We ding-dong ditched her.

I knocked on the front door of the cabin and
then ran, my combined strength and speed from my vampirism and fae
powers carrying me away from it far faster than Leandra would have
been able to go. Brief exhilaration filled me at the realization
that there were some ways my new powers did work in my favor.

I watched around the corner from several
cabins away as Nora opened the door and stepped outside. She wasn’t
wearing her motherly clothes anymore; instead, she was dressed in
see-through lingerie with a robe. What would we do if Nora had
company of the intimate variety tonight?

She looked left, then right. And then she
scratched her head.

A wolf howled in the distance.

That caught Nora’s attention. She closed the
cabin behind her as she went off to investigate.

“That was lucky,” I said to Leandra.

“What the fuck do you think you’re
doing?”

Ren glared down from right behind us. I
jumped half a foot in the air. My jaw worked to say something to
excuse our behavior, but I hardly could. We were outside when we
weren’t supposed to be.

“There’s a safe in Nora’s cabin,” Leandra
said. “We were going to investigate.”

“Jesus fucking Christ. Why would you do
something so risky? Are you stupid?” Ren pressed her fingertips to
her eyelids. “I had to mimic a wolf sound to lure her away.”

“That wasn’t a real wolf?” I asked
sheepishly.

“I can’t believe Dee thought you could do
this. I have to go tell her she way overestimated you. We
can’t hear noises from outside the encampment, can we?”

That would be why Nora was so eager to
investigate the noise. She’d brought up the Woods Pack almost
guiltily that one time—maybe she thought they were coming back with
a vengeance to attack the commune. Cult, I mean.

“If you’re going to get yourselves killed
and ruin this entire mission, be my guest. Try not to implicate me
when you throw yourselves on your swords.”

The insinuation of our incompetence made my
blood simmer. “Mission? Are we spies now?”

“You’re working undercover, aren’t you?” Ren
snapped. “Try to act like it. Why are you investigating some random
safe? What does that have to do with Beatrice? I bet I know what’s
in it.”

“What, then?” Leandra asked.

“A necklace with a sunshine ruby,” Ren said.
“Same as Diosa has. But you couldn’t be bothered to ask, could
you?”

“We weren’t supposed to reach out to you,” I
said.

“No, you weren’t supposed to put
yourselves in danger. You were supposed to be the ones who
infiltrated the inner circle, not the ones who get caught sneaking
around someone’s cabin. You could be killed.”

I balked. “We’re the ones getting
access to the inner circle, or Leandra is?”

Leandra’s eyes flashed. “What are you
talking about?”

“I never had a chance at getting in,
according to Ren. You’re our best bet for it.”

Ren stared at me. I stared back. “Olympia
isn’t likely to enter the inner circle because she’s too new. You
fit their requirements to a T.”

“Why doesn’t Diosa have another old European
vampire to send after this group?”

“Patricia was part of this,” Ren said. I
remembered Diosa reaching down into Patricia’s crushed skull to
extract a gem from her hair. Just the memory of it made me woozy.
“Patricia’s the one who convinced them to move here.”

“Fuck,” I said. I hadn’t actually pictured
Patricia as part of this group, even when Diosa mentioned her
involvement. Even after her death, Patricia was still fucking
things up in Mayfair. “How deep does this go?”

“The point is that Leandra is quite
literally Patricia’s people, no? She knows how these vamps work.
She knows what makes them tick,” Ren said.

If Leandra was impressed by the compliment,
she didn’t show it. “You have got to be more upfront with us about
these things.” Like me, she was probably thinking about when her
and I had not communicated properly about a werewolf’s death. A
minor miscommunication that had snowballed into multiple killings
and made her into a fugitive.

“Do you have a necklace?” I asked.

Ren huffed. “No. And I don’t expect either
of you will get one.” She glanced behind her. “I can enchant the
windows of the nearby cabins so that they don’t see us, but we have
to be quick if you want to get your hands on that safe.” She
stalked off to the nearest cabin. That was interesting. She must’ve
been curious about the safe, too.

Our magical advantage didn’t give us any
better of an idea of what the code would be.

We waited for Ren in silence. I clasped
Leandra’s hand in my own. When Ren came back a few seconds later,
Leandra gave me such an expressive look that it was like she’d said
what she was thinking: that I needed to tell Ren about the blood
tablets while she could still do something about them. I shook my
head. This was more important.

Silent as predators, the three of us covered
the distance back to Nora’s cabin.

“She’ll leave the area to check if there are
werewolves, even though I’ve told her repeatedly it’s impossible to
hear things outside,” Ren said. I wondered if that was an essential
part of the magic or just a failsafe Ren made up as a limitation to
keep them from knowing too much. She was much cleverer than I’d
originally given her credit for. “You have maybe ten minutes.”

Ren grazed the door of Nora’s cabin with her
forefinger. The lock unlatched audibly.

Leandra stepped in first, looking either
way—maybe for that potential lover Nora had over. Or, hey, maybe
Nora just liked to lounge around her home in cute lingerie. Who was
I to judge?

My leg fell asleep at the doorway—I couldn’t
go all the way in. Maybe another magic thing that Ren had done on
the more important cabins. But then, it should have affected
Leandra, too.

“Can you deactivate whatever spell this is?”
I asked.

A dark expression crossed Leandra’s
face.

“You’ve got to be kidding me. How exactly
did you plan on getting in?” Ren said.

Uncomprehending, I looked between the two of
them.

“You can’t cross the threshold because you
haven’t been invited. It’s private property,” Leandra said.

The revelation made me dizzy. How was I
supposed to sneak around undercover if I couldn’t break into
private residences? How was I supposed to do my bounty hunting job
if I couldn’t, either? All the mark would have to do is hide in
their own home and not invite me in. No wonder vampires didn’t like
to be bounty hunters.

“Can you go in and open a window so I can
see what’s going on?” I asked.

“Millennials,” Ren muttered as she followed
Leandra into the cabin.

The door closed behind them. I followed the
perimeter of the cabin until I got to a window with a soft light
emitting through sheer curtains. Quietly, I tapped on the
glass.

The curtain parted.

It was neither Leandra nor Ren, but a man in
a haphazard state of dress. He looked vaguely familiar in the face
area, but his extremely pale chest with its dark tufts of uneven
hair distracted me. Fangs poked out over his top lip—a vampire with
a little bit of an overbite.

His mouth opened in surprise. I imagine mine
looked much the same. One second, he was completely still, and in
the next, he bolted for the door.

I ran to the front door of the cabin. It
opened with a bang, and then the vampire tumbled out with
Ren clutching him roughly by the back of the neck.

“What the fuck, Barty?” she demanded in a
hiss.

“Barty?” I asked. It was an unimpressive
name for a vampire.

Leandra’s voice filtered in from farther
inside the cabin. “Why does that sound familiar?”

“I practically live here,” he said. “I’m
Nora’s boyfriend.”

Ren snorted. “Nora doesn’t have a boyfriend.
You’re a plaything at best.”

“Ask him if he can invite me in,” I
hissed.

“Are you serious?”

“He said he lives here!”

“Invite her in, dumbass,” Ren said in his
ear.

“I won’t do that.”

Finally, Leandra’s words registered. The
name did sound familiar. Where the hell had I heard it before? I
thought back over the last several days. They’d felt as long as
several lifetimes.

Something clicked. “Do you have a demon
girlfriend who thinks you ran out on her?”

Even in the dim light, his face grew several
shades paler. “Fine. Come in.”

Tentatively, I inched my foot toward the
door. No odd falling asleep sensation. I could go inside.

I hoped whatever magic Ren used on the
cabins was sufficient to keep other people from observing us. We
had caused quite a ruckus already, and it wasn’t likely to end now
that we had a witness.

The four of us shuffled into the foyer of
the cabin. The inside was generic, if a bit decadent. There were
some trinkets along the fireplace—action figurines I didn’t
recognize—that made the space feel somewhat more lived in.

“You can’t tell Whitney,” Barty was saying
to Ren. “She’ll flay me alive.”

“I have no idea who that is,” Ren said. She
dropped him to the floor. “You guys know this twerp too?”

“He has a kill bounty listed,” Leandra
said.

“The one Dee covered for? How could that be
him? He’s brand-spanking-new. That’s great for the commune’s cover.
I’ll be sure to inform Nora about that when I get a chance.” Ren
shifted a rug that Barty’s body had crumpled with the toe of her
boot. “Go get the safe, Leandra.”

Leandra wandered off to retrieve it, leaving
the three of us alone.

“They starved him out for initiation,” I
said with wonder. “And he got out and attacked his girlfriend for
blood?”

“If he did escape this place, they didn’t
tell me about it. I think Dee just rushed to cover up anything to
do with the cult so that the council didn’t suspect anything. She
didn’t give me a name. It probably wasn’t important to her.” Ren
tilted her head at him. Maybe her being on probation meant that she
didn’t get the inside scoop here. A newbie escaping seemed like it
should have been a bigger deal.

But it didn’t explain why he would’ve had
one of those gems already. “How did he attack her in the sunlight,
though, if he’s so close to initiation?”

Ren’s eyes flashed. “Older European vampire.
They get in easily.”

“This pathetic chump?” And in so little
time?

As if to prove my point, he was shaking a
bit, watching us with wide eyes.

“Where’s your gem?” Ren demanded.

Leandra returned empty-handed. “The safe’s
connected to the wall. Won’t come out unless I rip it out, which
doesn’t seem like a good idea.”

“Y-you’re going to rob Nora?” Barty
asked.

Leandra shrugged. “What’s worth keeping in a
safe?”

“Where is your goddamn gem?” Ren asked
between clenched teeth.

He touched the space between his
collarbones. There was nothing there; no necklace, not even a
shirt. “I don’t have one.”

“Yes, you do. You were outside during the
day. How did you do it without a necklace?”

Leandra caught my gaze across the room. I
got the sense that we were thinking the same thing. Necklaces that
let vampires walk in the sun. It hardly seemed possible, even with
all the evidence at hand. I couldn’t fathom how powerful the magic
in those gems needed to be to bypass one of vampirism’s biggest
weaknesses. I’d have to see it with my own eyes to really believe
it.

We filtered into the bedroom. On top of a
dresser, a small black was indeed caulked to the wall—but it
probably took less than vampiric strength to rip out. Maybe Nora
was very sure of the security of her cabin. But then why bother
caulking it at all?

“Any idea what the code would be?” Leandra
asked Barty.

“You guys didn’t even figure out the code
before attempting this?” Ren sat down on the bed, defeated.

Trembling, Barty made his way over to
Leandra. “I know the PIN.” She leaned away from him as though he
smelled bad. “But Nora also knows when the safe is opened. She’ll
be aware someone broke in.”

“What if we pin the blame on you?” I
suggested.

“She won’t believe that. I promised not to
do it again.”

“You stole her gem,” Ren guessed. “That’s
how you were able to get out. Son of a bitch.”

“She forgave me,” he insisted, as though he
needed to convince himself.

“Just put the damn code in,” Ren said.

His shaky fingers moved to set the numbers
in place. I watched with awe. The number he entered was a
four-digit year—three hundred and two years ago. The top-secret
code was just her birthday. Not exactly the height of security.

The door of the safe clicked. A deeper
thunk sound emitted from somewhere below us. “What the fuck
was that?”

“That’s why she’ll know I opened it,” Barty
said. “Oh, God.”

“We have to get out of here right now.” Ren
grabbed Leandra’s shoulder and then mine, nudging us toward the
door. “That was too loud. She’s going to come running back.”

Leandra wrenched from her grasp. The safe
door smacked against metal, a loud pinging noise that could
certainly be heard outside. She reached in and extracted a bright
red gem on a string, glowing so brightly it was hard to look
at.

I looked at her face instead. The red
reflected against her skin, luminous in her irises. I had a
visceral memory of the scene from Aladdin where the monkey
sees treasure in the Cave of Wonders. Fear struck me like a
physical force, not because we were at risk of being caught, but
because I recognized that look on her face.

She wanted one for herself.

Ren snatched it out of her hand and threw it
back into the safe. “Let’s go, Leandra. Right now.”

Dazed, Leandra blinked a couple of times.
And then she followed Ren out of the cabin.

 


❧

 


Sitting on the bed in our locked cabin next to
Leandra was an exercise in agony. I felt like if I didn’t get
outside, I was going to crawl out of my skin. Increasingly, my
thirst stole my attention like a frequent guest, pulling at my
veins and aching at my gums, demanding to be quenched.

“We’ve learned nothing about Beatrice,” I
said. “I don’t understand anything about this place. Diosa and Ren
keep calling it a cult. What about it makes it a cult?”

Up to that point, Leandra had been quiet,
staring off into the distance. “It’s isolated. Cut off from
society. Strict rules for how to live and act.”

“That’s the thing, though. Wasn’t the Woods
Pack like that? How is this any different? What makes something a
cult? A charismatic leader who abuses power? I don’t even know who
the leader of this community is, or if there even is one. We only
seem to be interacting with the small fish around here. I haven’t
had any ideology pushed on me and nobody has forced me into a blood
pact. They let people leave and interact with Mayfair and the
outside world. So what about it makes it a cult?”

“The sun worship?” Leandra offered up. “I
don’t exactly have Wikipedia at my disposal to research cult
characteristics.”

I thought of the noise that resounded in the
floor when we snuck into the cabin. “There’s something underneath
Nora’s place,” I said.

“Yes, probably. Or you set off some booby
trap she had in place so she’d know if someone broke into her
safe.”

“Are you not curious about this?”

She settled a hand on my thigh. “We don’t
have answers to what makes this place a cult. If Diosa thought that
was something we should know, then we would know it.”

“She used Beatrice to get us here,” I said.
“But we haven’t seen any signs of her. Do you think she lied?”

“It’s possible.” Leandra squeezed my thigh.
“But her girlfriend’s life is kind of on the line here. Would she
put her in unnecessary danger by having her look after us?”

That was a good point. “What can we do
next?”

“We need to get back into the safe.”

I tried to read the expression on her face—a
little distant, like her mind was somewhere far away. Possibly back
in Nora’s cabin, holding that gem. “Do we? It was just the gem in
there, right? What else is there to look into?”

She was silent for a moment. “When I held
it…I could feel the strength of the magic there, Olympia. I’ve
never felt anything like that in my life. I could have done
anything. I could have run outside into the sunshine and not been
eviscerated. For just a second, I was invincible.”

This was a delicate subject. She’d dedicated
several years of her life to the pursuit of true immortality based
on the model of Viktor Lehmann.

And Diosa claimed he’d been part of this
cult.

“I get what it means to you,” I said. “But
it isn’t going anywhere. We can’t get caught up in that one gem. We
know there are more.”

She leaned her head back against her pillow.
I shifted so we were facing each other.

“What did it feel like? Could you tell what
it was made of?”

“I don’t know.” Her eyes fell to my lips.
“You’d think Ren would have figured it. She should know more about
magic than either of us. Why wouldn’t she have shared her
speculations?”

“Why was the safe cemented to the wall?”

She snorted. “You would question some small
detail like that.”

“Hey, I’ve hunted people down based on clues
for years.”

“And look at you now. Stuck in this
maybe-cult with little old me.” Her voice was teasing, but missing
some of its playfulness because of how tired she sounded.

I let out a big breath. The baby hairs
framing her face fluttered. “You know how Diosa knew that Viktor
Lehmann died?”

Her eyes snapped back up to mine. “Yes?”

“She was in this cult with him. So he wasn’t
really immortal. He could just…walk in the sunlight, I guess.”

Leandra turned to face the ceiling. “That
makes sense. It wouldn’t have been right for the legend to be
completely correct or off-base. I just never had the chance to
follow the trail to the right place.”

She didn’t find this cult even when it was
present in the subtext of Viktor Lehmann’s journals. But we were
supposed to do a thorough investigation for Diosa in time to help
Beatrice not get herself killed by them. This task had always been
odd, but now it seemed actually impossible. How could we do in a
few weeks what Leandra hadn’t been able to figure out for years?
Not to mention Diosa, who had been here at least half a century but
never managed to crack their secrets?

“Do you know how long it’s been since I felt
the sun on my skin?” Leandra asked suddenly. “I would give anything
to feel the warmth of it for just a minute.”

I thought about that sometimes, too. That I
would never feel the sun again. I suppose I hadn’t considered it
like this, though—that at some point, a hundred years from now, I
would still not be able to go outside during the day, and I would
look back on the time I’d been just a fairy like it had happened to
someone else. Left with only a faint memory of sunshine’s
warmth.

So badly, I wanted the gems to be something
good. I wanted them to be some miracle of magic. Someone cracked
the code of a major vampire weakness, and they were just keeping it
to themselves.

But magic didn’t work like that. It was too
good to be true. The most important matter at hand was the catch
behind it all, the checks and balances that made magic function.
Something this huge had to have some sort of blowback.

I saw the same look on Leandra’s face,
hungry like mine but in a very different way. It could be that it
made people obsessed with it like the ring from Tolkien. That
seemed too simplistic, though. Diosa was no worse for the wear for
having hers, as far as I knew.

A light snoring started up next to me. I
watched Leandra for a moment, pushing down the instincts that made
her skin look good enough to sink my fangs into. Touching the gem
had distracted her, or else she would have bothered me again about
feeding.

There was someone here who had answers—Nora.
And I was sick of harvesting crops and feeling like an idiot about
making no progress.

First thing tomorrow, I was going to march
up to Nora and demand answers.



Chapter
Thirteen

A Good Find
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THE SECOND THE DOOR TO the cabin unlatched, I rushed
outside again. The fresh night air hit me at once, quelling my
restlessness and making me forget my thirst for just a second.
Leandra followed behind as I made my way over to the common area
with the bonfire.

The bonfire was burning, which meant either
someone had lit it this evening or it was magical. I realized that
I’d never seen it not burning, so the latter was possible.

Usually, Nora was waiting here for us when
our cabin opened up. The fact that she wasn’t here today raised
some concerns. Maybe she knew we’d gone into her cabin last night.
The booby trap or whatever might have alerted her. She could be
there right now, convening with the alleged inner circle members
I’d never met to come up with a suitable punishment for us.

We waited for several minutes in silence. I
glanced over at Leandra—she’d found a black T-shirt in the clothes
pile they left us. Even with overalls on, she looked more like
herself in black. It could have been my imagination, but her color
was coming back, too. Her cheeks were pinker and her eyes looked
less sunken. While we were locked in, she’d wiggled her shoulders
at me to get me to feed from her, but the sight of the healing
wound on her neck kept me at bay even when I thought I was about to
give in.

I was glad I hadn’t. Really. It was just
going to be a while before my body agreed with me.

A few people came out of their cabins and
started on their tasks. Oscar approached us, waving to Leandra
without a word.

“Is Nora coming?” I asked him.

He ignored me. With a meaningful look in my
direction, Leandra took the broom he handed her and followed him
away to the first cabin that needed cleaning.

Oscar struck me as broody and mysterious, so
his silence might have just been part of his personality. But
Nora’s personality—or what I’d gleaned of it, anyway—meant she was
always punctual. Someone who followed the rules very closely. The
more I waited, the more I was sure that her absence meant bad
news.

After a while, I finally got up from my
perch at a fireside log, the smell of smoke clinging to my hair and
clothes. I beelined to Nora’s cabin. I had hyped myself up about
demanding answers, and I was going to get them. Firmly, I rapped my
knuckles against the door and waited.

No one came to the door. I glanced behind me
and got a vision of vampires meet Little House on the Prairie—two
vamps were dressed old-fashioned, scrubbing clothes in a basin and
hanging them up on a clothesline. (Fanfic of this was very likely
to exist.) They were occupied enough with their tasks that I felt
comfortable trying the door. Locked, of course. I coughed loudly
and shoved it open, splintering the lock.

It was dark in here. The first thing I
noticed as I slunk around the perimeter of the room was that Nora’s
trinkets from yesterday were missing. “Nora?” I called out softly.
No reply. “Barty?”

Neither vampire appeared to be home.

It would have been nice if Leandra was here,
but I suspected her temptation to steal the gem might interfere
with our goal. I located the safe and typed in the combo I’d
watched Barty put in yesterday. He’d insisted Nora would know if it
was opened. Unless I got caught, I wasn’t sure how they would be
able to tie it to me.

The door swung open. The same thunk noise
I’d heard yesterday emanated from below me. Inside the safe, the
ruby glowed faintly of its own accord. Gently, I lifted it by the
necklace string to view it better. Something about it made my heart
gallop, and not in a good way. Like if I touched it, it would
explode.

I set it back in the safe but left the door
open.

It still intrigued me that the safe was
cemented to the wall. Anyone with vampire strength—presumably
everyone at the encampment—would be able to rip it out and run away
with it. The only thing they’d leave behind was the evidence that
it had been stolen. If Leandra was so tempted by the gem, and Barty
had even pinched it, the sunshine magic had to be worth
burglarizing Nora to some of them. So why was the safe in the wall,
if not to deter thieves?

I ran my fingers over the caulk. It seemed
somewhat fresh compared to the peeling stuff of my old apartment.
The back of the safe was completely smooth with no secret door I
could ascertain. There had to be some kind of mechanism in the wall
that was setting off a Rube Goldberg process somewhere. Entering
the code did more than unlock the safe, I was certain.

The next fifteen minutes were grueling as I
felt up the dirt floor in search of a trapdoor or some other
giveaway as to what had caused the noise. I lifted rugs and shifted
furniture. Sharp corners scratched the smooth surface of the dirt
when I moved heavy objects aside, but I’d reached the point where I
was frantic for information. When I’d worked up a sweat rearranging
the furniture, I rested against the wall, gathering my breath.

I was so thirsty. It was foolish of me to
not have asked Ren to get me something last night. I’d really
thought that I was strong enough to make it through this without
the hemoglobin tabs. I didn’t even like the damn things. Who knew
that they were the only things keeping me from losing my mind?

My determination to figure out the weird
noise waned with my energy. I smoothed over some of the mussed-up
dirt with the palm of my hand, but in the end, it just looked like
someone had been here and tried to cover it up. Which was accurate,
I guess.

Just as I was getting ready to leave, light
caught the corner of my eye. I turned to a bookshelf against the
wall to my left. I hadn’t moved it because it was flush with a wall
shared with the outside, but now I considered the shape of it. The
way the wall was shorter on that side than the rest of the
room.

There had to be a secret area back
there.

Grunting, I shifted the bookshelf out of
place, fingers scrabbling with sharp, wooden corners that had been
against the wall. It was loaded with books—the kind you can buy by
the yard in another language more intended to show off how much of
a pretentious ass you were than the kind made for reading. They
kept falling off the shelf, impeding me from pulling it back all
the way, but when I’d moved it enough to see behind it, I knew I’d
found jackpot.

There was a door hidden behind the
shelf.

It was narrower than the doors inside of the
cabin. I pushed on it and it wobbled back and forth like a saloon
door.

A bluish light came from inside. Squeezing
past the bookshelf, I eased into the space.

It was small in here. Dark, unfurnished. The
light came from underneath a minifridge that was plugged into a
real socket in the wall. So, some cabins had electricity. This
could have been something sanctioned by the rules of the cult, but
the obscurity of the room made me feel like it was a personal touch
of Nora’s.

I hesitated with my hand over the fridge
handle. What did a vampire need a refrigerator for? Was there a
body in here? Did Nora get impatient with the short lifespans of
the vegetables we harvested and put them in a fridge to make them
last longer?

I was wrong on both counts. The answer was
almost too obvious. I wiped at the drool pooling in one corner of
my mouth as I examined the contents: bags upon bags upon bags of
blood.

They reminded me of Capri Sun pouches, like
I could just stick a straw in one and suck it right up. I so badly
wanted to. Shaking, I extracted one from the fridge. It was cool in
my hands, which must have meant it was just short of icy, with my
recent de-sensitivity to extreme cold. The label on it was a
hastily scrawled O- rather than an expiration date.

The bags were labeled by blood type. Bougie
vampires got to choose what blood type they consumed, I guessed. I
resisted the urge to slurp it down right away and shuffled through
several other blood bags. All of them were labeled the same. There
had to be at least fifty packed side by side in this little
fridge.

I closed the door, but the bag remained in
my hand. It was almost like an IV bag. Along the top, a little
perforated line called for me to peel it open like a sauce
packet.

I told myself I meant to put it away, but
the next thing I knew, I had ripped the perforated part with my
teeth.

Well. Too late to go back now.

I tipped the bag back into my mouth, taking
long, sweet gulps of it. I gagged a little at the temperature; my
body naturally craved warm blood fresh from a living thing. There
was a little bit of a chemically taste to it, maybe a preservative,
but that didn’t stop me from draining the bag. When I was done
drinking, I sucked on the plastic, my tongue scavenging every last
drop like a kid licking clean a melted chocolate bar wrapper.

The saloon door creaked. I froze, plastic
crunching in my fist.

“Olympia?”



Chapter
Fourteen

Caught Ren-Handed
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“GOD,” REN SAID. HER TONE dripped with extreme
disbelief. “You’re like a dog in heat. I just can’t control what
you do no matter how hard I try.”

I moved my fist, still holding the crumpled
bag of blood, behind my back, as though she would forget the
horrific sight she’d glimpsed when she came in.

“What are you doing here?” I demanded.

“I didn’t see you and Nora at the garden
plot. I was worried that she was chewing you out for leaving behind
some kind of evidence in her cabin.”

Now that was offensive. “Why would you
assume I’m the one who blew our cover?”

“You’re the least stable of the bunch,” Ren
said, matter-of-fact. “You’re the newest vampire, and you’re
hot-headed to boot.”

“I’m Unseelie.”

“I know. I don’t think that has anything to
do with your personality.” She came farther into the room, stepping
into my personal space. Not that there was much space in here to
begin with, but it still made me angry. Rudely, Ren hip-checked me
to the side so that she could open the fridge. A beat passed as she
examined its contents. “Interesting.”

“Did you know that Nora had electricity? Or
a huge stash of hidden blood? That would’ve been nice to know.”

Ren’s face was illuminated blue from the
refrigerator light. “I did not know, but I’m not that surprised.
What’s more surprising is the floor.”

“What about the floor?”

Ren opened the fridge door all the way.
“Can’t you see it?”

The light from the fridge stretched out onto
a darker square shape in the floor. I squinted into the space, eyes
adjusting. It was indented somehow. Warily, I stepped out over the
oddly shadowed space. My foot went down, not touching anything
solid until I was at least six inches below where I would’ve
expected the ground to be.

“Stairs,” I said. It was so obvious. With
how dark it was, and how alluring the blood in the fridge had been,
I’d completely missed it. I hated how off my game I felt.

“Looks like it.”

“Where do they go?”

Hands on her hips, Ren turned to me. “Why
are you sucking down Nora’s blood? Can’t you just choke down
hemoglobin tabs like the rest of us?”

I licked my lips. After feeding, I felt so
strong. Rejuvenated, like I’d just run a mile and could do several
more. “Nora confiscated them.”

“And you didn’t think that was important
enough to tell me?”

“There were more important things going on
at the time.”

“If you say so.” She pushed the fridge door
shut. It was dark in here again, just our feet illuminated by the
light beneath the fridge. “I don’t know where the stairs lead. But
it’s probably not a good idea to investigate that right now. Nora
could come back any minute.”

“You don’t know where she is? Has she ever
been late before?”

“‘Late’ and ‘Nora’ don’t even belong in the
same sentence,” Ren said. “We’ll have to wait for her to show up
again.”

“What if she never came back from
investigating the wolf noise last night?”

Ren waved this concern off. “She did.”

The stairs were hard to see in the dark, but
I brought my other foot over to them, feeling down the next one.
“I’d really like to see what’s at the bottom of these. It’s the
biggest clue we have.”

When I took the next step down, Ren grabbed
my arm to hold me in place. “We have to think this through before
taking action.”

“Do you think Nora is down here?”

Her silence was enough of an answer. Nora
very likely was down there. Maybe doing some mystical sun ritual
that Ren and I were not privy to. It was like we thought the same
thing at the same time, then, because our breathing slowed. The
room was silent except for the buzz of electricity.

I was hoping to hear faint chanting from
down below. Instead, it was eerily quiet.

“You knew that there was something under
this cabin,” I said in a whisper. It suddenly seemed imperative
that we were quiet, so that anyone at the bottom of those stairs
couldn’t hear us. “You transported this whole place here, didn’t
you? How did you do that without knowing its dimensions?”

She tugged on my arm. Reluctantly, I stepped
away from the stairs. “I knew there was something beneath this
place, but I’ve never known how to access it. And I don’t know what
it’s used for, either. Honestly, I assumed storage. That they did
their big business outside of camp, and I didn’t have the clearance
level for it.” There was awe in her voice. “I’m…this is reckless,
Olympia, but I’ve been here for years and never figured this out.
Thank you.” Her praise was so earnest that I experienced momentary
pride.

“It’s quiet. We should try it.”

Her grip tightened on my arm. She was
seriously considering. “How are we going to keep you fed,
Olympia?”

“I’ll steal another one of these bags.”

“I’m sure she’ll notice if they go
missing.”

“Not right away,” I said.

Ren opened the fridge again and took out one
of the blood bags. She held it up to examine closer. “I hope this
isn’t a trap or something.”

“How could it be a trap?” I swallowed. “Ren,
where does the blood come from?”

“If it were me, I would have wanted to
figure that out before drinking it.”

“You know how desperate I was.”

She squeezed at the blood like a bag of
instant rice. Then, she passed it to me. “Tuck this into your
overalls.”

I did. It was cool against my skin, but not
unpleasantly so. I’d have to plan out when the best time to feed
from it would be. My next chance to steal away to this place might
not happen for a while.

Ren opened her mouth to say something else
when the front door opened.

“Shi—” I started to say. Ren slapped her
hand over my mouth, pulling me against the wall. The cabin
definitely looked like someone had ransacked it. The bookshelf was
tilted out of the way, revealing this hidden room. Books were
face-down on the floor. The dirt was scuffed.

A feminine voice I didn’t recognize rang
out. “Hello?”

“Don’t say anything,” Ren hissed in my
ear.

We waited. Soft footsteps made their way
deeper into the cabin, going right past the entrance to this hidden
room. The person said nothing else. My pulse was uncomfortably loud
in the ensuing quiet. Restlessly, Ren shifted behind me. I didn’t
quite dare to ask her to stop moving, irritating as it was.

Ren and I both shrieked when the door
wobbled open. A young woman I didn’t recognize stepped into the
room. In the silhouette of the light coming from the cabin, I made
out her attire—a sunhat and a short sun dress.

“Oh my,” the woman said. “I didn’t—I didn’t
realize you two were…”

Ren’s hand dropped away from my mouth.
“Sorry, Nora,” she said.

I blinked. This was decidedly not Nora. The
person before us had a higher-pitched voice and was at least five
inches shorter.

“You see how cute she is,” Ren added. “Can’t
keep my hands off of her.”

I stepped away from Ren. She’d unbuttoned
the front of her top and mussed up her hair. It took another second
to realize what she was insinuating.

“I thought you were dating Leandra,” the
woman said to me.

“I don’t know you,” I said back.

“Relationships are so progressive these
days,” she said as though I hadn’t spoken. “I don’t get out much,
as you know. I…guess I’m not used to that kind of dynamic.”

“Of course. Much too busy keeping track of
things here,” Ren said. There was a shakiness to her voice. Why
pretend that this person was Nora? My instinct was to demand
answers, but I remembered our very compromised position in time to
clamp my mouth shut.

“Well. If you two are done with…whatever you
were doing, I’d appreciate if you didn’t go sneaking around in my
cabin. You’re welcome to use one of yours for this kind of
activity. No need to be all secretive.”

“Not ready to go public with it,” Ren said.
“Isn’t that right…Ollie?”

I couldn’t hide my disgust at that.
“Ollie?!”

Not-Nora chuckled. “Oh, to be young again.”
A bold statement, considering she didn’t look like she was older
than eighteen when she turned. “I’m rearranging my things today,
Olympia, if you don’t mind finding something else to do for
now.”

“So, we’re not in trouble?”

Ren stepped on the back of my shoe. I yelped
and then turned it into a cough.

Nora turned to the side, washing half of her
body in light. The dress was the same one she’d been wearing the
other day with the same exact pattern. And that was definitely
Nora’s hat. I swore her eyes flicked to the ground, taking in the
revealed staircase. “Let’s call this your first strike.”

“I thought I already had my first
strike?”

This time, I was ready when Ren stepped on
the back of my ankle again.

Not-Nora’s brow scrunched in confusion.
“First strike for what?”

She didn’t know about the hemoglobin tabs.
I’d assumed Nora—the old Nora—would have reported it to whoever
these things got reported to. But she hadn’t communicated that
information to not-Nora. Was it possible she didn’t have the right
clearance? Or had Nora obscured the information, even from this
version of herself? How many Noras were running around this
place?

What a damn headache.

“I’m so sorry for this oversight,” Ren said.
Her fingers curled roughly around my shoulders. “We’ll get out of
your hair so you can redecorate.”

When we got outside, Ren pinched my ear,
dragging me out of view from the other vampires. She let go of my
ear somewhere along the way and grabbed the strap of my overalls
instead, tugging me through a winding path past the cabins. We got
to an area at the edge of the camp and stopped.

And then Ren pulled back the sky like a
curtain and gestured for me to step through.

I didn’t go immediately. Diosa had sent us
with Ren—and I still didn’t trust either of them, even though Diosa
had taken the less sinister path of any given conflict often enough
that I sort of, deep down, liked her. (The muscles and tattoos
didn’t hurt.) This exit wasn’t the main one, and I had no idea if
the other vampires knew about it. If I left now and Ren murdered me
in the woods, Leandra wouldn’t be able to help. She was out of the
loop.

“Hurry up,” Ren said. “I can’t hold this
forever.”

Our eyes locked. I wished I could tell what
she was thinking. Her expression read exasperation, not murder.

My wilder Unseelie side kicked in for me. I
wanted to know what was out there, and more importantly, I wanted
to escape this bubble I’d been trapped in for days. I stepped
through and back out into the real Mayfair forest.

The air was fresher here. There was no trace
of the usual smoke that permeated the encampment. I sucked it down
into my lungs with some reverence. Almost like when I visit Faerie.
Visited Faerie.

Ren joined me and closed the sky behind us.
“We are in serious trouble. Don’t think there won’t be consequences
for what just happened,” she said without preamble.

“Why did you call that vampire Nora? That
wasn’t Nora.”

She squinted at me like I’d missed the
point. “Nora is not a person. It’s a position in the Sun
Order.”

Imagine inheriting a position just called
“Nora.” I’d like to have seen what that job posting looked like.
Entry level, minimum three years of suburban motherhood and PTA
service required.

“How does that work? Where’s the old
Nora?”

“She either graduated to the inner circle,
or they killed her. My guess would be the former.”

“And who is this new one?”

“Tracy. She’s been with the cult for a
little under a year. I can’t believe how fast they’ll let people
graduate.” She kicked at a pile of twigs with her Converse.

Huh. She really was upset about being denied
access to higher levels of this place. There was a level of
investment here that I didn’t understand, but I wanted to. I had
thought of Ren as someone who joined the cult to infiltrate it,
kind of like me but more serious. It had never occurred to me that
she had joined earnestly some years ago and changed her mind along
the way.

If she had changed her mind, that is.

“How many inheritable positions are there?”
I asked.

She brushed some fallen leaves off of a
stump and sat heavily. “It’s like the twelve apostles. Oscar is
one, too. They inherit the roles, identities, and the personality.
And when they’ve done it well enough, they disappear and get
replaced by someone else.” She huffed. “I’ve monitored them so
much, but I’ve never figured out who tells them when it’s time to
replace someone. And I don’t know what exactly happens when they
do. Some kind of pilgrimage, maybe? To prove themselves worthy of
the inner circle?”

“What about the underground staircase?”

“What about it?” Like a child throwing a fit
for not getting what they wanted, she crossed her arms over her
chest. “I just found out about that, same as you.”

“Don’t you think they’re down there?” It
sounded a lot more feasible to me that they were staying inside
their magically protected circle, not going out and getting
caught.

“Why would Nora have had access to that
before she graduated to the inner circle?”

Graduated. She kept using that word—it
struck me as an interesting choice. “I don’t know. You know this
cult better than I do.”

Dryly, she laughed. “It frustrates me to no
end that you have a better chance at access than I do.”

“You mean Leandra.”

“I mean Leandra, but I mean you, too.
They’re not going to take me off probation.”

I swallowed heavily. “Ren, do you want to
leave this place? Or did you want to—to graduate and be one of them
like Nora did?”

A conflicted look crossed her face. “I want
to serve Dee however I can.”

“Serve her? Aren’t you guys partners?”

Her voice shook a bit when she spoke.
Passion, maybe. Or anger. “I want to help her, and I want to know
what it’s like, too. They instill this need to know from the time
you get here. Don’t you feel it?”

I had felt the curiosity, sure, but not the
way that Ren or Leandra seemed to. Not the way that Diosa
had—enough to send us out here to investigate with someone who
might’ve been beloved to her. The thing I felt most, always, was
just my thirst. It was annoying, ever-present. So dissimilar from
pre-vampire times. When I used to get hungry, I could simply throw
cup of ramen in the microwave. You needed someone to give you a
vital substance to feed when you were a vampire. Sourcing said
substance was the biggest headache I could’ve conceived.

“Ren,” I said.

From her perch on the stump, she lifted her
head.

“Nora told me I could reach out to you. To
help me with my fae magic. Is that something you can actually do?”
My voice was hoarse, vulnerable. I couldn’t keep the emotion out of
it.

Her hard expression softened just a
fraction. “What’s wrong with your magic?”

I clenched and unclenched my fist. “I can
feel nature around me. But I can’t…I keep killing things. I can’t
go to Faerie.”

She stood from the stump and held out her
hands. “May I?”

I put my clammy hands in hers. Politely, she
didn’t say anything about the moisture. She closed her eyes, biting
her lip like she needed to focus. Tendrils of magic brushed up my
arms, a ticklish sensation.

“Is it worse when you haven’t fed?” she
asked.

“What do you mean?”

Ren opened her eyes. “The vampire side of us
is stronger when we’ve fed recently. Stronger physically, faster,
more alluring, all that jazz. I noticed that my magic is stronger
when I’ve just fed. Being hungry weakens you physically. It makes
sense that it would weaken other things, too.”

Could it really be that simple? “Should I
try it out?”

She nodded. “I feel your magic. It’s like a
well that needs to be refilled. Before, you could refill it by
waiting for your body to recover. Now, it’s likely tied to your
feeding habits.”

Another disadvantage to vampirism. “That’s
inconvenient.”

“You’d be too strong without it. It’s a
nature thing.” Involuntarily, I shuddered. Vampires were predators.
They had natural weaknesses so that they weren’t invulnerable, and
this was one of them. I did not fancy being perceived as a
predator.

Ren let go of my hands and stepped back. I
did not miss that she wiped my transferred sweat off on her skirt.
“What do you want to try? Growing something or going to
Faerie?”

Growing something would be easier. But going
to Faerie was more important to me. I licked my lips. “Should I
drink the rest of the bag now? To see if it makes me strong
enough?”

Her gaze dropped to the bulge in my overalls
that gave away the presence of the bag. “I’d save it for when
you’re starving.”

I took a deep breath. “Okay. Trying to go to
Faerie. Will you spot me?”

Assuredly, she followed me to the biggest
oak I could find nearby. I wondered if she’d ever been to Faerie
before. Or if she’d even known fae who had. She seemed to know what
to do almost instinctively.

I put my hand against the tree, feeling for
its roots. It was old enough to get me there with no trouble—or it
would have been in the past, I had to remind myself. I would not
get my hopes up about my ability to go there. But Ren had figured
out how to mesh her witch powers and her vampire abilities, and
that had to mean something.

A tentative hand touched my back between my
shoulder blades. I began to walk around the tree, but when I’d
reached a halfway turn counterclockwise, I got a flash of Faerie.
It fizzed in and out of my vision almost like a computer
glitch.

“Are you okay?” Ren asked. “You…blipped out
for a second.”

The news made me giddier than I had any
right to be. There was no blowback for the attempt. “I did?”

“Yes.”

That was promising. But I’d never ever gone
to Faerie and not felt at least a little sick, like a mild
hangover. I ran my hands over the grooves of the tree and looked up
into its branches. Actually, I felt great. Strong. Like I could use
as much magic as I wanted to.

I closed my eyes, sensing the tree’s roots
with my magic and working my way up. The wood expanded under my
fingers, strengthening. Relieved tears came to my eyes and I
squeezed them out. I hadn’t done magic like this since turning. I
felt as much as heard the branches overhead stretching out,
sprouting new leaves and shedding old ones that fluttered to the
ground, cascading over my face like a kiss.

“Wow,” Ren said dryly. “Cool.”

“I can use my magic. You were right.”

“Of course I was right.”

I tilted my head back to look at the tree’s
new growth. Subtly, I wiped a tear on the shoulder of my sleeve. “I
can’t go to Faerie.”

“I gathered that.”

“But why? If my other magic works, why
doesn’t this work?”

“Do you have time to think about this later?
We should be getting back. Let’s grab a squirrel or something for
you to drink first.”

The idea of desiccating a squirrel was
extremely unappealing. Once more, I moved again, this time much
slower, circling counterclockwise around the tree. The air
shimmered around me—a sort of transitional phase between Faerie and
the human world, not quite there but not quite here. I froze in
that liminal space, not understanding why I felt fine, not
understanding why I couldn’t go there completely. I’d taken Leandra
there, so it wasn’t like vampires couldn’t go. And the Unseelie
Queen of the Chicago court had a past vampire lover, if the castle
chef was to be believed.

“Something’s wrong me, still, or something’s
wrong with Faerie,” I said with wonder. I broke contact with the
tree; the air restored, leaving me light-headed with confusion. “I
can’t go, but I can use my other magic after feeding.”

“Sounds like someone else’s problem if
Faerie’s the issue.”

I glared at her. “It’s my problem. Faerie’s
home for all fae. It should be easier to exist there than to exist
here. And my parents live there.”

Ren leaned against the tree. “While you’re
able to use your magic, maybe you can look for Beatrice?”

She had a point. My magic couldn’t help me
find humans directly—or, it had only found Leandra once, and that
seemed to be a fluke related to Allie’s magic—but I could sense if
there were any disturbances in the forest.

I sat on the ground. It was wet from a
recent rain. Until now, I’d never noticed that there wasn’t really
weather in the pocket of space that the commune’s encampment
existed within. No wonder I felt so cut off from my magic there in
particular. It was unnatural, and if I was anything, it was
connected to nature.

My fingertips stretched into the pliable
earth. I suppressed a gasp at how vividly I could sense
everything—I felt the bushes nearby, wavering in the breeze. The
giant oak like a beacon, the oldest thing here in a mile radius. A
tree swayed as a squirrel jumped from branch to branch. I would
have to keep it protected from Ren’s devious scheme.

I pushed my fingers deeper into the mud,
trying to extend my reach. The creek outside of the encampment. The
encampment itself, like an impenetrable dome of land. And, farther
than that, another beacon, but like nothing I’d ever felt
before.

My hand went in the ground to the wrist,
earth parting for my greedy power. What the hell was that? I ran
over the height of it, like I had with the oak. It was short, maybe
a little over five feet tall. I could draw energy from the oak,
sure, but this was a different kind of energy source. It was
incredibly powerful. My magic touched its center, the heart of it,
and it felt familiar. Like home.

And then it moved.

I ripped my hand out of the earth. Mud was
caked between my fingers and under my nails.

“What are you shrieking for?” Ren asked. The
smell of nail polish pierced my nostrils; she’d extracted it from
somewhere on her person and had done a fresh coat of black on one
hand.

“There’s…something in the forest. Like a—a
tree person, or something.”

Ren rolled her eyes. “If there’s a tree
person in the forest, I’ll start wearing pastel colors.”

“I’m serious.”

Her only response to this was a snort. “Is
it possible there’s a nymph or something? I mean, I’ve never met
one, but maybe they exist.”

“Nymphs are just fairies,” I said, and then
my breath caught.

There was a fairy in the middle of the
forest. Why would there be a fairy in the middle of the forest?

I understood at the same time that Ren
realized what I was about to do.

I turned to the source of energy. Took two
breaths to fill my lungs.

And then I ran.



Chapter
Fifteen

Fairy Nemeses
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PHOEBUS WAS NEARBY.

The idea of it consumed me. The man who’d
killed me within reach. The one who was responsible for me being
stuck like…this.

I had no plan for what I would do when I got
there. I just ran.

I was no longer touching the ground, but I
could feel him as though we were physically connected. Before he
killed me, he shared memories with me somehow, mind-to-mind.
Whatever connection had formed when we did that might have
bolstered me now.

My feet pounded the earth. Animals fled in
every direction. From behind me, I heard Ren trying to catch
up.

But I was faster than her now. I would get
to him, one way or another.

I sensed his presence before I saw him. He
was behind a tree, standing up, leaning against it as though
conducting magic of his own. Maybe that was the thing that
had drawn me to him as a beacon so strongly—we were both using the
same kind of magic, his Seelie and mine Unseelie.

He wouldn’t be using it for long.

A cracking noise resounded through the
forest.

Dirt sprayed out around me as I skidded to a
stop. The tree above Phoebus dropped a branch right over him. He
darted away at the last second, eyes wide.

My chest heaved as I caught my breath. I
clenched my fists at my sides.

He caught onto the fact that nature didn’t
just have it out for him. That someone who hated him was doing
this. Panicked eyes roved the forest and landed on me.

A blood-curdling scream tore from my throat,
aching and powerful and alien. I rushed him. We collided in a
tangle of limbs, bones hitting bones, my fist connecting with his
face.

I could not tell you what happened next. All
I remember is Ren dragging me away from Phoebus with the full force
of her body. At the end of it, Ren had a bloody nose and Phoebus
sported the indent of my knuckles in his cheek and a bump on the
back of his head. And he had scrambled up the tree away from me
like a frightened kitten.

“Probably concussed,” Ren concluded when she
saw him. He looked down at her, bleary-eyed.

“He’ll be fine,” I spat. Unlike Phoebus, I
was unscathed. I was stronger now; I was the strongest one here.
“Piece of shit. You’re lucky Leandra isn’t around. She would have
murdered you. Why are you here?”

“I think you owe him an apology,” Ren said.
“You hit him pretty hard.” She held me in place with her arms, as
though I would give up my dignity to get kicked out of a tree by
Phoebus freaking Amadeus.

“He killed me.”

Sharply, Ren inhaled. “I—well, that’s a new
one.”

“Come down here and fight me!” I screamed
into the tree. Its branches shook at my voice, power leaking from
me, but Phoebus clung to them like a spider monkey.

I bucked against Ren’s grasp.

“Olympia,” Ren hissed into my hair. “We have
to wrap this up and get back to base.”

“Wrap this up?” How could I wrap up my
feelings toward my murderer in time to avoid suspicion from a
rotating group of vampires who vied to inherit someone else’s
personality and name?

My killer was in a tree, and I was going to
get in trouble with the cult I’d joined if I didn’t go back soon.
How the hell did I always get myself into these kinds of weird
situations?

“Can we talk?” Phoebus called down. “Without
your fists?”

Ren sighed, blowing free strands from my
braid into my face. “Maybe you should hear him out. As long as it’s
quick.”

“That’s easy for you to say. He didn’t
murder you.”

“He’s the one at a disadvantage,” she said.
Her grip around my arms loosened. “If he says something you don’t
like, you can cut his throat. But again, whatever the outcome, make
it quick.”

I slumped back. Ren released me completely.
I stared up into the tree. “Are you going to come down?”

“Are you going to hurt me?”

“Undecided.” Not entirely true. If he got
within reach, I would see if I could match the fist marks on the
other side of his face.

He moved from his perch, lowered himself
down two branches, and then stopped just out of my reach. “Can we
talk like this?”

“Seriously?”

“Yes.”

“Just get this over with,” Ren said.

“I’d like to start by apologizing,” he said.
His legs dangled over the side of his branch, almost nonchalant.
Like he didn’t really perceive me as a threat. “I am terribly sorry
for my actions.”

“You little—”

“Olympia,” Ren chastised.

“Stop mediating us.”

She held her hands up and stepped back.

“I thought we had an understanding,” Phoebus
continued. “I showed you why I had to do what I did.”

“She was dead, Phoebus.” I couldn’t keep the
crack out of my voice. “She was dead, and her thrall should have
been over. So what’s your excuse now?”

He ran a hand over his face. The wind picked
up, caressing his big flop of brown hair. It was messier than it
had been, longer and unkempt, like he hadn’t had a chance for a
haircut lately. A five o’clock shadow made him look much older than
he was.

“I showed you the leverage they had against
me.”

“They?”

He nodded toward Ren. “Them.”

I swiveled to Ren, accusatory. “Do you know
Phoebus?”

“I’ve never seen that man in my life. Though
to be fair, it is hard to make out his features when he’s so high
up.”

“I don’t know her,” he said. “I barely saw
the light of day.”

The poor choice of words nearly made me
wince. “What are you trying to say?”

“I was in Patricia’s thrall,” he said,
counting it off on his fingers. “They had something very dear to
me, and not even her death would bring him back.”

Him. They had a person. I thought
back over the visions that Phoebus had shown me, visions that still
haunted my dreams. There had been a man. Someone Patricia was
flaunting off to Phoebus, someone she’d been torturing by making
him the victim of a group feeding.

I felt incredibly stupid, then, because I’d
never really understood the visions Phoebus gave me. Over time, I’d
thought about them and assumed some had been extraneous, that he
didn’t have complete control over whatever power he’d tapped into
and some additional memories had slipped to me. But of course the
person in the vision was important to him. That was the leverage
they had. Not just Patricia’s thrall, which Phoebus allowed himself
to be put under.

But a person.

“Who is it?” I asked, my voice hoarse.

“You don’t know him,” Phoebus said
cheekily.

I didn’t have the patience for this. “Fine,”
I said. “You’re right, I don’t know him. I guess that means I don’t
care what happens to him, either. See you around, asshole.”

“Wait!”

Already turned back toward the encampment,
Ren let out an exasperated sigh. “Will you just tell her who the
person is? We’re kind of on a tight schedule here!”

The branch swayed as he adjusted his
position. “It’s my…boyfriend.”

I racked my brain for any mention of a
boyfriend. “The one you met in France?”

“Of course you would remember that.”

“The Order vampires have him?”

“I think so,” Phoebus said. The column of
his throat bobbed as he swallowed. “I hope so. If they don’t, I
don’t know what…”

If they didn’t have him, that meant he was
likely dead, Phoebus meant.

We stood there for a moment, a challenge in
both of our eyes. Phoebus always brought out the worst of my
curiosity—and I needed to know exactly what was going on with him
so I could keep him as far away from me as possible.

Leandra had a point, though. It wasn’t like
he could kill me twice.

The worst thing he could do was manipulate
me into the cult’s inner circle’s clutches. He could be doing that
now, I realized with a force so heavy that it weighed my chest
down. He’d killed me after Patricia died, ending his vampire
thrall, giving him no excuse for continuing through with the action
she’d requested of him. Someone else could have him under their
thrall, or at least their influence, by now. That was, if he was
stupid enough to get caught by them again, and from what I knew of
him, he wasn’t stupid. There were other reasons to betray me again,
though. By his own admission, the vampires still had his
boyfriend.

What better way to get your boyfriend back
than turn in the cult’s infiltrators?

“Ren,” I hissed. She came back over to me,
attitude leaking through every step. “He’s a threat. If they still
have something on him, he could expose us.”

“Should we kill him?”

The question’s implications sat like a stone
in my stomach. I’d wanted to cause him pain, but something in me
panged at the thought of seeing him dead. Of seeing any of my kind
dead. It was ingrained in me to be repulsed by the idea of it, but
if I was being honest with myself, it went deeper than that.
Phoebus had been through things just like I had. Maybe I couldn’t
forgive him for murdering me, but that didn’t mean he deserved the
same.

I didn’t want him dead. I wanted him out of
Mayfair, as far away from me and the people I cared about as
possible.

But if it was between him and me,
would I go that far?

He shook a little in the cold. Brittle as
the leaves on the trees. This man was really a threat? I hadn’t
ever fully trusted him before, and he still had gone and stabbed me
in the back. In the front, if we’re being literal.

But if an innocent person was being held
hostage by the cult, and something did happen to Phoebus, who was
left to care about them?

“Did you—did you want us to help you?” I
called up, feeling sick to my stomach at how unclear everything I
thought was true suddenly became.

“Help me?” he asked.

Ren grabbed my arm. “Olympia, what the fuck
are you doing? We don’t have time to help him.”

I rolled my shoulder, brushing her off. “If
I can find your boyfriend, what do you get out of it? Will you
leave?”

“You would do that?” he asked,
skeptical.

“If it meant you would stay away from me,
then yes.”

He licked his lips. His eyes were wild now,
active, scheming. More like himself than I’d seen him since my fist
first collided with his face. “I don’t suppose you’ve been missing
a friend, too,” he said thoughtfully.

My heart pounded. “Who are you talking
about?”

The lightness of the expression on his
beat-up face told me before he said anything. “Beatrice Newell, of
course.
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“DID YOU FUCKING KILL HIM?” Leandra demanded when I
got back to our cabin. “God, Olympia. I would have wrung his
neck.”

“Ren stopped me from doing the same.” After
Phoebus dangled that tantalizing tidbit about Beatrice’s location
in front of me, Ren insisted on leaving him up in that tree and
going back to camp before someone caught us missing.

Leandra was the one amped up now, pacing the
room and opening and closing the bathroom door as though she’d find
an intruder behind it. It was hard to sit still on the bed when she
exuded such frenetic energy.

“I can’t believe you left with Ren,” Leandra
said. “What if you hadn’t come back? I don’t trust her to protect
you.”

“I was hungry.” I did my best to make the
statement sound casual and not like an all-consuming need I’d been
denying myself for days. “She caught me in a compromising
position.”

“And so did Nora.”

“Yes, new Nora. Because there are old Noras
going back hundreds of years.”

Leandra was less phased by this revelation
than I was. “I can’t believe all this happened without me.”

How upset she was genuinely surprised me.
Not just at Phoebus himself, who deserved it, but the act of
running off with Ren. “How would we get to you? You were
deep-cleaning things. Were we supposed to hunt you down and tell
Oscar we wanted to spirit you away?”

She shook her head. “Don’t you get it? You
guys managed to sneak out. It would not have been that hard to come
get me.” She stopped pacing and held her face in her hands. “You’re
so used to doing everything alone. I thought you’d gotten over
that, at least when it came to me. Next time, let me be there. You
need the support.”

“I don’t always need help. Ren was there for
me.”

“Fine, maybe you don’t need the help.
But what if I want to be the one there for you?”

I swallowed. Sometimes, the things she did
for me when I had just turned felt overbearing, but I always knew
they were in good faith. I had not considered before that Leandra
needed herself to be useful, too.

It struck me, then, how new I was to this.
This committed relationship stuff was something I was still
learning to deal with. I had done the lone wolf thing for a long
time. Now, I had to get used to change if I wanted to keep the
relationships I’d cultivated in my life. Being part of a team. My
people skills were still pretty bad when it came to making genuine
connections.

But I was giving it my best shot.

“Okay,” I said.

“Okay?”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t think about that. I was
hot-headed. I was hungry, and I found food.” Subconsciously, I
reached for the blood bag, still tucked between my shirt and
overalls. “Ren caught me stealing; Nora caught us together.”

“Yes,” Leandra said curtly, “Oscar told me
that he was so impressed by how progressive our relationship
was.”

I snorted. It was not entirely surprising
that information traveled fast in the encampment. More surprising
was that Oscar chose to speak at all. He’d probably been trying to
catch her reaction to report right back to Nora. “Right, well.
Ren’s not exactly my type. She just used it as an excuse. We didn’t
even say you and I were…open. Nora just assumed that.”

“Whatever,” Leandra said, but I could tell
the idea of Ren and I together bothered her. Not in the way that
Leandra and Diosa together had bothered me, but the slight level of
jealousy was more endearing than I had anticipated. “Then you went
out into the woods and tried to go to Faerie, and then you ran into
Phoebus and beat him up, and then you negotiated with him in a
tree. Is that right?”

“Yes,” I said.

“His boyfriend’s being held hostage.”

“Yep.”

“And he knows where Beatrice is.”

“Allegedly, she has been sneaking him
testosterone. Did you know they have potions for that now? Ren was
telling me about it.”

“Neat. But that means Beatrice isn’t held
captive.”

“I guess not? He said he hadn’t seen her in
a few days.”

“Right. And then you drank a squirrel’s
blood?”

I could still taste the ghost of its blood
on the back of my tongue. It could have been my imagination, but
the blood had almost tasted nutty. Like acorns.

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

Leandra tapped her chin. “We should find out
what’s down those stairs.”

“Ren said to wait.”

“So now you’re just doing whatever Ren tells
you?” Her tone was playful.

“Oh, shush. I’m just sharing what she said.
She’s supposed to be our expert, or whatever. She thinks if we
don’t plan carefully, we’ll be caught.”

“Probably true.”

“Should we wait?”

Leandra whirled toward me. “If they’re
holding Phoebus’s boyfriend hostage, who’s to say they aren’t
holding Beatrice down there, too? If she hasn’t been seen in a few
days?”

“Jesus.” The idea of Beatrice being possibly
tortured—the way I’d seen in those visions Phoebus shared with
me—was unfathomable. Beatrice was too tough to get caught in a trap
like that. I had imagined her sneaking around the perimeter of the
encampment, kind of like Phoebus had, but more scientific. Taking
notes about its dimensions, keeping track of the comings and goings
of those on the inside. She was a scholar, after all.

But against all of these vampires, who was I
to say that getting caught was totally impossible?

“Let’s go today,” Leandra said. “Do that
door trick again when the locks kick in, and we’ll go back to
Nora’s, put the code in the safe, and then head down the stairs and
find out what’s lurking at the bottom.”

That sounded terribly easy. We’d lucked out
before, when Ren was there to lure Nora away and Barty turned out
to be a total pushover. Then, it happened to be the new Nora’s
“graduation” day, so she wasn’t acclimated to the space yet. She
would be there tonight, I had no doubt.

“We’ve been lucky so far. It’s not going to
be easy to pull off a third break-in. And who knows, that safe
might not be there anymore.” I saw the response in her eyes—“we”
was a generous term when I was entirely behind one of the break-ins
myself.

Mercifully, she did not comment on this. “We
can subdue the new Nora. Gag her and tie her up or something. You
said this one was shorter?”

“Yeah, but that doesn’t mean she isn’t
strong.”

“You’re stronger than I am right now. And
you’ve fed recently.”

My nervous fingers found the end of my
braid. I brushed the braid out with my fingertips and then divided
my hair into three parts to redo it. “If we do this, there’s no
going back. She’ll definitely report us. We will be
caught.”

“We’ll be caught going down into whatever’s
underneath us, anyway, if the apostles really are there.”

Her calling them straight-up apostles made
me uncomfortable for a reason I couldn’t put my finger on. Ren had
referred to them similarly, but this place was finally starting to
feel like a cult, pulling on existing Christian terminology.

The unsettling feeling went deeper than the
cult. It was almost as though the whole world had dropped out from
under me when I turned into a vampire, and now I didn’t have
anything solid to stand on. No matter how close I seemed to get,
something else happened and took away my chances at stability in my
life. Not even stability, but harmony, perhaps.

The one grounding thing I had was
Leandra.

A pang of sadness came over me; I hadn’t
seen Yuki in days. Long before I knew Leandra well enough to invite
her into my apartment on that fateful night, Yuki had been there
when I needed her.

A warm hand touched my cheek. “Everything
okay?”

“I miss our lives,” I said. Ironic,
considering we were both technically dead. “We were supposed to be
happy together. Not—whatever is happening here. It was just within
reach. And now it’s like this cult thing is standing in the way of
it.” I sniffed. “And I miss Yuki and her dumb little cat face.”

“I miss her, too,” Leandra said with a fond
smile. “I found cat hairs at the bottom of my boots the other
day.”

“Will we be able to go back to that?” I
asked. “Back to your lair? Hang out and watch shows together? Not a
care in the world?”

Leandra kissed my forehead. “I think you’ll
always have something to worry about. But you wouldn’t be you
without it.”

“Gee, thanks.”

“We’ll get it back, Olympia. I promise.” She
hugged me, nuzzling her head into my chest. “The sooner we get this
over with, the sooner we can move on and go back to our old
lives.”

“Until the next major crisis.”

“Maybe.” She pulled away from me, eyes
crinkling. “Maybe you need less dangerous friends.”

Her boots made an imprint in the ground when
she stepped away.

I stared at the dirt floors. They looked
hard, impenetrable. But if I had some semblance of my magic
back…

“I have an idea.”

 


❧

 


The hard dirt of our cabin turned out to be too
coarse to effectively use fae magic on. I slid my jacket between
the door and the lock, like I had the other day, and when the locks
clicked, we waited for the sunshine to peek out under the door,
signifying that everyone had gone back inside.

It didn’t come.

Half an hour stretched into an hour. Leandra
kept yawning, and I had no doubt she’d be asleep soon. We’d been
here for days, and she’d had nothing to eat. She needed to get her
energy back somehow.

Time passed incredibly slow. The sun still
didn’t peep out, meaning Ren’s magic was still in place, keeping
the dome dark and protected from the sun for whoever was out and
about. When an hour and a half passed, and Leandra’s eyes became
heavy and half-lidded, I cleared my throat to wake her.

“Should we go out there anyway?”

Groggily, she stretched her limbs like a
cat. “I was thinking we could get caught later, rather than right
away. You know, like when we’re underground, uncovering some cult-y
secrets.”

“Ha, ha.” I was seated on the floor by the
door, staring at the crack. Waiting for the sun to come through
just a bit, like a watched phone that wouldn’t ring. “If we wait
too long, we’ll miss our chance.”

“What if someone’s waiting right outside the
door?”

I stuck my fingers under the crack and waved
them around. Nobody came to chop them off. “I just need the dirt
out there. By the planting area. The soil is good.”

Leandra sighed. “Okay, fine. Let me get my
shoes back on.”

As much as it grossed me out, I stashed the
blood bag in the toilet tank. It would be worse to get caught
outside our cabin with it. They’d found the tablets stashed in my
pillowcase, but if we made it back tonight, at least I would have
time to find a new spot for these ones.

The door opened silently. When it was just a
few inches ajar, I stuck my nose out. If there were people milling
around, they were dead silent. The only thing I could hear was the
crackling of that ever-burning fire pit at the center of the
camp.

Leandra and I slid outside. We made our way
along the sides of the cabins. There seemed to be no one out, but
Ren’s magic wouldn’t have glitched. It had never done so before.
Someone was out here. If they were hiding, lying in wait to catch
us, then we were fucked.

I didn’t quite dare to go out in the open
toward the gardening plots. There was nothing around the planting
area to keep us from being seen. The entire encampment was too well
illuminated. Instead, outside of the cabin where they prepared
food, I leaned down and sank my fingers into the tender dirt like I
had in the forest today.

My magic spread to the edges of the camp
right away and stopped as though hitting a dead end. It was uncanny
how perfectly circular the space was. The dirt went down deeper but
had no connection to the Mayfair woods. It didn’t even feel like we
were in Mayfair at all. I wondered if it would be possible to go to
Faerie from here, but then, there weren’t really any substantial
trees I could use to get there.

The earth was shallower than I
expected—basement-level, perhaps, but not deep enough that they
could have a whole series of underground cabins down there for the
inner circle to live in. My silly fantasies about what secrets they
kept were getting out of hand. It was extra frustrating not even
knowing what to look for.

As before, I could sense the flora—the
plants Nora and I worked on so hard these past few days, imbued
with Ren’s magic—but nothing else. No signs of life. No one like
Phoebus, the way his magic had called to me like a beacon. I wished
Beatrice was around, if only to ask her questions about how our
magic worked together. If Phoebus’s boyfriend would have traces of
Phoebus’s potent magic on him, or something. If he did, I couldn’t
sense anything. There were no disturbances in the earth. Not even
worms in the dirt.

I took my hand back and muffled a frustrated
scream.

“Nothing?” Leandra whispered. She was
supposed to be our lookout, but she was looking at me more than
out.

“Nothing.”

“Can you sense how many passageways there
are? That might be useful.”

“I can’t sense things like that unless
there’s living plant life showing the way, or something moving,
or…or if I’m in Faerie.”

“Which you can’t get to here, I’m
assuming.”

“Nope.”

Leandra surveyed the land for a moment and
then dodged out of our hiding spot. I bit down the urge to call out
so hard that I tasted blood. She came back with a pile of rocks,
some in her hands and some poking out of the pocket of her
overalls. They were more like decorative pebbles that surrounded
the food prep cabin.

“What if we try a fairy circle?” she
asked.

“That’s more for tricking other people,” I
said.

Already, she crouched on her knees, shifting
the pebbles around to a shape that could vaguely be called round.
If you squinted at it. Really hard.

I felt in my bones how ineffective the fairy
circle would be. Not only was it the wrong shape, but it was devoid
of life. “Let’s get to Nora’s? And not leave evidence we were
here?”

Pouting, Leandra kicked the pebbles.

I took her hand and she led the way back
over to Nora’s cabin. The place felt like a labyrinth. I was
grateful at least one of us knew the lay of the land from our cult
duties. The gardening was nice, but it only let me explore one area
of the camp.

Leandra skidded to a stop. I lurched
forward, knocking into her back, but she stood her ground, her body
taut as a bow.

“Le—?”

She waved at me. Signaling for me to shut
the fuck up. I straightened my braid as I got on my tip-toes to
peer over her shoulder.

Just cabins. And more cabins. The same ones
we’d been looking at the whole time we’d been here.

“What is it?” I asked.

“Do you not see what’s missing?”

“How can I see something that’s
missing?”

Leandra turned back to me, exasperated. And
then she pointed, and I saw what I couldn’t see.

Nora’s cabin wasn’t there. It was like it
had never been there. The ground was perfectly smooth where
it used to be.

“Well, that’s uncanny,” I said at normal
volume.

Leandra didn’t get the chance to shush me.
All of the lights around the encampment, magical and oil lamp
alike, went dark.

Her fingers dug into my arm, grounding me.
It wasn’t just that it was dark. The space was a void—an endless
abyss. If I hadn’t just been looking out at the cabins, I wouldn’t
have known anything existed here.

The sounds of our ragged breathing filled
the air. They didn’t even echo. Neither of us dared to say
anything. I was suddenly certain that we’d been caught. That we
would never find our way out of this place.

My panic grew into the darkness, seeming to
fill the space. Leandra’s grip on my arm was so tight that it hurt.
I opened my mouth to say something, to ask her if we should keep
moving and try to get out of here, but I couldn’t make any noise
come out. My whole body was paralyzed with fear.

A skittering sound came from our left.

We jumped in unison. Leandra’s other arm
came around me, holding me protectively. The soft skin of her lips
brushed my forehead.

The lights came back to life all at
once.

I flinched at the sudden change, shielding
my face. Voices echoed around the encampment, almost chanting,
speaking in unison. My eyes adjusted and I lowered my hand.
Leandra’s grip around me tightened even more, crushing my ribs
against her.

There were at least thirty vampires standing
where Nora’s cabin had been.

They made concentric semi-circles. Twelve of
them in the back in plain clothes. Those were so far away that I
couldn’t make out their faces. Twelve of them in the middle in dark
cloaks with the hoods pushed back. I recognized new Nora and Oscar
among these, along with the two people I always saw washing
clothes.

At the front were six cloaked figures, their
hoods pulled over their heads. They held hands. Against each of
their chests glimmered six identical red gems. I saw glimpses of
red-cast chins as they shifted, as their lips moved in tandem with
each other.

This was the cult stuff I’d been waiting for
since I got here. I was still completely unprepared for how it
actually looked. How eerie it made me feel.

From the middle row, Oscar stepped forward.
His underused voice boomed in the encampment.

“Olympia Carter and Leandra. It’s time for
your initiation.”
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INITIATION? THE ONLY THING I could think of through
my fear was that Ren should have warned us about the logistics of
this in advance. It seemed like a pretty severe oversight. Was she
there in the back, waiting with the others who hadn’t moved up to
one of the apostle roles?

Someone’s hand came between Leandra and I,
parting us. I reached out for her hand again and grabbed onto her
fingers awkwardly, squeezing them for reassurance that I wasn’t
alone in this dark place. That I didn’t have to handle it
myself.

Fabric grazed my forehead, sliding over my
eyes. Someone yanked at my hair as they tied the blindfold to the
back of my head. And then we were being shoved forward.

Either they couldn’t see us, or they didn’t
care that we held hands.

They walked us a short distance and then
stalled to a complete stop. Murmuring; someone was giving
instructions. Footsteps scattering away from us in every direction.
I held my breath, waiting for whatever they had planned to happen
next, but it didn’t come.

Instead, the world began to move.

Nausea climbed up my throat. The ground
rumbled, lowering like an elevator set in the earth. I’d never
heard a noise like this since I’d got here; I was sure if I had, I
would remember it.

But I remembered the rumble noise when we’d
opened Nora’s safe. The Order had this whole place rigged for
it—set up around the underground area that Ren and Diosa had been
unknowingly trying to get into for decades. The area that Patricia
had gotten access to in just a few months.

Even with the rumbling, it was too quiet to
say anything to Leandra without being overheard. We squeezed each
other’s hands periodically as the rumbling unsteadily rolled to a
stop. Then it was more shuffling of feet, more shoving. They
finally pushed Leandra ahead of me, forcing our hands apart.

Lightness shone through the fabric of my
blindfold.

We were in a different space now. The person
shoving me dragged me off to the side. I heard a grunt, distinctly
Leandra’s, from the opposite direction, and realized with dread
what was happening.

They were separating us.

If there was a good time to fight, it was
now. How many cultists had been up there that I needed to fight to
get out of here? I was stronger than most of them, and I’d just
fed, but that didn’t mean I could take on thirty people.

A door closed behind me. The blindfold came
loose.

We now occupied a small room reminiscent of
Mac’s cleaning closet. A single flickering bulb poorly illuminated
the space. Two hooded figures huddled in close.

One of them raised their hands to take hold
of their hood. I took in rose-colored nail polish, impeccably
painted.

The fabric of the hood slid around her
shoulders. It was Nora. The old Nora, not the new impostor.

“Nora,” I said with some relief. It was hard
to dislike her; the other Nora hadn’t grown on me yet, but this
Nora had spent every day with me. She’d shown me the ropes of how
magicless gardening worked. Well, and rubbed it in my face how
little blood I was able to consume. There had to be a reason behind
her not sharing my contraband hemoglobin tabs with everyone,
though.

It was possible to win her over, I was
certain.

“It’s not Nora,” she said. “My name is
Shirley.”

My face fell. Even her voice was different,
missing that mom-like polish that she’d exuded before. Her eyes
were hard and cold, the severe angle of her speak-to-the-manager
bob seemingly sharp enough to cut. Unknowingly, I took a step back
and hit a wall.

“What’s going on?” I asked, keeping my voice
steady.

“The initiation,” she said like I was
stupid. The person next to her lowered their hood. Short-cropped
hair, hard blue eyes. I’d never seen them before, even in
passing—another member of the inner circle. In spite of myself, a
rush of adrenaline came over me, making me feel almost…excited.
This was what we’d come here for, and now I was in the middle of
it.

If only I knew where to go from here.

“A ritual?” I licked my lips. “Or an oath?”
I could do both of those, no problem. Pretend to love whatever sun
god they secretly worshiped.

Nora’s fangs poked out when she smiled,
honed to impressively sharp tips. “If it was that easy, we wouldn’t
be so exclusive.”

The person with her grunted in response.
“Change into this.”

I accepted the cloak—identical to theirs—and
swallowed down an awkward question about how much I was allowed to
wear underneath. The two turned to the door, leaving me to maneuver
in the little space out of my overalls and into the cloak. I kept
my shirt on and prayed that I wouldn’t have to take off the cloak
for part of the ritual, or else the entire group would see the
unflattering granny panties they’d supplied me.

This was more like what I thought a secret
society should be like. Cloaks, secret chants. A ritual you didn’t
find out about until they’d trapped you underground.

They turned in unison when I finished
adjusting the cloak. “What next?” I asked.

Nora nodded to her companion. From the
depths of their robes, they extracted a velvet box like you’d find
a fancy necklace gifted in. I took it from them. It was longer than
I expected. Could they be handing me my own gem already? Ren didn’t
even have one.

“Go on,” Nora prodded.

I clicked the case open. This time, I
couldn’t stifle my gasp. It wasn’t a gem. It was my own silver
dagger. The one they’d confiscated from me when I got here.

The one Ren had confiscated from me when I
got here.

My vision blurred. A familiar feeling
crawled up my throat—betrayal. Just like with Phoebus, except I’d
actually started to trust Ren. Started to understand her, I
thought. We’d been so foolish to come here. Ren was on their side
the whole time. Of course she was. It was a cult, after all. How
hard would it have been for her to play along and report back to
her superiors?

I’d let her in on all my weaknesses. She
knew about Leandra, of course. Maybe since Leandra was the better
target all along, I was Leandra’s weakness, and not the other way
around. The idea of the cult playing us off of each other made my
stomach churn. But Ren also knew about Phoebus. About Beatrice.
She’d investigated Beatrice undercover, and that hadn’t raised any
red flags for me.

She’d been undercover with us on the Order’s
behalf.

“We should get going,” Nora’s companion said
to her.

I flipped the dagger in my hand. The texture
of its pommel was achingly familiar, like an extension of my limbs,
but having my weapon back didn’t soothe me. I didn’t know, yet,
what they wanted me to do with it. I was thinking something along
the lines of ritual sacrifice.

“Blindfold,” Nora’s companion commanded.

I stood perfectly still as they looped the
blindfold over my eyes again. There had to be some way to get to
Leandra. To tell her what I knew now.

The door creaked open. Roughly, Nora and her
companion tugged me forward by the arms. “Where’s Leandra?” I
asked.

“You’ll see her soon,” Nora said. Her tone
was not assuring.

We came to a stop not far from the closet
where I changed. I reached for the blindfold, but Nora slapped my
hand away.

“Not yet,” she tutted. “Here, watch your
step. There are stairs.”

I counted them. One, two, three, four, and
then my foot hit the air. So they weren’t bringing me back to the
upper level with the cabins. I stepped onto the platform, mind
racing. Four steps above the ground. It was possible that the floor
here was just uneven—that it sloped. But I had a feeling they had
plenty of time to renovate this underground area and level it out.
This platform was here deliberately.

“Olympia?”

My blood froze at the sound of Leandra’s
voice. “What’s going on?” I called out. I reached for the cloth
covering my eyes, but a firm, cold hand grabbed my arm.

“Olympia?!”

My instincts screamed at me that something
was wrong. I wanted to call out assurance, but I couldn’t bring
myself to do it. I didn’t know how big our audience was.

My grip on my dagger tightened. I could
slash the person holding my arm down, but I had a feeling it
wouldn’t end well for me. They wouldn’t have left me with the
weapon if it would.

“On the count of three?” someone called out
from the other side of the room.

The group chanted the countdown together.
There had to be at least a dozen of them down here with us. Sweat
coated my palms.

On “two,” someone grabbed hold of the
blindfold’s tie at the back of my head. On “three,” the blindfold
came loose.

And then I saw what I was dealing with.

The platform was similar to a boxing
ring—square-shaped, roped along the perimeter. Lights just slightly
too bright for comfort were aimed at the platform itself, only
barely illuminating the area outside of it, giving me the sense
that the space was bigger than it actually was. The audience was
small; everyone had their hoods up. I made out Leandra’s form in
one of the three cloaks across the way within the ring, her long,
dark hair peeking out on either side of her hidden face. In
addition to the two people with each of us, two stood in diagonal
corners, poised as if ready to fight. All of the vampires in the
ring had their gems on display.

“Weapon of choice?” one of the hooded
figures by Leandra asked. He had a velvet box like mine but bigger,
holding it out for her to observe.

“Weapon for what?” she asked.

“Weapon of choice?” he repeated.

The room was silent as Leandra reached for
the velvet box. “Tell me what I need it for,” she demanded.

“Weapon of choice?”

“None.”

The figure clicked the velvet case shut.
“Are you sure about that?”

She hesitated. And then she threw back her
hood. Her face was furious, a vein pulsing on her forehead.
“Where’s the sacrificial goat or whatever?”

She’d come to the same conclusion I had
about the sacrifice. I shifted uncomfortably. If we did have to
sacrifice a goat, I hoped we got to drink its blood after.

Behind me, Nora’s friend snorted. It
immediately affected everyone around us—they were laughing,
guffawing. My cheeks warmed with secondhand embarrassment.

“That is the goat,” the man said, pointing
to my corner of the ring.

I looked behind me, expecting Nora to be
holding one. And then I turned back. Leandra’s face was pale—paler
than usual, with a sheen of sweat forming on her brow that glinted
against the spotlights.

Me, they meant. I was the goat.

“I don’t suppose you mean that in the
‘greatest of all time’ way, do you?” I asked.

Unsurprisingly, this reference was lost on
the vamps. Nora stepped on the back of my foot, nudging me forward.
I squinted into the audience, trying to get a glimpse of that
traitor Ren, but I could barely make out anything but their
silhouettes.

Nora stepped ahead of me into the center of
the ring and raised her hands to the heavens. “Welcome, brethren,”
she said.

Jesus. They were pulling out “brethren.”

“I come to you today for a very special
initiation. As you are all aware, we have twelve of our roles
filled, and twelve novice spots taken. Our numbers have not been
this perfect in nearly a century.”

Murmurs of agreement came from the audience.
I glanced over at Leandra, but her focus was entirely on Nora, eyes
narrowed.

“It is with great pleasure that I announce
to you today a very lucky occurrence. We have been blessed with not
twelve new recruits, but thirteen.”

Someone pounded their chest and whooped. I
switched my dagger over to my other hand and wiped my sweaty palms
on my cloak.

Nora tutted. “There are only twelve roles to
fill. We can’t have a crowded camp.”

Leandra’s face screamed murder. Sensing her
mood, the two vamps by her clamped onto her shoulders.

“Do we need our two newest recruits to show
their dedication to the cause?” There was more cheering at this.
Nora turned to me. “Personal attachments can be such a drag.
They’ve caused us so many problems in the past.”

I squinted at her. Was she referring to
Diosa and Ren?

Did we ever have a chance of working
together here, after Ren had helped Diosa escape?

Nora turned to Leandra. I couldn’t see her
face, but Leandra’s expression darkened even further. “Now, now,”
Nora said. “I suggest you pick a weapon, Leandra.”

Leandra kicked the box away from her and
spat on the platform. I’d thought, at first, that the vamps were
going to fight each other with how they were positioned. But now I
realized that Leandra and I were the opponents. The cloaked figures
in the ring were just there to make sure we fought. To make sure we
couldn’t escape.

Sweat trickled between my shoulder blades.
Behind me, I heard the vamp that had given me the cloak shuffle
away. They settled into a corner and held their arms behind them,
almost a military posture. One of Leandra’s watchers found the
remaining corner, and the other joined Nora in the center of the
ring.

“If you don’t participate, we’ll have you
both killed,” she said, which came as no surprise. Ren had made it
clear we would be killed for many things. “Everyone pick a side!
Leandra or Olympia. The fight starts now.”

I had seen enough movies to ask, “Until
first blood?”

I think I might have been in denial about
what they meant to do. Because when Nora spoke next, I didn’t
expect what she was going to say.

Nora’s smile was sharp, vicious, hungry.
“Until one of you dies.”



Chapter
Eighteen

Battle Royal
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NEITHER OF US MOVED.

Nora stepped back and gestured for the
vampire with Leandra to do the same. They took spots along the
edges of the ring, leaving Leandra and I together alone in the
center.

“I’m not going to fight her,” Leandra called
out. “So go ahead and kill me.”

I stepped forward to stop Leandra from
sacrificing herself, but Nora’s voice boomed at me, stopping me
like a physical force. “If you don’t fight each other, we’ll kill
both of you. Plenty of recruits to go around.”

That would explain why they always had
people moving up. So-called graduation. If they followed through on
all their threats, this place had worse turnover than the mall I
worked at as a teenager.

I cocked my head at Leandra. The only way to
get out of this was to work together. But we were outnumbered and
couldn’t discuss strategy in front of everyone.

She cocked her head back at me—the opposite
direction of mine—and took a step to the left. I stepped right. We
began a slow circling, not quite that of two opponents facing each
other, but enough movement to make it look like we were really
thinking about it. Both of us completed a half-circle, ending where
the other started.

I mirrored Leandra’s movements when she
approached me. She made no effort to look threatening, not even
baring her fangs. The dagger sat limp in my hand. We met in the
middle of the ring, inches away from each other. Her fingers
settled over my wrist—the one holding the dagger.

“You have about ten seconds to do
something,” Nora called.

“We’re not really going to fight, are we?” I
asked under my breath.

Leandra’s plump lips parted. “Of course
not.”

“What, then?”

The six figures along the perimeter of the
ring moved in.

Leandra flipped around, turning her back to
me, and I copied her. I raised my dagger. If we did manage to take
these guys down—not impossible, but unlikely—that still left
however many watched from the shadows.

I gauged the distance between me and the
three vamps on my side. The one on the far right was closest,
giving me a good angle. Shifting my stance, I thrust the dagger and
released. It landed in his chest with a sick thud. Nora and the
other vamp hurried to his side.

A muffled cry came from the other side of
the room.

But…Leandra’s back was still to mine, and
she was weaponless. She hadn’t done anything yet.

I didn’t dare to turn. “Leandra? What’s
going on?”

She gasped when someone grunted from her
end. The sound of flesh hitting flesh. Shouting came from outside
the ring. I watched Nora face the audience, calling something that
I couldn’t hear over the ruckus. People began shoving themselves
through the rope and onto the platform.

“Leandra?” I said again.

I felt her shoulders move as she shook her
head. “I don’t know. It’s some—”

Three vamps from the audience rushed at us.
I flinched, holding my fists out to sock someone as they attacked,
but they passed me at full speed instead.

Like I wasn’t their target at all.

I snuck a peak back at Leandra’s side of the
ring. That couldn’t be right. The cloaked figures were fighting
each other. I patted the side of Leandra’s thigh.

“Ready to run?” she said.

They didn’t seem to be paying attention to
us. We scurried together away from the brawl. Nora stormed past us,
her expression stony.

Nobody stopped us as we quietly approached
the edge of the ring.

“What happened?” I hissed to Leandra as I
extracted my bloody knife from the vamp’s chest.

“One of them is rebelling or something.” She
gestured to the rope. “Here, I’ll hold it while you duck
under.”

Numbly, I slid through the opening. At the
other end of the ring, the cloaked figures all surged at the center
of their pile of bodies. Churning like a mosh pit. Nora strode into
the middle of the mess, breaking them up and peeling people away
from the huddle by the backs of their cloaks.

I landed on the ground and held the rope
back for Leandra to duck under. In spite of myself, I couldn’t help
but check the faces of the vamps who were revealed. I wanted the
person who rebelled to be someone in particular. But her face
showed up nowhere. Nondescript facial features melted into each
other.

Leandra dusted off her dress as she landed
next to me. She nudged my shoulder, moving quickly away from the
ring, and then broke out into a run.

I followed her at a pace too slow to be
safe, shooting glances back at the brawl. Something new was
happening. Someone broke away from the pack. Then, a muffled cry.
Blood arced into the air, splashing the stark white platform. The
hood fell from their face.

He turned to me. I didn’t recognize
him—youngish, maybe in his twenties, with a shaved head and a very
black-and-blue face. He smiled at me with a bruised mouth missing
several teeth just as someone’s foot connected with the back of his
knee, and then he went down.

Leandra had stopped running. Waiting for me
to catch up. “Olympia! Come on!”

I couldn’t take my eyes away from the guy as
he turned his fall into a roll and then headed right at me.

My panicked mind ran over the
possibilities—this guy in particular wanted to chase us down, and
we knew very little of the geography of this place. Very little
about how to get to the surface. I darted past Leandra, just
slightly quicker than her, into an unlit tunnel. Dagger-first, I
plunged into the darkness at full speed.

The clipped noise of Leandra’s boots echoed
behind me in long strides. Farther back, another set of footsteps
resounded off of the walls. A quicker pitter-patter, uneven.
Belonging to someone who’d just had the shit beat out of them.

I slammed into a brick wall. The dagger had
turned out to be useless as a measure for running into something—it
bounced off of the hard surface and sliced open my wrist. Hissing,
I backed away from it. The entire left side of my body throbbed
from the impact. I pivoted to the right just as Leandra caught up,
barreling into me. “Fuck!”

“Stop running!” a voice called out.

“Shit, Olympia, I can’t see
anything.”

My frantic hands scrabbled over the wall’s
rough surface. I followed it quickly, feeling in a wide radius, the
hot blood of my wrist pumping out over my arm and little indents in
the brick scraping my fingers. My knuckles hit a corner. I reached
for Leandra with my other hand and grabbed a handful of her dress.
“This way!”

“Stop! Please—stop!” The voice was out of
breath. Slower than us. I grinned into the darkness as I picked up
my pace, confident that I could outrun him.

Leandra’s footfalls became quieter—more
distant. I swore under my breath. She was losing speed, too.

“Leave us alone!” I called hoarsely down the
tunnel. I forced myself to slow down, but the adrenaline urged me
on. I thought I would crawl out of my skin. Throwing my head back,
I let out a scream of pure energy, almost wolfish.

The clipped boots stopped suddenly, replaced
by a scuffing noise and then a cry. I jolted and ran back towards
where we’d come. “Leandra?” I whisper-shouted.

“On the floor,” she whimpered.

I slowed at the sound of her voice and bent
down to reach her. She latched onto my arm, pulling herself up. Her
hand was slick with blood. “You good?” I asked.

Our pursuer’s footsteps were getting closer.
“Can we…can we wait it out?” she panted. “Against the wall or
something? He can’t see in here any better than we can.”

I brought her over to the wall and we
flattened ourselves against it. Every instinct screamed at me to
run, flight overpowering fight as the footsteps approached us.

The gem was visible in the dark as he came
closer. A red glow, less strong than a flashlight, but strong
enough that he’d be able to see us if he wasn’t moving fast enough.
I could make out his chin, a bare sweep of stubble, as he got
close, and realized how foolish this plan was. He would know we
were here.

Leandra fidgeted behind me, ready to bolt. I
squeezed my bleeding wrist. It would take hours to heal, even with
my vampire power. And while healing was quicker, nobody told me
that my pain tolerance wouldn’t be any better as a vampire.

“Please stop!” he called out again, and both
Leandra and I winced at his closeness. His footsteps halted—a mere
minute or so after we’d stopped. He was fast. Faster than Leandra.
I heard my heart in my ears, roaring above my panic.

His head turned to the side as he passed us.
Eyes widening in realization, he tried to turn and then fell to the
ground, twisting over his own legs.

“Oh, damn it,” he said. Almost like a sitcom
character.

“Leave us alone!” I brandished the dagger.
“I’ll slice your throat.”

“You’re a fairy.” He held up the gem like a
light. I caught a glimpse of my wrist, the blood that cascaded out
over my elbow. I’d left a trail of it behind us, in case any of the
others were following.

But I could take on this one beaten guy.

“Obviously,” Leandra said for me.

The man tried to stand and was met with the
bite of silver at his throat. He held both of his hands up, still
awkwardly half-crouched. Eyes so wide that I could see the whites
all the way around his irises.

“What the fuck do you want from us?” I
cried. “Are you their leader?”

His tongue flicked out over his lips. Eyes
crossing to see my dagger under his chin. “They’re following us. We
need to get out of here.”

“Oh, so now you’re on our side?” Leandra
spat. “Are you undercover here too?”

“No,” he said bluntly. “I’m not
undercover.”

Leandra’s hip nudged my side. “Let’s slit
his throat and go.”

“No, please! I have something you want to
see. Fairy to fairy.”

I examined him in the dim, red light. His
skin lacked the glow that Seelie fairies had. He smelled of earth,
like home. One of my kind. An Unseelie.

“You better show it fast.” I dug the blade
into his throat, drawing a drop of blood. The blood looked
especially luminescent in the odd lighting.

“It’s in Faerie.”

My grip on the dagger faltered. He didn’t
take advantage of the sudden loss of pressure, but he did swallow,
his Adam’s apple bobbing.

“You can get me to Faerie?”

“Yes. I promise.”

Leandra huffed. “You’re going to help us
escape?”

“Yes, I will. I have to show you something,
like I said.”

I lowered the dagger from his throat. “I
haven’t been able to get to Faerie. Not properly. Since my…”

“I know.”

“You know? How can you know? I don’t
even know you.”

There was a sound down the tunnel. Shouting.
“We’re running out of time, here,” Leandra said.

“Nobody can go to Faerie,” he said with such
confidence I almost believed him.

“Except for you?” I said. “Sounds like a
load of shit.”

He pointed to his chest with one of his
hands. Leandra shifted beside me, ready to knock him out if he did
anything. Slowly, he brought his hand to the gem and lifted it up.
He touched it to the broken skin of my knuckles.

This time, I did drop the dagger. I flinched
away from him as though burned.

The gem was—it was something fae. Something
dark, something that shouldn’t have existed. Its magic reacted with
my own. The earth around us squeezed and contracted in response to
the sudden release of my power.

“Hold onto me,” he said hoarsely. The
shouting in the distance was closing in. “Both of you. I’ll get you
there.”

Leandra reached under me and retrieved the
dagger. Her eyes searched my own, questioning. We both knew—we’d
delayed too much. If he couldn’t actually get us there, then he was
dead, too.

I put one tentative hand on a shoulder of
his. It was sweaty through the fabric. My nostrils flared at the
smell of him, the familiarity which shouldn’t have been familiar.
He was Unseelie, but he was something else, like me.

Unseelie and vampire in one.

Leandra touched his other shoulder, pinching
the fabric rather than making contact with his skin. He closed his
eyes. With trembling fingers, he brought the gem to the drop of
blood on his throat.

A whooshing noise made my ears pop. One
second, we were in the tunnel, and the next, we were…

We were in Faerie, but it was wrong,
again.

Faerie was wrong, and it wasn’t because of
me.



Part Three

Yggdrasil
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Chapter
Nineteen

The Tree of Life

[image: ]

THIS WHOLE TIME, I’D ASSUMED that the oddness of
Faerie was about my magic. But this Faerie looked exactly the same
as when I’d visited from the park. The smell of sulfur burned my
eyes; the mist that settled over everything in Faerie, giving it an
ethereal glow, seemed to leach the color from it instead. The only
difference was that the space didn’t immediately reject my
presence.

I took in the landscape—we were aboveground
now. Leandra sat slumped on my left with her head in her hands. To
my right, the fairy from the cult fondled his red gem.

“What is it?” I demanded. “What is the gem
made of?”

Brow furrowing, he closed his eyes. If I
wasn’t mistaken, he looked almost...guilty. “It would be easier to
show you.”

“Who the fuck are you?” Leandra said. “Why
would we go with you?”

“My name’s Seb.” He opened his eyes. “And
you’re Olympia, right? From the Chicago court?”

I didn’t like to be put at a disadvantage.
“We haven’t met.”

“No, we haven’t,” he confirmed. “But I’ve
heard about you. When your girlfriend was exiled, news made its way
around.” Seb’s eyes darted to Leandra just briefly.

“She’s not supposed to be here,” I said.
“The magic from the exile should be keeping her out.”

His hand dropped from the gem. Nervously, he
wrung out his hands, looking into the distance. Fog surrounded us
in all directions, making the edges of everything blurry and
unreal. Dead trees twisted their lifeless limbs high into the sky.
There was no sun to speak of.

This was wrong. All of it was wrong. The
only way Leandra could come back here was if Faerie’s magic wasn’t
working.

“What’s going on?” I asked, shaking. My mom
was here in the Chicago court, my dad in New York. What did the
courts look like now? Were there any left? They could be dead. They
could be dead while I moped about how hard it was to be a vampire.
“Fuck.”

Seb sighed then—a long, drawn out sigh that
seemed to expel years of stress all at once. “If you’ll both huddle
in, I have answers for you.”

Leandra shuffled over to him. She looked
scared. Weak. If there was anyone here to punish her for violating
the exile, the consequences would be severe.

I stared at his neck, at the ruby at his
throat, as he reached for it again. He held his hand out to me.
Unsteadily, I let him take it. Leandra’s hand closed around my
knee, the other offering me my dagger. I took it from her and
opened the compartment at the end of its pommel, extracting the
bell.

“Where to?” I asked in a whisper.

“Yggdrasil.”

 


❧

 


We were not instantly transported from one place to
another, the way bell travel in Faerie usually worked. Instead, it
was like we oozed out of that flat, dead space and into one
occupied primarily by a tree.

It was the largest tree I’d ever seen in my
life. Extending several stories into the air, its top was invisible
from this distance. It was about as wide around as an entire fae
army. And this was what I could tell from ten yards away. It was
like no tree I’d ever seen—devoid of color, not just gray but
lacking, like a void that sucked in the things around it. There
were no leaves on the dead, limp branches that arced toward the
ground.

I was so focused on the tree that I didn’t
notice the person under it at first.

A black, wide-brimmed hat covered their
face. They wore a brightly patterned maxi skirt, torn at the
hem.

My heart stuttered. I rushed forward,
leaving a recovering Leandra and a groggy-sounding Seb on the
ground. “Beatrice? Is that you?”

The person under the tree shuddered to
lucidity. The hat fell from her face onto her chest. Her dyed red
hair was stark in contrast to the drab colors around her, tied up
in a hairdo that was so complex it eluded common names.

“Cerberus?” she said. “Oh, not Cerberus.
Olympia.”

Cerberus? Maybe she had been
dreaming. “We’ve been looking everywhere for you.” I kneeled at her
side. “What are you doing in Faerie? Did someone kidnap you?”

She blinked and rubbed her eyes, nudging her
glasses up onto her forehead. I realized just then how exhausted
she looked. Like Leandra when I was still feeding from her but
worse. Her skin was pallid, almost gray, and her eyelids drooped,
looking bruised. “Sorry, dear. I just woke up from a very good
nap.”

Seb’s voice rang out: “She’s guarding the
tree of life.”

I glanced back at him. He had an arm around
Leandra, holding her up. To my surprise, she was not fighting him
about it. Faerie’s magic may have been weakened, but it was clearly
still trying to expel her. The magic exile was sapping her of her
energy. Pulling her between this world and the human one.

“I haven’t been kidnapped. We’ve been
alternating,” Beatrice said, brushing a fallen branch off of her
skirt as she rose, “so that I can bring Phoebus a potion he
needs.”

So he wasn’t lying about that. “Alternating
guarding the tree of life,” I repeated absently. Of course I’d
heard about the tree of life. We were told stories about it
growing up in the Chicago court, but it was a legend—like Yggdrasil
from Norse mythology. I’d always assumed that it was more of a
metaphor for our souls than an actual tree. It was hard to deny the
girth of the thing, though. It was like a banyan tree, if banyan
trees were even bigger than they already are. I took in its height,
its width, and then its deadness.

And, too slow, it hit me.

“This is the thing powering Faerie,” I said.
“And it’s dying.”

“Yes,” Beatrice said. “I’m so sorry I didn’t
get in touch with you. I’ve been busy with this.”

“You owe me answers,” I said, pointing an
accusatory finger at Seb. “Who are you?”

Dryly, he laughed. “Cerberus, guardian of
Yggdrasil. If you can call me such a thing after what I’ve
done.”

How pretentious. “I’m not a mythology expert
or anything, but that seems to be crossing cultures.”

“It is,” Leandra confirmed weakly.

“Cerberus is the name my mother gave me. A
new guardian is assigned whenever one passes. I was assigned to
this job in the womb. It’s a lifelong assignment. I guess you could
say she has a good sense of humor.” He smiled, but his brow
scrunched.

“Okay, great. Now that we’ve got naming
conventions out of the way, how did this happen?”

He removed the necklace with the gem on it
and held it out for me. It shined brightly when he lifted it toward
the tree, and the tree actually groaned as though in
mourning.

“The gems are made from the material of the
tree,” he said. “It’s not wood, but Faerie’s lifeblood. Only magic
from Faerie is powerful enough to give vampires immunity to
sunshine. Vampires can walk in the sun here, after all.”

“Not for long, though,” I said. Back when
Leandra first visited, the Unseelie Queen had told me that she
should still use a parasol and avoid direct sunlight. There seemed
to be little sun here to worry about now. “But how do we—” God,
this was too much to take in at once. I was still processing the
fact that the tree of life was real. I didn’t even know where to
start. Did we need to restore the tree somehow? Did I need to
grieve my dead parents, my childhood friends? “How are the
courts?”

“I haven’t had time to check on them,” he
said. “But not well.”

“How did the cult get Faerie’s lifeblood?” I
asked, suddenly angry. Seb had said he didn’t deserve to be
guardian after “what he’d done.” Surely, he wasn’t stupid enough to
sell out a super-secret job.

“Some decades ago, I met someone. A
vampire,” he started. I’d clocked him as being in his early
twenties, but maybe he’d been turned into a vampire at that age. Or
maybe being around the tree of life just added a few extra years to
the old lifespan. “I had never met a vampire who could come to
Faerie. He said he’d fallen into a fairy circle and ended up here.
I questioned his story, but unlikely things happen all the time. He
shouldn’t have been able to find Yggdrasil. No one should. Only I
have been given permission to come and go.” He nodded to Beatrice.
“Though I’m grateful Miss Newell sought it out herself.

“He asked me for a piece of the tree. I said
no, of course. The more he came, the kinder he seemed. I considered
sharing part of the tree with him in exchange for his company. Of
course, the tree of life is all-powerful. It’s not like losing a
little piece of it would do anything. But that wasn’t the end of
it. When he left with his piece of the tree, more of them showed
up. Not all at once. Far enough apart that I could give away little
pieces. But a few years ago…” Seb didn’t continue.

“Yes?” I asked, impatient.

“A few years ago someone new came to see me.
Someone without an agenda. A fairy, not a vampire. He was
wonderful. Kind and encouraging. He listened to me talk about the
burden of guarding the tree, and I fell in love with him.”

“You betrayed Faerie’s life source for some
ass-kissing vampires,” I repeated back, incredulous. “Are you
fucking kidding me?”

He winced. “You don’t know what it’s like to
be alone all the time. How easy it is to manipulate someone who is
lonely, someone without social skills or experience. How was I
supposed to know people would betray me?” A tear traced the length
of his cheek. “I told him about the vampires. About how worried I
was. The tree seemed the same, but I was scared if enough of it was
lost, it would do irreparable damage to Faerie. And it has.”

“Let him tell the story,” Leandra said
softly. Her head lolled, resting finally on Seb’s shoulder.

I bit down on my lip to stop myself from
yelling at him more. I couldn’t deny the fire in my veins. The
hatred growing there. If this guy had killed my parents…he was
going to pay for it.

“I met with him for years,” he continued.
“We started leaving Faerie together, even though I wasn’t supposed
to. He took me on trips to beautiful places. France, Korea. We
traveled the world in little bite-size pieces, one day at a time,
and whenever I came back to the tree, it was the same. It didn’t
need a guardian. Why does something that nobody thinks is real—that
nobody knows the location of—need a guardian?” This last question,
he spat bitterly. “We’d been dating for years when he offered to
guard the tree for me. He said I could leave for longer, visit my
mother. So I did.”

“And he betrayed you,” I guessed.

“Yes. He took too much of the tree’s magic.
I found out later that he brought it to the vampires. The Sun
Order. The tree looked different. I was so guilty about it,
Olympia. I won’t ask for forgiveness, but you have to
understand—”

“You ruined Faerie for everyone,” I said
vehemently, “not just me. I’m not the one you owe an apology.”

He shifted Leandra in his grip. At first,
the twitching in his eye seemed like a nervous tick, but I realized
he was holding back more tears.

Good.

“He betrayed me, and I went to chase him
down. To ask how he could do this to me when we loved each other so
much. The Order was overjoyed to have the guardian himself in their
midst when I did find them. None of them had visited me in
years—whatever fairy circle they’d stumbled upon must have been
long gone. They realized that the assignment of Yggdrasil’s
guardian was in my blood. That just one drop of my blood could
bring them to Faerie, so long as they had a piece of the tree.”

“So they’ve been taking from it ever since,
multiplying the gems,” Beatrice added helpfully. “With no one to
guard the tree, there was no one to stop them.”

“It sounds like there was no one to stop
them even when there was a guardian,” I snapped.

“True,” he said. “I found out later that my
boyfriend was under vampire thrall when he’d stolen enough of
Yggdrasil to keep the vampires sated.”

“Phoebus is your boyfriend,” I said. The
suspicion had been there throughout his story, but now it was
confirmed. Only one fairy I knew personally would betray someone
for the Sun Order. “He betrayed me too. Killed me, actually.”

“I, ah, didn’t know that,” Seb said.
“Sorry.”

“Gee, no worries.”

“I mean it, though. He—he wasn’t himself,
then.”

“The vampire queen was dead when he did
it.”

Sardonically, Seb smiled. “They had me
captive. He told me he was going to do whatever it took to free me.
That was part of the reason they kept him with them so easily. It
was nice to have a non-vampire minion who could come and go and do
their bidding. He had to do what they said, or they would hurt
me.”

I massaged my temples with the tips of my
fingers. “Okay, so you gave vampires a taste of sunlight back in
the day, and then Phoebus went and took a bunch of it from you at
once, and then he murdered me to try to save you. But what I don’t
get is, why did you go from captive to one of the inner circle?
You’re a vampire.”

“They—they took too much from me. One of
them turned me so that I wouldn’t die. As far as I know, the next
guardian is not ready to take over yet. They aren’t aware of
my…situation,” he said. “I made myself useful to the Order. It was
hard not to know what they were planning, or how long they were
going to keep stealing from the tree. The tree doesn’t have much
left to give. I wanted to be in on their plans. I let them think
that I didn’t care about the tree. That their friendships were more
valuable to me.”

Our eyes met, and understanding passed from
him to me. He had infiltrated their ranks and gone from prisoner to
a respected member. Maybe it was to protect the tree from further
destruction, if that was even possible, but he really had made
friends there. He did value the role he’d earned, just like Ren
had. And he actually cared about his connections to them, even
though they were using him.

“Have you been able to stop them?”

“A few times,” he said. “Not enough. I
convinced them to be scarcer with the gems. That they should only
be rewarded to the best of the best.”

“You’re right,” I said. “That isn’t enough.”
I whirled on Beatrice. “And how exactly did you get involved?”

“I scryed on Diosa,” Beatrice admitted. “She
had a ruby like the one Cerberus is holding. She just charged up
its magic on Knotted Hill and then walked right into the sun. I
thought I recognized the magic, but Professor Micah is an expert on
fae magic, and they weren’t in.”

Seb rubbed at a bruise on his face. “She was
right to be worried. All those decades ago, one of the vampires of
the Sun Order had figured out that Faerie was the answer to their
quest for sunlight.”

“I wonder if I would’ve come to that
conclusion myself,” Leandra said. Gently, she eased herself from
Seb’s grip and shuffled to me. I held her by the shoulders. She
seemed so light here, like her bones were less dense. One foot in
this world and one foot in the last. “If they had centuries of
research and enough determination, it’s not surprising that they
could figure this out.”

“There has to be a way to fix it, though,
right?” Desperation clawed its way into my voice. “I have to go to
the Chicago court. We can enlist the army to… I don’t know. We can
get someone smarter than me working on a solution.”

“You’re smart,” Leandra said with a weak
smile.

“I’m smart enough to not have gotten into
this mess,” I said. But hadn’t I been at fault for some of it? I
hadn’t questioned Diosa’s actions when she’d taken the gem from
Patricia. I’d let my worries about my magic and my undying thirst
distract me from picking up on things that even Allie, taking on
responsibility for an entire town’s worth of people, had picked up
on. She knew something was structurally wrong when Beatrice went
missing.

I’d been so full of myself that I missed it
the whole time. I could have discovered this months ago—I could’ve
been proactive and hunted down Phoebus myself and demanded
answers.

Seb said something under his breath that I
couldn’t hear.

“Speak up, traitor.”

“Please don’t go to the Chicago court.”

I stiffened at the request. “Who else could
fix this?”

“I’m not sure it can be fixed, Olympia,”
Beatrice said gently.

“This is my home. I’m going to find a way to
fix it, since this incompetent asshole ruined it and can’t be
bothered.”

“I don’t want you to tell them,” Seb said,
“because they will likely execute Phoebus.”




Chapter
Twenty

The Chicago Court
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SEB WAS RIGHT; THEY WOULD execute Phoebus. It was an
Unseelie court, and Seb was Unseelie. Phoebus was Seelie, and he’d
been the one to trick Seb. I saw it how the Unseelie Queen would
see it—crimes from a Seelie against one of her own. From the way
Seb had told the story, he’d been taken advantage of the whole
time, albeit naively. The Unseelie Queen would find a way to save
him, but she had no reason to stand up for Phoebus.

Someone had to be blamed for this.

“What do you propose we do, then?” I
said.

“I don’t know. I’ve thought about that for a
while. I guess the best way to restore the tree’s magic would be to
bring all of the rubies back here to the source.” His features
twisted in frustration.

“So we just have to go to every single
vampire in the Order, and then all of the ones who left like Diosa,
and bring them back here,” I said. “That sounds easy.”

“Sass, Olympia,” Leandra warned.

“We can get at least some of them,” Seb
said. “If we try.”

“I’m going to the Chicago court for help,
and you can’t stop me. Beatrice…”

Her eyes widened at her sudden involvement.
“Yes?”

“I need you to stay here and guard the tree.
It’s risky. If the vampires can come and go as they please, you
might have to kill somebody.”

Beatrice’s stance became firmer. In spite of
how tired she seemed, I wouldn’t have wanted to mess with her. “I
will defend this tree with my life,” she said.

“I’m begging you,” Seb repeated. “If Phoebus
dies, I won’t have anything worth living for.”

I clenched my fist against my thigh. The
urge to punch Seb in the face was strong.

“Olympia,” Leandra said gently, “he was in
love.”

“I’m not sappy enough to save someone over
that.” I’d already contemplated Phoebus’s death and decided that I
didn’t like the idea of it, back when I was in a position to hurt
him. But now, if it meant getting help for saving Faerie, it
might’ve been unavoidable.

“You’ve made me soft, too.” Leandra shifted
so her head was firmly against my shoulder. “Isn’t it better to be
kind?”

Damn it. “Seb, go get Phoebus. He was
lurking in the woods outside of the encampment.”

Seb looked pale at this. “He was supposed to
stay away.”

“He murdered me and you didn’t know about
it, but you were able to tell him to stay away? Fuck off.”

“Olympia!” Beatrice said.

“Everyone, stop saying my goddamn name!”

“We have these visions. We meet in the
dreamspace. He didn’t tell me about you, I swear, but I thought he
was far away from us. I thought that he was hiding out
somewhere.”

The dreamspace. That was interesting.
Phoebus and I had shared the same connection. Was that something
that Seelie and Unseelie powers could do when combined?

Interesting, also, that Phoebus had chosen
not to share that he’d murdered someone with his boyfriend. Like he
was ashamed of it.

There wasn’t time to think about the
implications of that now. If Phoebus was hiding things from Seb,
though, what were the odds that Seb was being totally honest with
him? “He was trying to save you. Does he know you’re in the inner
circle, or does he think you’re still being tortured?”

The silence was enough of an answer. “I’ll
get him.”

“Get him and take him as far away from
Mayfair as you can,” I said, hoping I wouldn’t regret it. Leandra
nodded her approval with a subtle shift of her head. “I won’t tell
the court about him specifically, but both of you need to be gone
if you want to save your lives.”

He touched the gem and then vanished. I
nudged Leandra off of me, holding her steadily by the forearms.
“And you look miserable. You should go back to Mayfair and stay in
the lair until we figure this out.”

“I want to help, Olympia,” Leandra said.
“Remember? Don’t leave me out of it. I can be useful.”

“She could stay with me,” Beatrice
suggested. “I’ll protect her and the tree.”

The tree loomed above us. I imagined what
would happen if any member of the Sun Order came here to collect
another gem. Beatrice could try to protect Leandra, sure, but
Leandra would want to fight them, too. It was too risky.

“You’ve been exiled from the court,” I said.
“Your reception won’t exactly be warm.”

“I know that,” she said. “They have other
things to worry about right now.”

I raised my silver dagger between us. Her
fingers closed around the wound on my arm—it wasn’t bleeding
anymore, but it throbbed in pain. I lifted open the end of the
pommel and brought out the bell again.

“Take me home.”
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The sight of Faerie had appalled me before, but I
wasn’t prepared for how the state of my home court would affect
me.

Leandra stopped me from sinking to my knees.
I slapped my hand over my mouth to hold in a cry.

The mists that always danced around ground
level had become thick and cloying. They were sickly yellow, as
though poisonous, and whenever they grated against my skin, needles
of pain shot up my legs. There were no laughing children running in
the mist. It obscured the castle that I knew was there—if it was
still there at all. I touched my bloody wrist to the translucent
gate that surrounded the Chicago court and it opened for me
silently.

As silent as it was within.

Leandra followed me on the path to the
castle. She was hunched in on herself. The magic of her exile
originated here with the Unseelie Queen, and it was likely
repelling her stronger than it had before.

She’d chosen to come with me, though. There
wasn’t much I could do unless she decided to turn back on her
own.

My panic subsided a bit when we got into the
thick of the Chicago court. Everything looked so different that I
could pretend this had never been my home. The shops had dark
windows and none of the vendor stalls that seemed to be out 24/7
were present. The vibrancy I’d grown up with was desaturated.
“Where are all the people?” I asked. I wasn’t sure if I meant it to
be rhetorical or not.

“They’re not necessarily dead,” Leandra said
in a poor attempt at reassurance. Even her voice sounded fainter,
like she was drifting away. I hoped that when we got to the castle,
the magic was strong enough to kick her out. She didn’t deserve to
be stuck here suffering.

I looked back at the surroundings and felt
how severe my detachment to them was. “I think I’m in shock.”

“That’s understandable. We’ve escaped a cult
and figured out that someone’s killing Faerie. It’s a lot to take
in.”

I stared at her blankly. “Who do you mean by
‘someone’?”

She blinked at me. She held onto her own
arms, shivering, even though it wasn’t cold. Even though we weren’t
supposed to feel cold the same way that others did. “I mean
Phoebus.”

“Seb was the guardian, wasn’t he? He’s
responsible first.”

“Interesting that you’d want to defend the
man who killed you.” The words killed you echoed in a way that
shouldn’t have been possible considering we were out in the open
air.

“Seb let the vampires at the tree first. The
only thing Phoebus did was take advantage of a vulnerability that
was already present. Obviously, he’s not a model citizen,” I said,
holding my hands out in front of me, “but they’re both pretty
awful. And I can’t believe Seb would protect him. It’s almost
naive.”

Time worked funny in Faerie, and it seemed
to be acting up. The distance on the path to the castle stretched
out endlessly in spite of my eagerness to get there.

No, that wasn’t right. The adrenaline rush
was from dread, not eagerness. A wish for everything to be over.
The landscape was picking up on my mood and prolonging time as a
favor to me.

I wasn’t sure if I was grateful or not.

“We all make mistakes,” Leandra said at
last.

“Not mistakes that big.”

“They love each other. Phoebus did terrible
things to protect Seb. Seb was misguided, but he thought he was
doing the right thing. And Seb is still trying to save Phoebus
after all this. The deception happened, but the feelings that grew
between them were real.” Her conclusion wasn’t far off from my own
feelings about Seb’s relationship to the cult. The parallel stunned
me. Leandra stopped, then, and I turned back to see her panting
heavily. Her voice got weaker the more she talked. “I would’ve
killed to protect you, Olympia.”

And I knew I would’ve done the same.
Debating who was at fault didn’t excuse what Phoebus had done,
though—not just to me, or even to Seb, but to Faerie itself. He
could apologize for murdering me, and he could use the reasoning
that I was still technically roaming the earth as an excuse for his
behavior. But you couldn’t apologize your way out of the death of
an entire world.

Faerie accepted my sense of defeat. We were
at the castle steps in just a blink. Disoriented, Leandra grabbed
me.

And I saw the first person since we’d gotten
here.

One of the knights of the Chicago court
stood at attention at the castle gate. She startled when she
noticed us, and then lifted her visor to see better. Her name
eluded me, though I recognized her face. We hadn’t been in the same
social circles growing up because she was a few years older than
me. Too cool to hang out with the younger kids.

She didn’t look too cool now. She looked
like the only sign of life in the area, clad in steel armor and a
purple plume that stood erect from the tip of her helmet.

“Where is everyone?” I asked her without
greeting.

“Back on Earth,” she said steadily. “The
Queen sent them away. You’re Wendy’s daughter, right?”

An unpleasant feeling washed over me at the
sound of my mother’s name. “Is she here?”

“Yes,” the knight said. She glanced behind
me to Leandra and her eyes widened in recognition. “You can’t—”

“I won’t intrude,” Leandra said. “I’m just
here for support.”

The knight’s features twisted. She
considered this for a moment and then stepped aside. The gate
opened and we hurried in.
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I’d never seen the castle so still. I expected there
to be more life in here—everyone left huddled up in the castle for
protection. Instead, there was just one other knight at the stairs,
standing guard in case something got past the knight at the
gate.

“I need to see my mother,” I said to him
with more authority than I had here.

“Olympia Carter?”

“Yes, that’s me,” I said. I was getting
impatient; Leandra’s pallor was worse in here. Her face seemed to
drag toward the ground. I needed to ensure my mother was safe and
make my pleas quickly so we could leave.

“Um, up the stairs to the left. The throne
room.”

Not waiting for Leandra, I rushed up the
stairs two at a time. I pictured myself throwing open the door to
the throne room to demand answers and assistance, but when I
actually reached the door, I stood frozen with fear. I didn’t know
what to expect on the other side. My brain procured images of
wounded soldiers. But what would they have been fighting? There was
bustling from within. More activity than I’d seen since I’d come to
Faerie with Leandra a while back. I straightened my braid and
knocked on the door.

It opened for me, recognizing my fae blood.
That was a good sign, I thought. Magic still worked in here
somewhere.

Inside, surprisingly few people milled
about. In the center of the room was the queen, not sitting in her
throne but perched on the armrest, giving instructions to a group
of knights that watched her, rapt. Usually, the castle was filled
with floating fairy lights, but here lanterns had been manually lit
along the walls, and several people held candles as they flitted
about the room. With the poor lighting and few occupants, the
throne room seemed larger and more intimidating than it ever had. A
table of weapons was in the corner, along with maps, food and
drink, and—I shuddered—iron.

My mother was overseeing the weapons
table.

I remembered Leandra at the last minute
before stepping into the room. She had sidled up next to me almost
in silence. Her chest bobbed up and down at a pace too rapid to be
healthy, and she struggled to stand. “I’m going to hang out by the
door,” she whispered. “I don’t think I should go in.”

“Are you going to be okay?” I asked. “I can
have someone send you away.” If their magic worked well enough for
that.

“I’ll be fine,” she said with a weak smile.
“Go get your army.”

Her lips were cool when I moved in to kiss
her.

Mom noticed me right away. She pushed her
way past another attendant and folded me into a hug. “Olympia!
What’s—are you a—?” She held me out at arms’ length, then, and
looked into my eyes. Her nostrils flared in understanding. “When
did this happen?”

How much did she even know, if she was busy
here? “Um, do you remember that fairy that attacked me?”

“Yes,” she said. “I thought—I guess I didn’t
know—they said that you had healed.”

Oh, dammit. I stared at Freddie—a fairy
knight I’d known in my childhood—across the room as he took orders
from the queen. He was supposed to relay to my mother what had
happened. As if he could feel me looking, his gaze slowly swept
over the table and landed on me. Guilt overcame his features.

He hadn’t been able to break it to her.

“Leandra changed me to save my life,” I
said. “But that’s not important right now. What’s going on
here?”

My mom looked rather like she did think it
was important, but she let it slide. “We don’t know.” Her hair was
in disarray, the lines in her forehead more pronounced than I
remembered. “We had to send everyone away. People haven’t been able
to come back when they go. Something’s wrong with the magic.” She
took a deep breath. “It is so nice to see you, Olympia, but how the
hell did you get here?”

“It’s kind of a long story,” I murmured,
glancing back toward the open door. “Leandra is here with me.”

Her eyes hardened. She opened her mouth to
speak and I held my hand up to cut her off.

“I know what’s sucking the magic out of
Faerie. It’s not pretty.”

The hardness stayed in her eyes. She didn’t
believe me. “The queen has to go to a summit at the Tokyo court in
fifteen minutes. You’d better tell her what you know now.”

“Shit,” I said. I was expecting to have more
time than that. The Tokyo court was Seelie; the summit meant all
the courts were coming together to figure out what was going on and
what to do about it. I wondered if they would have come to the
conclusion about the tree of life themselves, or if they thought it
was as much of a myth as I had.

The knight who’d noticed me said something
to the queen that made her turn in our direction. She waved her
hand at the knights and they scattered.

And then the Unseelie Queen walked toward
me, a wry, deadly smile on her lips.

She stopped at the end of the table, far
enough away from us that we had to come to meet her or else shout
at each other. A power play, as it always was. Real vines crawled
up her arms, living things that slithered, in a shape that could be
called dress-like. The vines covered enough of her to be modest.
Mostly.

“How did you get here, Olympia? Also, you
look good for a vampire. And hello,” she said, remembering her
manners.

My mom glanced between us. The Unseelie
Queen had been informed about my turning, but my own mother
hadn’t—a betrayal of its own, after all her years of service.

“Hi, Your Majesty.” I cleared my throat.
“What do you know about Yggdrasil?”
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The more I talked, the quieter the Unseelie Queen
became. I assumed it was out of anger. At the last second, I left
Phoebus’s name out of it, explaining only the vampire cult and the
reliance on the tree of life for their purposes at our expense. It
was hard to justify why, considering what he’d done. I actually
wasn’t sure I would really follow through until that moment. But
Seb had seemed determined to protect Phoebus from whatever lethal
punishment the Unseelie Queen would have in store. To violate my
promise to him seemed not only unethical but wasteful.

When I was done talking, the queen settled
her hands over her arms in an elegant gesture, her long, dark green
nails digging into the skin. “You’re leaving something out,” she
said.

My mouth was suddenly very dry. “I—”

“Leandra’s here,” my mother offered. I
looked between her and the queen. She was covering for me, in a
way, even though she didn’t know what she was covering for.

“Leandra.” In the queen’s mouth, Leandra’s
name sounded like a curse. “I should have known.”

“What can we do about it?”

“The cult is in Missouri somewhere,” said
the queen. “We’ll start there.”

“Yes, in Mayfair. But you wouldn’t be able
to find it without a witch of some kind.”

“I don’t suppose you know any witches,” the
queen said with a knowing tilt to her head.

Allie. I needed to touch base with her
anyway. There was so much to fill her in on. “Yes, I know someone
who could probably get us there.”

“Good. Your witch friend will lead the army
in.”

The Unseelie Queen would send an army out to
slaughter whoever was back at the camp. I’d been in the middle of
too many of these disputes that could possibly tip into war. I
could only imagine the backlash we’d have from the vampire
community. It was not a good thing to be a vampire fairy in the
middle of a war between the two.

I thought about how to phrase my objection.
But if you phrase something indirectly to a fairy, they take
advantage of you. Just one of those things. “Is there any way to
not kill everyone?” I asked tactlessly.

The Unseelie Queen’s eyes turned dark and
merciless. “Oh? You don’t want them harmed after what they’ve done
to your home?”

“Not—not murdered, maybe. I’m not sure every
one of them deserves it.” I swallowed. Every draining emotion made
my thirst more apparent. I tried not to look at the queen’s neck
when I continued, “They have tiered ranks. Not everyone knew about
the gems or endorsed them.”

The queen considered this. “I have an idea.
Gerald!”

A knight came running over from the circle
where they’d been talking in hushed tones. My stomach plummeted.
“Yes, Your Majesty?”

“Go fetch the vampire waiting pathetically
at the door.”

The knight disappeared around the corner and
came back with Leandra in tow. She was limp, practically dragging
her feet across the marble floors of the castle. She looked up at
the queen with surprising defiance.

“Do you know,” the queen started, “what we
do to people who violate orders of exile?”

“I’m sure you’re going to educate me,”
Leandra quipped. I couldn’t help the corners of my mouth twitching
upward. Leandra caught my expression and grinned at me. Never as
weak as I thought she was.

“Actually, no.” The queen took Leandra’s
chin in her hand. I stepped forward and my mother put out an arm to
stop me from starting a years-long war between me and the Unseelie
Queen. “It’s never happened before, so we don’t have a
predetermined punishment. Not yet, anyway.”

I closed my eyes. The court was completely
silent. Even the knights on the other side of the room held their
breath to hear the queen’s next words.

“Are you going to get it over with?” Leandra
asked.

“You’re impertinent. Just the way our
Olympia likes them, I suppose.”

“Don’t intervene,” my mother warned me.

“Let’s say this,” the queen said. “In
exchange for not immediately slaughtering everyone in the thieving
vampire cult, I will hang onto Leandra.”

A breath that sounded more like a hiss
escaped me. Leandra was already doing so poorly in Faerie right
now. She would have to stay here. Go to the Tokyo court with the
queen. And I wouldn’t have her by my side to get through this—one
of the worst disasters I’d ever had to fix. All the bounty hunting
I’d done over the last few years was small fry compared to saving
Faerie from its demise.

“No,” I said. “You can’t do that.”

Leandra lifted her head. “I’d like to help
Olympia. I can make myself very useful.”

The queen raised her hand. A circlet
appeared in her palm made of the same kind of writhing vines that
made up her dress. She lowered the vine to Leandra’s throat and it
twined around her neck, holding her to the queen with magic. A
magic collar, keeping her prisoner.

“I’ll take her,” the queen said. “That
should serve as good motivation for you to help us out.”

“She was going to help anyway,” my mother
argued. “How could you do this to us, Belinda? After all my years
of service?”

I always found the Unseelie Queen hard to
read, but it was especially difficult now. Her expression was
guarded. She was scared, I realized. Scared of what could happen to
Faerie if this was irreversible. “Leandra in exchange for my army,”
she said at last, and I understood the deal she was offering me.
Leandra was the collateral. I needed to bring back her army intact
to get her back.

I didn’t know if I could make that promise.
They were some of the most competent fairy knights I knew, even at
the other courts, but the vampires at the cult could undoubtedly
tear some of them apart. I opened my mouth to protest, but Leandra
beat me to it.

“Bring them back, Olympia,” she said. “I’ll
stay here.”




Chapter
Twenty-One

Rallying the Troops
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THE UNSEELIE QUEEN’S MAGIC PUSHED me and the Chicago
court’s knights out of Faerie and right into downtown Mayfair
between two buildings. I swore under my breath. She was playing
with me. It was still sunny out. Daytime. I couldn’t go far outside
of the shadows, and I was surrounded by two dozen knights who
awaited my orders on behalf of a queen I wasn’t entirely sure
wanted me to succeed. The other fae royalty had tons of power, and
they could probably get things fixed better than I could, if there
was a better plan than getting the gems back. Sending me to do this
was a test or something. A test of my power.

People walking past gawked at us in the
alley. Weakly, I waved my hand at a witch I recognized from
Beatrice’s friend circle and a ghost that always showed up at the
farmer’s market. None of them stopped to say anything, and for that
I was grateful. But I had no doubt one of them would stop at The
Scale & Ale soon and open their big mouths where Mac could hear
information worth selling.

News of Olympia Carter suddenly appearing in
the heart of Mayfair with an unapproved fairy army would not look
good, I was guessing.

I took out my phone and found the first
contact on my list. She answered on the second ring. “Allie Godden
speaking.”

“Can you meet me at”—I checked my
surroundings—“Sugar & Spice?”

There was a huff on the other end of the
line. “It’s not a good time, Olympia. Mayor Blair has me studying
up on—”

“Beatrice is in Faerie,” I said.

She was quiet for a moment. And then, “Why
the fuck is she in Faerie? How did you figure that out?”

“Long story. Can fill you in at Sugar &
Spice, though, if you have a minute.” Hopefully, once she knew how
bad it was, she would stay for longer than a minute, but sometimes
she took things too literally. I didn’t doubt she actually was
busy. Saving Faerie just had to be a higher priority.

“Alright, dammit. You owe me one,
Olympia.”

“I’ll keep a tally.”

“Jesus.” She hung up.

I looked back across the street. My history
with the Gallos, the lesbian couple that owned Sugar & Spice,
was a tad tumultuous. We’d been friendly acquaintances for a long
time, and I’d even had a crush on Griselda once, but I’d sided with
Leandra on an important matter and ruined the ease of our
interactions.

Well, it was worth a shot.

“Alright, everyone,” I said to the knights.
“How can we get a vampire across the street and into that magic
shop over there without incinerating me?”

 


❧

 


A borrowed tarp and a comical procession later, I
entered the thankfully windowless back room of Sugar & Spice
with the Gallos, leaving twenty-three knights wandering the shop.
Customers looked appropriately alarmed at their presence.

“I don’t know if we can help with that,”
Francesca said. She was sitting on an upside-down bucket.
“It’s…”

“It’s a lot of damn responsibility, is what
it is,” Griselda cut in.

“Just a place for us to plan,” I begged.
“This could mean the end of Faerie.”

“You’ll still be able to live here,
though. Why does Faerie matter?”

“Hon,” Francesca said pleadingly. The look
that passed between them was so laden with meaning that it made me
miss Leandra. I hoped she was doing alright at the queen’s side. If
the queen hurt her, I would be within my rights to retaliate. But I
had a feeling she wouldn’t cause her harm. Not directly,
anyway.

“Alright,” Griselda said. “But don’t expect
us to go charging into battle with you.”

“Of course not,” I said, relief making my
throbbing thirst weaker. “Thank you so much.”

Someone began yelling in the store. Knocking
over her metal bucket, Francesca swung open the door. I cowered
toward the back of the room to avoid the ray of sunlight that
pierced through.

“Olympia bloody goddamn Carter! What the
hell is going on here?”

I winced at the severe reaction. “Allie,” I
called. “In here.”

Allie pushed past Francesca, and the door
was mercifully closed once more. “You’ve got to be bloody kidding
me,” Allie said.

I hugged her. She was tense for a second and
then eased into embracing me back. From the awkward stiffness of
it, I had a feeling neither of us was very used to friendly
hugs.

“Faerie’s dying,” I said once she stepped
away.

“Faerie’s—how? Wait, don’t tell me yet. I
need to let the council know. If word gets out that you brought a
bunch of fairy warriors into Mayfair, it’s not going to be pretty.
And mind you, this is not the first time you’ve done it.”

“Technically, my mom—”

“Zip it.” She made a quick call. Francesca
and Griselda settled back into their spots. Affectionately,
Griselda put her hand over Francesca’s shoulder. I smiled at them
as best as I could given the circumstances.

“How has business been?” I asked.

“You don’t care how business has been,”
Griselda said dryly. Sometimes, she could be kind, and sometimes
she was just defensive. The rollercoaster of Griselda Gallo.

Francesca put her hand over Griselda’s and
the other woman relaxed. “It’s been good. The ice cream shop next
to us closed, though, and it was bringing in some extra customers.
Grab your magic wart removal and your Rocky Road all in one trip.
We did joint deals sometimes, too. So it’s hurting a bit for
that.”

I barely remembered that there had been an
ice cream shop here. Vaguely, I remembered seeing a giant, fake ice
cream code on the way in. I knew the Gallos’ house was right behind
the building.

“Alright, they’ve been notified. Mind you,
they’re not happy,” Allie said, giving me a stern look.

“But you’ll smooth it over for me, won’t
you?” I batted my eyelashes.

“You’re taking after Leandra too much.”

The reminder about Leandra sobered me.
“Okay, rundown time. There’s a cult in the woods that Beatrice was
investigating. Vampire cult. They worship the sun. Fae magic is
like sun magic. They stole enough of it to fuck up Faerie.”

“Goodness,” Allie said. “Is that where
you’ve been the last week?”

“Yes.” How simple, to boil it down to just
that. It didn’t encapsulate the experience at all. Before I knew
where the gems were from, it hadn’t seemed inherently malicious.
Just…weird. Suspicious because of the level of power they had. I
had the odd sensation of realizing I was the kind of person who
would’ve really been indoctrinated into a cult-type setting. The
reactions of Ren, Barty, and Seb all made more sense, now. None of
them had known where the gems had come from.

“Olympia?”

I came back to myself. I could think about
almost buying into a cult’s ideals later. “They have a witch with
them who uses some kind of cloaking spell to keep the entire camp
hidden. Can you get us in?”

“Sounds simple enough.” She gestured to
Francesca and Griselda, who privately conversed in hushed tones.
“It would help to have these two putting their magic together to
find it, if we’re on a time crunch.”

“We are,” I said. “Would you?”

Francesca stood from her stool, brushing off
Griselda’s hand from her shoulder. “We’ll help you find it. I don’t
know that we’ll go in and do—whatever it is you need done.”

“Some of the higher ups have these rubies
that are actually bits of Faerie. We have to get them back.”

“Sounds like you need people murdered,”
Griselda muttered.

“I was hoping it wouldn’t come to that,” I
said. “There aren’t many of them. Maybe thirty with eleven newer
recruits who don’t know much yet. Part of the problem is that it’s
underground.”

Allie looked thoughtful. “This is great and
all, but how did you find out about this without a witch of your
own?”

I swore. There was someone important I’d
forgotten.

 


❧

 


During the day, the vampire mall looked even more
destitute. In some kind of power play, Diosa had covered the place
in a nonsensical number of chains to make it look extra uninviting.
More chains than a Kingdom Hearts character would wear. The
effect was somewhere between intimidating and comical—like Diosa
herself.

The fairy knights held the tarp over me as I
walked up to the door. We must have looked ridiculous. “Are you
sure she’ll let us in?” Allie asked. We’d dealt with Diosa
together, and she was a wild card at the best of times. Behind us,
Griselda grumbled under her breath about having to close the shop
up early and lose sales.

I lifted the large lock from the front door
and knocked hard. We didn’t have time to cross-check delivery dates
for blood tablets or the trash schedule. All we had time for was
the direct approach.

Nobody came to the door. I waited under my
stupid sun tarp, feeling the eyes of twenty-three knights and three
witches on me.

“Miss Carter,” one of the knights said, “do
you need us to break down the door?”

That would go over well. “Diosa!” I screamed
at the door. “Let us the fuck in!”

“Very subtle, Olympia. Classy, as always,”
Allie quipped. She leaned close to the door, and then said at
normal volume, “This place would look better without a roof over
it. Or we could burn it down? Maybe both.”

The front door eased open. A meek vampire
dressed in an ensemble with a plunging neckline stuck her head out.
She’d answered the door for me back when Patricia ran things. It
was odd to think she’d just swapped leaders like that, but then,
some of them had.

“You can’t do that,” the vampire said. Her
name was something literary. Leandra would’ve remembered it. By
some French guy… It was on the tip of my tongue.

“Esmeralda!” I said victoriously. The
vampire flinched at her name. “Esmeralda, go get Diosa, please.
It’s very urgent.”

“She said not to open the door,” Esmeralda
said from the open door. She seemed to realize the contradiction
too late and then, without urgency, closed it.

“Can you actually blow the roof off of the
building?” I asked Allie.

Allie gestured toward Francesca and
Griselda. “I mean, with the three of us, probably. But I think I’d
get kicked off the council.”

She could get kicked off the council for
doing this even if our scheme didn’t end in exploded buildings. She
really did care enough to help me—enough to put what she’d been
working toward at risk. I had the urge to hug her again, but I was
sure she wouldn’t appreciate it.

The door opened all the way. Diosa stood in
its frame, taking up nearly the entire width of it, her muscles
gleaming in the sun. The red gem at her collarbones swung a bit and
then settled. “Olympia, I do hope you’re not bringing a goddamn
army to my door and threatening my poor watchdog.”

“It sure does look that way, doesn’t it,” I
said.

“Yes,” she said. “It really does.”

“What if I told you I figured out where the
gems come from?”

Her eyes widened with greed. “You always
know what to say.”

Allie gave me a dirty look as we dodged
under the giant lock to get inside.

 


❧

 


Diosa must have noticed how I eyed everyone like a
food source, because a few minutes later, I had a large jug of
blood in my hands with a convenient bendy straw sticking out of
it.

“Paper straws only,” Diosa said, “for the
environment.”

“How conscientious.”

“I try.” She leaned against the wall. From
the abandoned stores, vampires poked their heads out, observing us.
Diosa made no move to formally invite them to come out, but she let
them look. I’d never heard her snap at one of her subordinates.
They seemed to respect her without fearing her—something Patricia
lacked during her own reign.

“Where’s Leandra?” Diosa asked once I’d had
half of my blood. I nearly choked on it.

“In Faerie,” I said.

Diosa looked thoughtful for a moment. “I
haven’t heard from Ren. You weren’t supposed to leave until you’d
infiltrated the inner circle. Did you or did you not?”

“Um, kind of. It’s a long story.”

Allie absorbed the information like a
sponge. The expression on her face told me she was connecting all
kinds of dots, filling in things I hadn’t had time to tell her. She
was sharp as a tack.

“Is Ren in danger?” Diosa asked, and her
voice betrayed her. She really was worried about Ren. It was weird
to think of her as someone who could have a softer, romantic
side.

“I don’t think so,” I said. I thought of
Ren, not warning us about the initiation. Seemingly setting us up
for failure. I had a sinking feeling that Diosa didn’t know about
it. “Actually, I don’t know. I don’t want to promise that. We had
our initiation, which she didn’t tell us about. And she—confiscated
my dagger, which they used against me. I’m, um, not sure where I
stand with her.”

“What was your initiation?” Diosa asked.

“What do you mean? Didn’t you have to go
through it too?”

“It’s different for everyone,” Diosa said.
“They cater it to your weaknesses. What was yours?”

Was it possible I’d just expected Ren to
betray us? “They pitted Leandra and I against each other.”

She nodded. “That makes sense. And?”

“And then someone from the inner circle
turned out to be the guardian of Faerie’s tree of life. Where the
gems come from, by the way. And it’s draining Faerie every time
they take more of the magic.”

Diosa fingered her necklace. “Shit.”

“Yeah.” I hadn’t thought of it until now,
but I didn’t know Diosa well enough to say if she’d let Faerie die
so that she could keep stealing away into the sunlight. My stomach
twisted into knots.

“You’ll help us, won’t you?” Allie chimed
in.

The sound of me sucking blood through my
paper straw filled the silence. Embarrassed, I stopped and wiped a
bead of blood from my lips. Diosa didn’t seem to notice; she wore a
faraway expression, still holding onto the gem. “I have to give up
sunlight again, don’t I?”

The blood restored my energy, filling up my
veins and making me feel powerful. Like I’d just downed three
Monsters—without the heart attack part. “Yes, but—it’s necessary.
It’s not yours to have. And I know it’s a lot to ask for.”

All of us waited in the ensuing discomfort.
There was a clanking of metal as one of the fairy knights shifted.
It felt like everyone in the entire building was watching.

“I’m not heartless, Olympia,” Diosa said
suddenly. She brushed her hair back behind her ear, a human gesture
that made her look almost cute, if someone capable of snapping your
neck with her bare hands can be cute. “I knew they were up
to something terrible. That’s why I came here in the first place.
Not just for revenge. I just hoped it wasn’t about this. Walking in
the sun is one of the few things that brings me joy these
days.”

I thought of Leandra telling me I had no
idea what it was like to not experience sunshine for over a hundred
years. Diosa had lived even longer without it. This wasn’t a light
ask. This was a huge sacrifice to her.

I cleared my throat and then took a gamble.
“Doesn’t Ren bring you joy, too?”

Diosa’s eyes snapped to mine. It was
tempting to waver under her intense gaze. All of the air was sucked
out of the room as we waited for an answer.

After what felt like a lifetime later, the
corners of her lips curled. “I’ll go get my spare gem for you so
you don’t have to hide under a tent,” Diosa said. “And then we’ll
go storm the castle together.”



Chapter
Twenty-Two

Storming the Castle
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I WASN’T SOME GREAT MASTERMIND, and Allie didn’t
offer to help plan like she had the last time we worked together.
In the end, we headed out into the Mayfair woods—all twenty-three
knights, three witches, a vampire, and one fairy-vampire—and
searched out something invisible that only one of us knew the
location of.

The gem Diosa had lent me—stolen from
Patricia’s dead body—felt wrong in the same way Faerie felt wrong.
I couldn’t appreciate the sun warming my skin, or the novelty of
being back out in it, with this thing choking me. How did the
others bear to wear these? It was sinister. Stolen. My skin
recoiled at the gem’s touch and I repeatedly reached up to scratch
the skin, leaving trails of hot red nail marks.

“Stop that,” Allie hissed at me.
Reluctantly, I forced my hands to my sides. I wanted to chuck the
gem as hard as I could in the other direction, even if it meant
getting incinerated by the sun. Ahead of us, Diosa stepped
confidently through the dappled woods, silent as a shadow. Behind
us, armor clanked and jangled as the fairy knights made their way
through narrow openings between the trees. I suspected that Diosa
was making the trail harder than it needed to be to mess with them,
but they didn’t complain. Loyal to the end, but not to me. I had to
remember that.

Diosa came to a stop so suddenly that Allie
crashed into her back with a hard umph. Like hitting a wall. Just
past her, Ren’s Jeep was parked between two trees right where she’d
left it when she brought Leandra and I to the cult. It was covered
in leaves as though untouched for a while.

“It’s okay, Diosa,” I said. “She’s
resourceful.” Part of me was still conflicted about her. It seemed
like she bought into the cult more than Diosa thought she did, but
then, Diosa knew her better.

“I know that,” she snapped, and continued
through the woods. We stopped at a creek that looked
indistinguishable from every other part of the forest, and Diosa
pointed ahead. “It’s here. Witches, do your thing or whatever.”

“What are we doing?” Francesca asked,
feeling the air. Her hands stopped suddenly and her eyes widened.
“Oh, my. There’s an entire—this magic is very strong.”

“It is,” Griselda agreed. “You want us to
get rid of it?”

“No,” I said. “That might send them back to
Europe or something. Right?” I turned to Allie.

She shrugged. “I guess. I’d recommend a
displacement spell to send it wherever it came from, personally,
but…I’ve never seen anything like this. You said that the other
witch pulled back the sky like a curtain?”

She clasped both hands as though diving into
a pool. Slowly, she separated her hands. Between them, the
artificial light of the encampment glowed through the new opening
she’d created. She struggled to widen it past a few inches, pushing
heavily like wading through molasses.

“I need some help,” she said. A sheen of
sweat sprouted on her forehead.

Griselda put her hand on Allie’s shoulder,
and Allie’s hands jolted apart a little farther. Francesca touched
her arm, and together, the three of them fed their magic into the
opening—a swirling of lights and color, physical power
manifesting.

There was a sound like a great crack. The
sky seemed to rip open from the top all the way down.

“Good thing we needed to be subtle,” I
said.

“It got the job done.” Diosa stepped into
the opening as the witches held it in place. The knights followed
behind us, two per row, as though they’d rehearsed their formations
ahead of time.

Right away, the acrid smell of fire pierced
my nostrils. Dark smoke rose to the top of the dome of the camp’s
enclosure, trapping itself up there and lingering thickly. I lifted
my shirt over my nose, coughing into it. Diosa’s nostrils flared
but she gave no indication of being bothered by it otherwise. We
could barely see a few feet ahead of ourselves.

“Something,” Diosa said, “has happened
here.”

If they went scorched earth on this
place—literally—and took their gems with them, we were fucked.
Faerie was fucked, and it would take forever to hunt down a
scattered group of cultists. “Allie,” I said quietly.

“What’s going on in there?”

“Allie, you have to close us in. No one can
get out while we’re doing this.”

Allie’s expression of concentration
vanished. “I’m not doing that, Olympia.”

“We’ll hold it,” Griselda said. She sounded
a little too eager to get rid of me, but I couldn’t exactly blame
her. If I had to choose between the people here to have my back,
she was last on the list.

Murmuring instructions to the Gallos, Allie
closed the curtain of sky behind her. I hoped they could hold it
all the way around the perimeter; it had been easier to get out
than come in, and I assumed Ren’s magic had special permissions for
those invited to be there.

The area was devoid of any of the vamps. The
farther in we went, the more I realized how deep the destruction
was. Many of the cabins were burning. The others were razed to the
ground. Every step Diosa took became tenser until she finally came
to a stop.

“I—”

She was cut off when someone darted out
between two cabins, quick as a knife. Diosa grabbed them by the
neck and hauled them aside. They didn’t get up. Not dead, though.
Everyone here excluding my new company were vampires—we wouldn’t be
able to kill them unless we beheaded, staked, or burned them.

It looked like someone had gotten a head
start on the last of those.

Someone else rushed her, and then another.
They still wore the cloaks from the initiation—not much time had
passed since then, I realized, in spite of how long it felt. I
swiped at one of them with my dagger when they stumbled away from a
particularly vicious punch. A glimpse of their face, contorted in
pain. The guy who was always washing clothes. He hissed as he went
down, baring his fangs. I kicked him in the side. When he curled
up, I ripped the necklace free from his neck and squeezed it in my
fist.

Another person went down by Diosa’s hand.
Allie had a shimmering bubble over her head, protecting her from
the smoke, but the fairy knights weren’t doing so well, coughing
and choking on the thick air as they stood over fallen bodies,
holding their spears above their victims’ necks. Good. They were
taking the no-kill thing seriously.

Shouts of “Intruders!” echoed all around us.
More came to the center of our ring. I got one in the gut and
another in the eye. Someone rushed at me and then froze before
their fist made contact—Barty, the sniveling vampire who’d been
cheating on his girlfriend. He took one look at my dagger and threw
himself at the ground in surrender, hands over his head. Allie spun
around just in time to stop another one of them from getting me
through the heart. I nodded my thanks to her and twirled the dagger
in my grasp.

It felt good, to be at full strength again,
to be fighting again. I caught “new” Nora by the back of the hood
and slammed her into the ground twice for good measure. The inner
circle was sending fodder after us, it was clear. Not the real bad
guys, but their minions.

Diosa held up her fist, from which dangled
four diamonds. I had three; Allie had one. A surge of hope filled
me. We could actually do this. We could get everything back and
restore it to the way it was supposed to be.

A minute passed with no activity but the
coughing of the fairies and the crackling of fire. I stood panting
over my latest victim and made a quick headcount—twenty-one. We’d
really gotten twenty-one of them. I suppressed the urge to pump my
fist.

Diosa’s wild eyes took in the same count,
noticing who was missing—Ren still hadn’t shown her face. I hoped
with all my chest that Ren hadn’t betrayed both of us, that she’d
just let me down because she hadn’t known better.

Like a wraith that came when summoned, Ren
stepped from the cloud of smoke. A knee-high Converse appeared
first, followed by a fishnet-clad thigh and a pleated skirt. She
entered our area—one Allie was manually clearing of smoke with
magic, I realized just then, as she staggered forward with the
drain of it—leisurely, as though she didn’t have a care in the
world.

My heart sunk at the defeated look on her
face. “Dee,” she said, and I was suddenly sure that they really
were in love. “You have to go.”

Diosa’s knuckles whitened. “Why?”

“It’s a setup,” Ren said. Tears tracked down
her cheek, clearing skin that was gray with smoke. “They know
you’re coming. They’re burning the place down. Getting rid of the
dead weight.”

Diosa pivoted to face me. I didn’t know what
would happen to burned gems. If the magic would be released back
into the world or gone forever.

But why would they get rid of something they
needed so badly? Unless Ren meant that…

“She’s the bait!” I shouted.

Diosa stepped back from Ren, the same
concerns on her face that I recognized as a reflection of my own
fears. Ren lifted a hand to her and Diosa didn’t react.

Two figures with their hoods up entered the
circle. The gems were doubled around their necks—not for extra
immunity from the sun, I was guessing, but as either a power
display or as protection so they wouldn’t be stolen. They walked
confidently, sure of their power and an outcome in their favor. My
fingers itched to take the gems from them and run as far away from
this place as I could.

“Where’s Seb?” one of them called. I
startled; the question was directed at me. The voice was
unrecognizable—someone from the inner circle, I was betting.
Someone who didn’t go aboveground at all.

Better not to tip my hand too quickly.
“Who’s that?”

“Don’t patronize us, fairy,” the other
figure said. They took places on each side of Ren. Between them,
Ren shifted, looking uncomfortable. Good, I thought.

“Why don’t you let me have Ren,” Diosa said,
“and I’ll stop pulping your cronies.”

The vamp with the higher-pitched voice
laughed. “Who says she wants anything to do with you? She swore you
off ages ago.”

Faster than lightning, Diosa dashed forward
and grabbed that person around their cloak. Their hood fell back;
light brown hair poked out of a face that was turning increasingly
purple.

“Jeremy,” Diosa said with venom. “I see you
graduated to the top. How does that feel?”

Jeremy did not get the chance to tell her
how he felt. She reached into his chest like it was made out of wet
paper and tore out his heart.

He gasped, falling to the ground. The gems
in Diosa’s hand, taken with the organ, glowed against it. She added
them to the collection around her neck with a smile like a viper,
brought the heart to her lips, and sank her sharp teeth into its
fleshy mass.

I should have been grossed out by it.
Before, I would have been. But as the blood dripped down her chin,
all I could think was that I wouldn’t mind some, too.

Allie retched next to me, bringing me back
to the world. The other inner circle vamp left Ren’s side to attack
Diosa. She dispatched them with one wave of her thick arm, crushing
their head. They crumpled to the ground and one of the knights
moved to keep them there.

Ren stepped forward slowly and then leaped
the rest of the way into Diosa’s arms. Diosa crushed Ren to her
chest, viscera and all, and buried her head in Ren’s neck. A weight
lifted from my shoulders. I didn’t know until then how Ren felt, in
spite of their obvious love. Her loyalty to Diosa outweighed the
influence of the cult. Her eyes flashed at me over Diosa’s
shoulder.

“How many more are there?” Allie called,
wiping spittle from her mouth.

“I don’t know,” Ren said. “There should be
four others in the inner circle.”

“Three,” I corrected. Wherever Seb was, he
still had his gem, but I didn’t doubt he’d be willing to give it up
for Faerie. One of the inner circle members—the one without his
heart—tried to make a run for it. Diosa threw the half-chewed heart
to me and I grabbed it, squeezing the slimy mess in my fingers. I
looked up at her and she nodded to my hand.

I stabbed my dagger through the heart. The
vamp went down, and this time, he didn’t come back up.

“Where’s Nor—Shirley?” I asked.

“Probably underground,” Ren said. She
finally ended the hug with Diosa, but their eyes sought each other
out like magnets. “Let’s go get her.”



Chapter
Twenty-Three

An International Rescue
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WE LEFT THE GEMS WITH the fairy knights standing
guard. There was no way to go underground that we knew
of—presumably, there were other safes that could open secret
passages, but we didn’t have the time to crack them. Whatever
ground elevator they’d used during initiation, Ren had no idea how
to access, and the remaining inner circle member wasn’t open to
sharing. The fairy knights corralled the vampires into the center
of their formation. I was ready to just let them go now that none
of them had their gems, but Diosa insisted it was better to keep
them around. Hopefully not so she could enact revenge for how they
treated her when she was one of them.

I couldn’t help but wonder what Seb intended
when he showed me the tree. I was angry with him, I realized. Angry
that he’d given it to me to fix when he was the one who made the
mess. Angry that he was involved with Phoebus; angry at Phoebus
himself for how he changed my life irreversibly. And he’d not only
left us to fix everything, but also conveniently forgotten to
inform me of important things, like how to get down to the ground.
My emotions were all muddled, a mix of guilt and despair and anger
and—just a little—hope that things could be fixed.

Luckily, I had Allie.

“Are you alright?” Her voice was tight; she
knew I wasn’t, but she felt like she needed to ask anyway. Because
she cared.

“For now,” I said. She had her hands planted
firmly on the ground. I moved mine over to hers and pressed down.
Pushed by mine, her hands sank into the earth. I felt the soil
itself, dead in its odd, cut-off pocket space, as Allie’s magic
began to shake it. It trembled just a bit at first, then grew so
intense my teeth knocked together. I clung tightly to Allie’s hands
as the earth began to part. Cracks spread, extending out to Diosa
and Ren in a contained circle.

The earth gave way, and we plummeted.

My back slammed into a hard floor, winding
me. I took a second to catch my breath, to let the pain settle. My
wrist injury was fully healed thanks to Diosa’s supplemental blood,
but these days, whenever an injury healed, a new one replaced it.
Lovely. Diosa’d landed on her feet like a cat, and Allie had
strategically rolled away from the most painful way to fall. Ren’s
blonde hair had caught the brunt of the dirt on her, but she was
otherwise uninjured. I was the only dumbass here. Diosa and Allie
each extended a hand to me and helped me stand.

“You really never went down here for your
initiation?” I asked Diosa as Allie lit a magic light at the tip of
her finger. The light illuminated the corridor. It was eerily
similar to the one I’d run down to escape Seb.

“No,” Diosa said bitterly. “Some initiations
must have taken people underground, but they dismissed anyone who
hadn’t taken on a new name before we could get down here. We never
knew they used the space underneath the camp for anything
important. Not until recently, it seems.”

“They would have brought you back up before
you figured out how to get down there,” Ren added.

I nodded but didn’t say anything. It seemed
like Ren and Diosa weren’t as respected as they thought they were
in the Order. That they’d been in a bad position to put us there,
and we’d been vastly underprepared when we took on this daunting
task.

We turned a corner and felt our way along
the walls. I couldn’t detect any vibrations from people moving
around. It wasn’t promising. A chill came over me at the thought of
someone popping out to surprise us. We kept going until my feet
became sore, and all of us came to a halt at the same time.

It took me a moment to understand why. A
fork in the tunnels. “We have to split up,” Diosa said.

“You’ve gotta be kidding,” I said. “Haven’t
you seen any horror movies?”

“She has a point,” Allie said. “There’s only
three left, four of us. No way they’re holing up together.”

I looked to Ren. She didn’t seem to have it
together; there was a blankness in her eyes that I recognized from
my own recent change. Like me, she’d just lost a vital aspect of
her lifestyle. Whatever the outcome of tonight, the cult wouldn’t
be the same.

Diosa and Ren took the left tunnel, Ren’s
phone flashlight lighting the way, and Allie and I took the right.
Our side of the fork seemed to go on forever. The smoke, at least,
was much thinner here, though you could still smell it. Our
footsteps echoed off of the concrete, one, two…

And then just one. The little blue light was
only casting one long shadow and not two, and I hadn’t even
realized it.

I turned around. The light Allie had
magicked was still there, but Allie herself wasn’t. “Allie?” I
called hopefully down the hall. My voice was the only thing that
echoed back.

Figures. Allie would have stopped us long
before we wasted time going this far.

I held my dagger ready to strike and lifted
my hand to the light. It seemed to want to follow me—just a little
sphere pulsating blue. I nudged it back the way we’d come and got a
glimpse farther down the endless tunnel—a body on the floor.
Allie.

Dread held me in place for seconds that
stretched into infinity. By the time I tried to dart forward to
check on her, someone smacked a filthy hand over my mouth.

I screamed against the skin, biting down
hard, even as another arm came around my waist and pulled me back.
They were strong—vampire, certainly. One of the inner circle, and
it was just me against them.

This was why splitting up didn’t appeal to
me at all.

I kicked back at them. My palm came up and
slammed into the soft cartilage of a nose, but they didn’t let me
go. Whipping my dagger around, I headbutted them. My blade sunk
deep into an arm and stopped only at the bone. The person hissed,
letting me go.

“You annoy the shit out of me, Olympia,” she
said. Nora. Or Shirley.

The light was at the other end of the hall.
It was just us. Us, and Allie, who was either unconscious or dead.
Tears pooled at the corners of my eyes. “Why would you do this? Why
would you take from me?” My voice was hoarse with emotion, hoarse
from the smoke.

“Jesus.” Her voice was close; I poised my
dagger at chest level. “It’s not personal. This was the only thing
that worked.”

Anger made my hands shake. “You can’t even
have some remorse?”

This garnered a laugh, dry and low. “What is
there to be remorseful of?”

I lashed out at her. My dagger met
resistance—and then flew out of my hand. I dodged low as a whoosh
swung at me. I couldn’t see a damn thing. I kicked out. She tripped
and caught herself around my shoulders, nails digging in. I winced
at the pain, grappling for something to hold onto. Fabric tore off
into my hands when I clutched at her. Her hand clamped over my neck
and shoved hard.

The wet sensation of a tongue met my neck. A
confusing flush of pleasure washed over me, removing pain from all
of the places I’d been bruised.

Fangs sank deep into my neck. Somewhere in
the depths of my brain, I knew this was wrong, that I needed to get
away. I writhed in her grip as she held me there with one strong
hand and the grip of her teeth, fangs searching deeper, blood
filtering from my veins and filling her mouth.

I blacked out, I think. My legs were harder
to move. Resisting her became impossible. The soothing pheromones
overtook my brain. I was weaponless, defenseless. She would bleed
me dry and I would lie here until someone came along and found my
prone body. And I was okay with it, even though I knew I shouldn’t
be.

Light flooded the hall.

Nora tightened her grip on my neck as she
pushed me aside. I barely felt myself collapse into a pile of weak
limbs and bones. Weakly, I lifted my head at the newcomer—the
Unseelie Queen, standing tall, vines glowing as they wrapped around
her forearms.

And next to her, the most welcome sight in
the world—Leandra.

I tried to call out to her, but my voice
failed me. The Unseelie Queen approached, each step powerful,
pushing the earth with her. Vines writhed out of the ground to
welcome her. Even down here, she was ultra-powerful. I watched her
with heavy lids and had the strange thought that she reminded me of
Patricia. Powerful, deadly, merciless.

Nora didn’t cower in her presence. Instead,
she approached her. Something glinted in her hand—my dagger. She’d
picked it up. I held the wound at my neck, still openly bleeding,
as Leandra rushed toward me, a flurry of footsteps that stopped a
few feet from Nora.

“What the hell did you do?” Leandra asked.
Her eyes were dangerous, her brow set. Nora flinched when Leandra
lunged at her. The two went down in a ball of scrabbling limbs. I
pulled myself to my knees. The ground continued to shake with each
of the Unseelie Queen’s steps until she reached me. She helped me
to my feet and brushed me off as Leandra and Nora growled at each
other, pulling and punching and scratching.

I shifted out of the Unseelie Queen’s grip
to help Leandra and faltered. Rather than catching me normally,
vines twirled out from her wrists and stabilized me. I leaned into
their support as they straightened my back. “How did you get here?”
I demanded.

“Leandra insisted that you needed our help
or you’d die,” she said. “She’s got a flair for the dramatic.”

Nora choked as Leandra squeezed her neck.
Then, as Nora swiped at her, Leandra rolled out of the way and came
back up, fists ready. She socked Nora in the gut. Nora staggered
backward. Down the hall, the clanking of armor announced the
presence of more fairy knights. They were dressed in darker armor
with red plumes—from the Tokyo court, I realized. Two of them had
recovered Allie. She looked worse for the wear, two streams of wet
blood that extended from her nostrils down her chin, but she was
alive. The Seelie King of the Tokyo court stood at the front of the
knights, his skin faintly glowing, looking very pissed off.

I was oddly touched. The Unseelie Queen had
sought out his help for me. Because she believed me.

Alarmed at the presence of the newcomers,
Nora whipped herself out of Leandra’s grip and slammed her hand
into the wall. It rumbled as it opened up for her—a new pathway, an
odd labyrinth underneath this place that I didn’t know the rules
for. She disappeared into the new entrance. The Unseelie Queen
tilted her wrist, and a slew of knights trotted after her.

Leandra turned to me. Her dress was bloody
and torn, and her eyes were alive with adrenaline and power. Hair
flipped over the side of her head, her nails grimy with dirt and
blood, she looked like something out of a myth—a vengeful goddess
who’d enacted her bloody revenge.

She took my face in her hands and kissed me.
Her soft, salty lips parted for mine, and the sweep of her tongue
across my lower lip sent a dose of vampire pheromones coursing
through me, dulling the pain that Nora had inflicted.

Hungrily, I kissed her back. I pierced her
lip with a fang. She hissed but let me lick the blood away.

Behind us, the Unseelie Queen of the Chicago
court cleared her throat. Lips smeared with blood, Leandra and I
broke apart, but she kept her hand on the back of my neck as if
grounding me—the way she always grounded me. I put my forehead
against her collarbone and just stayed there a minute, breathing in
and out. The pain wasn’t as apparent, but I still felt weak.

“If you two are done,” the Unseelie Queen
said. Next to her, the Seelie King of the Tokyo court gave us a
look of disapproval for our blatant PDA—well. Is it still PDA if
you make out with your vampire girlfriend in a secret cult’s
underground tunnel? It hardly fit the “public” requirement for that
acronym.

The knights came back with Nora as she
kicked and screamed at them. Her bob was flipped over her head,
choppy lines of hair sticking out every which way. They held her
out to their king as an offering. He leaned down to look her in the
eye.

And then he said something in Japanese to
his knights. They dropped her, but she was surrounded—no chance of
her getting away. The Unseelie Queen stepped forward and spoke in
Japanese.

“What are they saying?” I asked, still held
against Leandra’s side.

“He’s mad that she tricked him into coming
here.”

“So she didn’t convince him to come here of
his own will.”

Incredulous, Leandra gave me a look. “No, of
course not. They hate each other.”

Taking her time, the Unseelie Queen reached
out and touched Nora’s neck. Nora flinched from the contact, but
didn’t seem able to move away. I watched them with wide, fearful
eyes.

“Don’t kill her,” I said, so quiet I wasn’t
sure she’d hear it.

She turned her head to me, keeping her hand
in place. “Olympia, dear,” she said, and the dear was sickly
sweet. “She’s hurt one of my own. I can’t let that go unpunished.
What kind of example would that set?”

I looked to Nora. She wasn’t who I thought
she was—and even though I thought of her as “Nora,” that wasn’t
even her real name. But there had been a time where we got along
well. Where she encouraged me and taught me something. I would have
the knowledge of how to grow a vegetable garden without magic for
my whole life, as silly as it sounded for a reason to keep someone
alive.

“I’m fine, see?” I said. Leandra offered me
her wrist. Aware of our audience, I bit into the soft skin and took
a gentle sip. The expressions on the knights and the fae royalty
ranged from intrigue to disgust. I quickly stopped and wiped my
mouth, but the boost of blood did help me feel better. The wound on
my neck had closed, at least. The display didn’t seem to have its
intended effect.

“It doesn’t change what happened.” The
Seelie King, his voice firm and deep. “Would you like to deal the
final blow?”

My stomach churned. They were offering me
the chance to take revenge on her, but I didn’t have the stomach
for it anymore. I waited for some sense of justice to overcome me,
my Unseelie hothead blood to kick in, and it didn’t.

“No,” I said.

“You sure?” Leandra murmured. “I’ll do it if
you don’t want to.” There was such conviction in her voice. This
was an inevitability, and she knew it.

I wished it didn’t have to happen at
all.

Just marginally, the Unseelie Queen lowered
her hand until it covered Nora’s heart. The vines around her wrist
surged forward, lancing through Nora’s ribs. Nora’s eyes widened
and she choked, blood burbling between her lips and over her chin.
She slumped forward, dead forever, and the only thing I could feel
inside was empty.

She wasn’t the one who had created this
cult, if such a person was still around. Just as easily, Leandra
could have joined them and gotten to this point.

Leandra lifted my chin, concern furrowing
her brow. I sighed into her touch.

“That’s settled, then,” the Unseelie Queen
said. She grabbed the gems Nora’d been wearing and tore them from
their respective necklaces. “Let’s search these tunnels to see if
there are others and restore Faerie.”



Chapter
Twenty-Four

The Thing of Myths
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REN AND DIOSA MET UP with us, towing the body of
another member of the inner circle. They claimed that the vampire
refused to surrender to them and wouldn’t go down without a fight,
but I wondered at that. Ren had scratches on her arm—but that
didn’t mean that Diosa didn’t kill him just because he’d attacked
her girlfriend. The way Leandra attacked Nora on my behalf.

The last vamp from the inner circle was
gone—maybe burned in the fire, maybe escaped to Europe somewhere.
The one who had come with Nora and given me the cloak before
initiation. No matter how long we searched, we didn’t find them,
and none of us knew enough of their identity to report it to the
mayoral council. They could go back out into the world like this
had never happened. Shed their cloak and become just another
vampire. I hoped for their sake that they did.

I waited with Diosa and Leandra outside the
camp as Ren, Allie, Griselda, and Francesca worked to relocate the
camp itself. There seemed to be a lot of drawing things in the dirt
and glowing hands. Displacing the area that shouldn’t have been
here in the first place, undoing the magic that Ren had done to
move them here. “It’s easier to do something than to undo it,” Ren
said as she dragged her finger through the dirt, which I supposed
was true for a lot of things.

She wasn’t innocent in all this. Without Ren
directly transporting the Sun Order here, not as many people would
have died. Plus, the witches were sending a hulk of burnt land back
to wherever this place had originally been hidden in Europe. I
think she knew that, though. There was a haunted look on her face,
like she recognized the depth of what she’d done. And Diosa kept
going over to talk to her, presumably reassuring her about what
happened. They were an interesting couple. Diosa had been
responsible for some of the damage, too, but she’d also done the
most to stop it. Without her, we never would have gone in there and
figured out what was happening.

The Unseelie Queen left with the Seelie
King. Being fae royalty, they didn’t need an anchor point or a
fairy circle to get to Faerie, but it was a difficult thing for
them to get out, with lots of swearing and arguing in both English
and Japanese. They’d finally figured out the magic, leaving us
here. I told them how I’d gotten to the tree of life but wasn’t
sure if they’d be able to get there themselves.

Self-conscious of those around us, Leandra
let me take more blood from her wrist. I planted my mouth on the
skin and licked before biting down, looking up at her over her arm.
She looked at me like she wanted me. I smiled against her wrist and
dropped it just as the witches walked back over to us.

“It’s done,” Ren said.

The space looked no different, but the air
seemed to be…lacking something. “I’ll text Melanie,” I said, and
then realized I’d left my phone back at the camp. I was going
through phones like Leandra went through books.

“I got it.” Leandra whipped out her own
phone and shot off a text—she’d become accustomed to giving Melanie
updates on how I was doing during my vampire-induced seclusion.
“The Woods Pack will be glad to come back, I bet.”

That was one good thing to come out of this.
“Yeah.”

“Do you want us there with you?” Allie
asked. They’d patched her up—she had a bandage over her head, and
she looked a little rough for the wear, blood-stained and scuffed
up.

I looked at them—all of them. Allie, beat up
and still determined to fix things. Ren, who I’d suspected of
betraying me just because she didn’t know enough. Because I wasn’t
used to trusting people, and when I did, it didn’t come easily.
Diosa, whose muscles gleamed with sweat in the dying light of the
sunset. Possibly her last sunlight ever, once they asked her to
turn in her gem. Francesca and Griselda, always protective of each
other over anything else. My heart swelled with something like
gratitude, something like love.

Finally, I looked at Leandra—who was looking
back like I contained her entire world. We’d lent her a gem so she
could stand in the sun with us, but she didn’t seem to need to
relish her last moments with it the way Diosa was. Maybe knowing
where it came from changed her mind.

“All good?” she asked.

“Just ready for this to be over, I
guess.”

The witches formed a circle around us.
“They’re sending someone to get us?” Francesca asked. I was
surprised that the Gallos wanted to go to Faerie after everything,
but Francesca insisted on it.

“If the gems restore enough of Faerie’s
magic for the back-and-forth travel to work properly.”

As if summoned by our mention, the air began
to waver. The Unseelie Queen had said she was going to work with
the Tokyo king to magic up a portal for us, which sounded neat
enough that I was interested to see how it would work. I wasn’t
sure anything like this had been attempted before.

A portal did not materialize where the air
wavered. Instead, the Unseelie Queen herself stepped out with a
grave expression on her face.

My heart sank before she spoke. Disoriented,
she rotated around the circle until she found me and said, “There’s
a problem.”

 


❧

 


Faerie had not magically fixed itself.

When we got there, the sulfuric smell still
permeated everything, and the mists were poisonous and surging like
a threat.

I supposed it was too easy a solution to
restore the majority of the sunshine magic and hope that the damage
could be reversed. I’d let too many fairy tales and movies get to
me. Enough of them were based on reality that I really thought
there had been a chance that returning the stolen magic would be a
fix that was…well, magical.

Phoebus and Seb waited by the tree with
Beatrice. She looked haggard, put-upon, like she’d been holding all
of Faerie together herself. Phoebus couldn’t seem to keep his eyes
on any one place. All the bravado, gone. At his side, Seb rubbed
circles into his back, whispering to him. The connection between
the two was electric. I could practically feel it myself.

“Why didn’t it work?” I asked, defeated. The
tree of life was more crowded than it had ever been. Perfectly
still, the Unseelie Queen’s knights stood in formation alongside
the knights of the Tokyo court. The king himself bore a stormy
expression that told me not to talk to him directly. Just behind
the queen were several attendants—one of them my own mother. Her
face was gray, ashen.

“Your witch thinks it’s something sinister,”
the Unseelie Queen snapped.

“Come here, Olympia,” Beatrice said
solemnly.

I broke away from Leandra to approach
Beatrice, but Leandra’s soft steps followed behind. I felt the
weight of everyone’s gazes on me when I reached her. There was a
thickness to the air that wasn’t related to Faerie’s
wrongness—tension.

“Put your hands on the tree.”

I’d touched it before when I visited. My
hand hovered by the tree. Like two magnets with the same polarity,
it repelled me. Looping the gem over my head, I held it to the
bark. The gem swirled against it, sucked in by a force I didn’t
understand, and the tree seemed to sigh. I pushed past the urge to
stop my hand from making contact, watching the odd, serious look on
my kooky friend’s face, and planted my palm directly against the
tree.

It pulsed with life. This was different than
last time—like it had had a taste of its former power again and
wanted it back. A sucking sensation lapped at my hand, reminding me
of how it felt when a vampire sucked my blood.

And I realized what the tree really
wanted.

I backed away, rubbing my palm off on my
jeans as though I’d touched something unclean. “There has to be
something else we can try.”

“What, though?” Beatrice asked. “I’ve tried
everything I can think of from my end. Seb has had years to
consider this. The fairies—the king and queen, I mean—they can’t
come up with another way.”

“Olympia,” Leandra said gently, “what is she
talking about?”

“It needs more,” I said. “Doesn’t it?”

The Faerie Queen stood stock-still. I took
in her and my mother’s stiff stances and knew what the queen was
going to say before she said it. “It needs a sacrifice. Fairy blood
to pay for what’s been done.”

“Just like in old times,” I said with a
bitter smile. Phoebus caught my gaze and quickly looked away.
Nervously, he scratched at the stubble on his chin.

“Lots of fairies here,” Allie pointed out.
“Can you, ah, pool blood together or something?”

“And what? Splash it onto the tree?” Leandra
asked.

The Seelie King walked over to us and held
his hand out. It took a moment for me to understand—he wanted the
remaining gems. One by one, Ren, Diosa, and Leandra removed theirs
and gave them to him. He brought them to the tree and held them
against its broad surface. The gems sank into the bark, swirling
ruby-red as their magic was absorbed back. A final chance for
everything to go the same. He stayed there for a moment after it’d
been done, waiting with a hope that was so thick I could almost
choke on it.

Nothing happened.

“Our blood does not mean anything if it’s
not part of a sacrifice. What are we giving up, then?” he said, his
voice booming.

Leandra squeezed my hand. “We’ll figure
something out.” Her optimism was unwarranted. Here we were, with
some of the strongest armies in all of Faerie and two of its
leaders, and we didn’t have another solution.

“It has to be a death,” the Queen agreed.
Her stern expression sagged into sorrow. Clearly, she’d been
holding off on admitting it, even though Beatrice in her bluntness
had told them her conjecture right away. I’d felt it in my own
hands, in the way the tree was hungry to suck the life from me.
Faerie had nearly died, and now someone needed to die to pay for
it.

Unsurprisingly, no one volunteered. Silence
filled the dead space. I looked at the tree, at this thing that
provided Faerie with its magic, and wondered at the morbid nature
of its wishes. At the maliciousness of Unseelie and Seelie, warring
for centuries. The way we used to play tricks on humans. Our
Yggdrasil was old magic, and old magic was dark magic.

“The boy who tricked the guardian is
Seelie,” the Queen said, “and he failed us. Therefore, the Seelie
king should be the one to make the sacrifice.”

This caused an uproar. The red-plumed
knights huffed in their formations. The king turned to the Unseelie
Queen with an accusatory finger.

“None of this would be a problem if your
Unseelie guardian had some common sense.”

“He’s not mine.”

“And the Seelie is mine? We’re not even from
the same court! Not even the same continent!”

Shouting, chaos. The witches stood with me
silently, Leandra’s panicked eyes washing over the arguing. In the
midst of it all, I crept over to the tree.

I called on my magic; it reached out to the
tree, endearing it to me. This living thing did not know good from
evil, but it did know justice. Almost playfully, tendrils of vines
snaked out from its thick trunk and tickled my hand. I felt in it,
too, the hunger—the need to be satiated, so similar to my own.

I’d cheated death so many times. I actually
had died one of those times. And now I had everything I could ever
want back in Mayfair. The lair where Leandra had made space for me.
Poor Yuki, wondering where her moms went—or more likely, pretending
not to be concerned with us at all. The connections I’d made.

I looked around at us, the whole mess of us.
My mom, holding back the queen from throwing punches, even though
the queen hadn’t told her about me being a vampire. The witches—not
all of whom were my friends, but all of whom had committed
themselves to helping me. A warm hand touched my shoulder blade and
I turned my head back, just slightly, to look right into Leandra’s
face.

“I’m going to do it,” I whispered.

Tears crowded her eyes. “Olympia, please. I
couldn’t live without you.”

I swallowed down my fear. She’d lived this
long. Her will to live was strong enough that she’d broken free
from the system that bolstered her status in Mayfair. She would be
okay.

“Will you do the honors?” I asked her.

With a shaking hand, she reached for the
silver dagger at my sheath. A rush of footsteps announced the
presence of my mother. She grabbed Leandra’s wrist, stopping
her.

“I’m not losing my only daughter to some
tree magic,” my mom said, fire in her eyes.

“What other choice do we have?”

For a second, I thought my mom would
volunteer herself. She looked up at the tree with something like
fear. I wanted her to stand up for me, I realized. To at least
offer, so I could turn her down. Our relationship was fraught,
something that might never be mended properly. We loved each other,
but she wouldn’t sacrifice herself for me.

Someone cleared their throat behind us.

Another presence joined mine at the tree. It
reached branches out to them, too, and I shifted and looked right
into Phoebus’s sad eyes. Over his shoulder, Seb stood like the
guardian he always had been. This time, he was guarding
Phoebus.

“I…apologized to you,” Phoebus started. “For
what I’d done.”

“Great time to bring that up,” Leandra
said.

He ignored her. “An apology doesn’t mean
anything if it’s not tied to an action, does it?”

His palms were on the tree, several feet
from mine. I felt the phantom touch of his skin—we were connected
through the tree, the way we’d been connected before he killed me.
I saw right into his mind, open as a book, and that was the only
time I fully understood him.

Phoebus, whose name I always thought was
pretentious, had named himself to match his boyfriend Cerberus, the
only person who had pried open his heart and looked inside and
still loved what was there. I understood him—not just him, but the
depth of their love, endless as the tree’s hunger—with such clarity
that it left me breathless.

“It’s my fault,” Seb said. He joined us at
the tree, his palms out at chest-level. “I have making up to do,
too. I failed in my job as a guardian.”

“And I helped,” Phoebus said ruefully.

“It’s the tree of life. Its purpose is life.
They”—my mother choked on her words before she could continue—“will
live on forever here. In the tree. Together.”

Acid crept over my tongue. My instinct was
to refuse the offer—but I couldn’t deny the poetic nature of it.
Seb wanted to make up for his failure; Phoebus wanted to atone for
his contribution and give me a second chance at life when he’d
taken away the first one.

“Let them do it, Olympia,” Leandra said into
my ear.

I dropped my hands to my sides.

My mom wiped a tear away. “I’ll—go tell the
queen. So they can all stop arguing.”

“What if it doesn’t work?” Allie asked once
she was gone.

“It will,” Griselda said. “I trust Beatrice
with my life.”

Beatrice looked very ungrateful as she
nodded her thanks. Phoebus and Seb whispered to each other. Maybe
saying their goodbyes. All those romantic notions of continuing on
in life through the tree—they were just that. The two of them would
pass on today and they weren’t taking it lightly or deluding
themselves about what it meant.

I should have felt relief at not being the
one to die, but all I felt was a sadness that infiltrated my heart
and left me cold.

The shouting died, and I knew my mother had
told everyone the plan. The knights stood back once more,
attentive, no longer provocatively waving halberds at each
other.

A humming started up, punctuated by a
rhythmic stamping of armored feet. It was mournful—a funeral dirge.
The kind reserved for the loss of one of their own. It happened
without any communication between the two armies all at once. The
king and queen put their hands together, joining in the
humming.

Phoebus backed away from the tree and threw
his arms around Seb. The openness of their intimacy made it hard to
look away—I’d never seen Phoebus as someone capable of such love.
Leandra’s hand landed gently on my waist and squeezed me close to
her.

Seb said something to Phoebus, and Phoebus
looked right at me. I stiffened; something about the sight of him
still reminded me of the physical act of being stabbed, even
knowing what he was about to do now. He approached me and Leandra
stepped away, her posture tight like she’d attack at any
second.

“Looks like we won’t ever get the chance to
be best friends,” he said.

Still digging at me, even now. “Doomed from
the start. Seelie and Unseelie don’t get along. Usually.” I cocked
my head in Seb’s direction.

He laughed. “Oh, you didn’t pick up on it
yet? That’s just a bunch of nonsense they tell us to keep us apart.
Have been for centuries. Passing down horror stories of who did
what in whoever’s court.”

Maybe it was the funeral dirge, but I wasn’t
in a joking mood. “Where is your home court?” I asked.

“Newark,” he said. “I knew your father from
the New York court, actually.”

That was news. “I’ll have to ask him about
it.” I hadn’t talked to him in years.

Phoebus seemed to know this. He gave me a
smile like he knew I wouldn’t. And then, shockingly, he opened his
arms as though for a hug.

Uncomprehending, I stared at him.

“The man’s about to die, Olympia,” Allie
said.

“I don’t want your pity hug,” Phoebus said.
“But if you wanted to say goodbye. To what could have been.” He
waved Allie over but she stood in place, obstinate. We had been a
trio for a little bit. Some part of me mourned that, too—that when
we’d worked together, it had been the last time we’d ever do so. I
wasn’t good at handling all these endings.

Stiffly, I stepped into his arms. He wrapped
his around me warmly, like we really were friends. I had trouble
reciprocating. This hug was worse than the awkward friend hug I’d
shared with Allie; this was a hug with an acquaintance, or at the
very least, a light enemy.

“The Unseelie blood thing is fake, just like
the Seelie being good is fake,” he whispered into my shoulder. It
was nearly drowned out by the humming dirge. For a second, I
thought I’d misheard him. “Seelie and Unseelie magic works well
together. Visions, power. You can figure it out, if you’re so
inclined.”

Unbidden, I glanced at Beatrice. She was
watching us carefully—she knew that Unseelie and Seelie magic
worked in unique ways together. I couldn’t even deny the truth of
it; Phoebus had used his to communicate with Seb across worlds, and
he’d used it to communicate with me. I had no doubt Beatrice would
be asking my help to crack whatever magic we could produce if we
combined powers.

“That can’t be completely true,” I argued
back. “Why do I get adrenaline rushes when I put myself in
danger?”

He ended the hug with a twinkle in his eye.
“That’s just you and your anger management issues.”

My vision became blurry. “I so want to punch
you.”

“I thought you already got that out of your
system?”

Leandra rejoined me at my side, a question
on her lips. I shook my head at her. “Goodbye, Phoebus Amadeus, you
pretentious motherfucker.”

“Goodbye, Olympia Carter, you ass.”

Allie proffered her hand as a peace
offering. It was the best he could hope for from her. Solemnly, he
shook her hand. Once, she had taken him under her wing so he could
join us as a bounty hunter. In some alternate universe, maybe the
three of us could have been friends, hunting together and keeping
Mayfair’s troublemakers away.

Sappy. I was getting sappy. I went for my
dagger to offer to them—it seemed right, somehow, to have them die
by my weapon, though I didn’t think I could stomach watching
it.

“They don’t need a knife,” Beatrice
interjected. “The tree does not demand violence. It wants only
life.”

Phoebus and Seb held each other and the
tree. The humming of the dirge grew louder, the stamping drowning
out our voices. There was nothing left to be said anyway. Phoebus
and Seb touched their fingertips to the tree and began to sink in
hand first, the way the gems had. Their skin glowed; tendrils of
light snaked around them, almost joyful, as it pulled them in.

That could have been me. That would have
been me if they hadn’t volunteered.

I clutched at Leandra’s dress as I cried.
She ducked my head under her arm, holding me there with her chin.
When I looked back up, the two were gone, and the tree was swirling
with their life energy, the yellow of sunshine, Seelie and
Unseelie.

The tree twisted, roots coming with it,
shaking the ground and knocking all of us on our asses. Magic shot
out like a beacon in every direction, washing over the mists.
Turning them beautiful and bright. I felt fae magic flood my own
body, too—overflowing, flowers bursting between my fingers and
creeping up my arms.

The air—once thick and nearly
unbreathable—was now light and fresh as a summer day. I took in
desperate gulps of it. Even the fairy knights had broken out of
their stiff poses, reaching out in wonder to feel the breeze.

Faerie was restored again. They’d really
done it.

I tugged Leandra’s hand behind me as I went
up to the tree. It had grown even more, thicker around the middle
with longer branches. In the knots of the wood, I swore I could
make out two men holding hands. Reverently, I touched it with my
forefinger and got a glimpse of them. Together. Happy. Forever. A
myth of its own in the making, one we would pass down to future
generations as both a warning and a love story.

Leandra wiped away my tears with her thumb.
“Did you see them?”

“Yeah,” I said. “They’re happy
together.”

Her cheek dimpled. “Us too.”



Chapter
Twenty-Five

Aftermath
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THE CURSE OF MAYFAIR—THAT things never stayed
peaceful here for long—seemed to break with the restoration of
Faerie.

We settled into a routine. Not a boring one,
but one that left a glowing sensation in my chest at all times,
like I’d really reached a sense of happiness I hadn’t known was
possible to achieve. We repainted the lair olive green like Leandra
wanted and she reorganized her bookshelf, humming to herself the
whole time.

In time to keep in touch with everyone,
Leandra gifted me a new phone. Hilariously, it was the second phone
she’d gifted me. “Don’t lose this one,” she said with a laugh. I
smacked her on the arm. Even if I lost it, I knew she’d get me
another.

I hadn’t seen Diosa since Yggdrasil, but I
heard from Allie that she was rebuilding the vampire mall into
something more equal. She still refused the monarchy system
Patricia had in place and was filtering in vamps from outside. It
seemed to be a positive thing. Her and Ren were still infatuated
with each other, if Mac’s overheard rumors were to be believed.

Allie turned in her metaphorical bounty
hunter license and was now doing council work full-time. The
mayoral council was seemingly better about some things
already—mainly keeping open communication between the different
supernatural creatures and coming to peaceful agreements when
needed. Under Allie’s supervision, the Woods Pack had moved back
into the woods. She’d worked with the other witches of Mayfair to
put up protections to prevent another event like a
vampiric-sunshine-cult-in-a-pocket-dimension move-in from
happening, as unlikely as the odds of that happening twice were.
All of us were in better hands with Allie influencing things—and I
knew she’d be fighting the more obstinate members of the council to
make important changes to Mayfair.

On my end of things, I made an effort to
visit Faerie more. Leandra joined me sometimes—for her service and
assistance in both restoring Faerie and being right about my ass
needing saving, the Unseelie Queen had rescinded Leandra’s exile.
She was quickly making friends with all of the Chicago court’s
bookshop owners, who appreciated engaging her in lively discussion
from the perspective of someone outside of their fae worldview.
Sometimes, she even went without me. Leandra had charmed my pants
off, and she charmed the proverbial pants off of those in my old
friend circles—with the same techniques she always used: banter and
flattery. It worked.

I still took on some bounty hunting work,
but only minor marks. The low effort of it left me with a lot of
free time that I wasn’t always sure how to fill. I visited my mom
at the Chicago court often, and sometimes, I visited the tree of
life. They had guards from different courts, evenly split between
Seelie and Unseelie. The guards knew that I had a special
connection to the tree—that I’d almost become part of it. They let
me get closer to it than was probably acceptable. When I touched
the tree, I couldn’t talk to Phoebus and Seb, but I was convinced
if I kept coming, I’d be able to. I saw them in the dreamscape, and
Phoebus passed on impressions of his feelings—a duck floating on a
serene pond, the Sailor Moon opening. Some of them were jokes, and
some of them were meant to convey that he was alive and doing well.
He would outlive me as part of the tree. I did find myself wishing
that I’d gotten to know him better.

As for Yuki, she was glad to have us back,
whether she showed it or not. The first couple of weeks, she spent
on Leandra’s lap, clinging to her like she was an unattended bag of
groceries I’d brought home. (Yuki sulked when I came home with less
groceries; it turned out you didn’t make as many grocery trips when
all you needed to consume was blood.) Sometimes when Leandra was
busy, I’d get attention, too. Yuki rubbed up against my legs like
nothing had changed. She loved the new lair, though—we’d gotten her
a cat tree that we kept by the TV, from which she could look down
upon her domain with her one eye.

It was on a night like this—Yuki at the top
of her cat tree, the TV blasting a show I would forget the plot of
by next month—that Leandra put her hand on my leg and paused the
show.

“Yeah?” I said.

Practically buzzing with excitement, she
said, “I did something kind of big today. You don’t have to be part
of it if you don’t want to be, but… It’s something I’ve been
thinking about for a while.”

“What is it?”

She stood. “Go with me somewhere?”

“I’d go with you anywhere.”

She beamed at me.



Chapter
Twenty-Six

Leandra’s Greatest Dream
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AMIDST DRUNKEN REVELERS CELEBRATING THE beauty of a
warm summer night, Leandra and I weaved through buildings
downtown.

“Are you going to tell me what it is?” I
asked.

“Nope!” She skipped ahead like she’d won the
lottery. I struggled to keep up without running. Unselfconscious,
she twirled in the middle of the street and laughed at something
only she understood.

Her mood was contagious. “It’s something
really good, then?” I shouted ahead.

“Yes!!” she screamed back. Her eyes were
alight with life. My own chest swelled; I never felt so alive as I
did with her. Ironic, because neither of us technically were
alive.

She stopped in front of Sugar & Spice. A
light was on inside, but they kept more daylight hours than some of
the other places in Mayfair—they’d be closing soon tonight.
“Something magic?” I asked.

“No, silly. Next door.”

A street lamp illuminated the abandoned ice
cream shop next door. No, not an abandoned ice cream shop—the giant
ice cream cone that had been there before was gone, replaced with a
new sign I couldn’t make out. Something in cursive. The lights were
off. Trying to see inside, I cupped my hands over my eyes.

“What’s that?” I asked. “New place to go to?
It doesn’t look open.” We’d hit up more spots around town lately.
Not quite clubbing, but enough to keep us more in touch with the
community.

She lifted a key, twirling it around for me
to see in flashes as the street lamp hit it. Then, she opened the
front door and walked on in.

Confused, I followed. She fumbled around and
flipped on a light. It was brand new in here—sleek metal tables and
chairs with plush cushions, couches arranged around an unlit
fireplace. The walls were a soothing shade of teal, and someone had
bothered to put up artwork. “Doesn’t really look like an ice cream
shop,” I said, still not getting it. If the owners had abandoned
it, I thought, they’d left all their shit here.

She brought me over to a black-and-white
photo of foam being poured onto a latte. I looked at the white hand
in the photo, and then Leandra’s hand in real life.

“Allie’s contribution,” she said.

Finally, I understood. The counter was set
up with a machine I’d assumed was for ice cream, but was clearly
made for crafting espresso drinks. Two black aprons dangled from a
hook by the end of the sleek metal counter. At the other end of the
counter was a display case—for displaying treats, or whatever
people ate with coffee that I was no longer allowed to eat. An
entire wall was just shelving, mostly empty. A few books leaned on
the bottom shelf. How to Make Latte Art and The Vampire’s
Guide to Starting a Small Business.

“You bought the coffee shop,” I said with
wonder.

“Coffee shop slash bookstore! Yes,” she
said. “I hired Beatrice to do the branding. Did you know she also
does graphic design? Anyway—we still have signs to put up inside.
Menus and all that. But it’s mostly done. And I wanted to ask you
to be my partner, of course.”

“Wait, you told Allie about this first?” I
asked, mildly offended.

“I needed her for the photo,” Leandra said.
She took my hands in hers. “Please?”

I looked around at the place and saw it for
what it could be. Leandra was always looking for things to do—she
no longer had to live on the run, or take care of me, or work for
some vampire overlord who ruled with a draconic hand. This was the
perfect thing to fill her time. Running the business would give her
something to do every day, and she could set her own hours. Money
wasn’t a concern for her and the stress most people faced when
starting up a small business would be minimized for her.

“I love it,” I said genuinely. “I’d love to
be your partner, too.”

“Really?” she asked.

“Please. You knew I wouldn’t say no, or else
you wouldn’t have bought it.”

“True,” she admitted. Her chin bunched up
like she was about to cry. She shook it off and fetched me a black
apron. “Try it on!”

“It’s an apron,” I said. “It’s going to
fit.”

“Still, try it on.”

I looped the apron over my head. She took
the liberty of tying it for me around the back. I saw the logo for
the first time—THE COZY CARMILLA in big, blood-red, cursive
letters. Clearly hand-drawn by Beatrice, the letters seemed to ooze
at the bottom, giving off the impression of dripping blood.
Underneath, in a nice sans-serif font was the word “café,” in case
the giant latte underneath the logo wasn’t explicit enough.

“You just wanted to see me in an apron,
didn’t you? You perv. Do you even know how to make lattes?”

“I did want to see you in the apron,” she
said, pulling me close. “You look damn good.”

Leandra leaned in to kiss me. I met her
mouth—warm and soft, quick and wet. Her tongue just barely brushed
my bottom lip and I shivered at the sudden rush of pleasure.
Panting, she pulled away. “Should I draw the blinds?”

“You want to have sex here?”

“We need to break it in,” she said. She
moved away to draw the blinds. And a good thing, too. A demon was
out there, staring in at the new place. When she saw us looking,
she quickly walked off. The bell on the door of Sugar & Spice
tinkled in the distance.

“It’s not a mattress,” I said. “It doesn’t
need to be broken in.”

She tapped my thigh. “Up on the table.”

I hopped up onto the nearest café table. It
was stable, at least. “But Leandra, honestly.”

“Honestly?” she said. “You look really,
really good in the apron.”

“Flattery doesn’t work on me,” I said.

She ran the flat of her tongue over my neck.
Gasping, I clutched at her shoulders. She grinned against my skin.
“Actually, I think it does.”

Her teeth sank into my neck. I gripped her
harder as she drank. My blood leaving me and going into her—both of
ours mixing together in her veins. My breathing became labored, and
she stopped when I was just barely at the cusp of lightheadedness.
She pushed me back. I stretched out, grasping at the edges of the
table.

I had an inkling of what she wanted.

“Pants off, apron on?” she asked.

“Wow, you really do have a barista
fetish.”

Eyebrows raised, she eased off my jacket and
worked her hands down my sides to the hips of my jeans. Just a few
inches, she lifted up my shirt and planted her mouth there. I
shuddered against her touch, the warmth of her mouth against my
skin. She hooked a finger around the side of my panties and tugged
them down. Her hand slid into the curls at the base of my legs. I
opened them farther for her as she leaned in, resting her head
against my shoulder while she touched me. Her fingers were quick,
efficient. Next to my ear, her breathing became heavy, matching my
own. I nibbled at the side of her exposed neck with a fang and she
arched her head back, looking down at me under her long eyelashes,
eyes half-lidded with lust. She was beautiful. Radiant. Everything
I could ever hope for in my life.

God, I really loved her.

I tangled my fingers in her hair and tugged
hard as she brought me to my first orgasm. Her fingers traced the
length of my cunt and then curved, pumping and flicking until she’d
elicited nonsense noises from my throat that I couldn’t stop. This
time, when I came, I sank my teeth deep into her neck. The
strangled, sibilant noise that slipped out between her lips made my
heart race. Her blood in me, her fingers in me, I came again, so
hard it almost made me dizzy. An orgasm with echoes. My clit felt
like it was buzzing afterward from the activity, even as Leandra
kept her hand there against me, pressing kisses against my neck, my
shoulder, the side of the apron strap.

“Won’t get tired of doing that for the rest
of eternity,” I panted into her hair when we’d stopped, our bodies
sweaty and pressed together.

Leandra’s response to this was to tug my
panties off completely. She twirled my soaked panties around a
finger and grinned. “Lean back.”

I leaned back flat against the table. My
feet dangled over the end of it, finding one of those plush chairs
and sinking in. Leandra climbed onto the table, caressing me as she
traversed my body. She stopped, hovering over my head, her knees
bent against the table and her pussy cast in shadow above me.

“No panties?” I joked.

“Life’s too short to wear panties.”

I rolled the hem of her dress up to her
hips. She spread her legs over me, knees stretching out. Her cunt
glistened with arousal. Just from touching me. I didn’t know if I’d
ever get tired of that, either—how into me she was.

I wrapped a hand around each of her thighs
and reeled her toward me. Playfully, she put up resistance, but I
was stronger than she was, now—she laughed when I brought her cunt
to my mouth anyway, a laugh that turned into a gasp, a gasp that
turned into a thrust, a roll of her hips against my tongue. The
taste of her blood was already in my mouth as I ran my tongue over
every curve and fold of her. One of my hands left her thigh. I felt
her with my fingers and my tongue—wet, soft, warm, perfect—and she
rode my hand when I entered her—two fingers, three, and then she
screamed as she rolled her hips next, thighs quivering, one of her
hands finding my wrist that still held her thigh and squeezing me
there.

She settled next to me when we were done and
kissed my wet lips. With one of my arms over her and her head
tucked into my armpit, I felt like I really had accomplished
something. Like I had made a life for myself.

“You’re getting really good at that,” she
murmured into the apron.

“At what? Eating you out?”

“Yeah.”

“Uh, so I was bad at it before?”

She laughed. “No, silly. I think it’s your
new strength. I am so open to trying out different positions
now that you’re Ms. Muscular.”

“You’re sex-obsessed,” I teased.

“You like it,” she accused.

I nudged her out of the way and sat up.
Still naked from the waist down, still in the apron. Kind of
ridiculous, but then we were kind of ridiculous together. I rolled
off the table and put my jeans back on, taking in again all the
care she’d put into decorating this place. Empty shelves that would
soon be full of books, tables that would be full of customers. One
of them badly in need of being cleaned before it could be used to
hold lattes and croissants.

“I’m gonna be working here a lot, aren’t I?”
I asked.

“Only when you want to,” she said sincerely.
“I wouldn’t force you to.”

“I guess between this and bounty hunting, my
schedule will be pretty busy.”

Leandra cocked her head. She drew her knees
up to her chest on the table. “You’re still going to be a bounty
hunter?”

“Yeah, I think so.” Maybe it was taboo for a
vampire to be one, and maybe the current bounty hunters weren’t
huge fans of me. But Unseelie blood or not, I loved doing it. It
would be an uphill battle to repair my relationship to the bounty
hunting community and regain my status in the ranks. But with Allie
doing more important things…I had a chance at being number one.
That was an odd thing, a good thing. Something to work toward. I’d
once told myself that I liked being the fourth-best bounty hunter
in Mayfair—that I liked living in my shitty apartment, that I liked
being alone and doing nothing but recovering from the day when
whatever work I’d done was finished.

This was something new to me. New as
Leandra, new as my undead life, new as this coffee shop slash
bookstore, which I was sure would be a smashing success in the
community. Leandra and Olympia, partners in love and partners in
business. Snugglers of cats, makers of lattes, readers of books,
the bane of Mayfair’s troublemakers.

Us.

“I can’t wait to open this place,” Leandra
said. “I was thinking next month. I’d love your help making some of
the final decorating decisions. And we still have to decide on the
menu. I haven’t been able to brainstorm enough puns on my own.”

I groaned. “Did you ask Beatrice? She loves
bad puns.”

Leandra held up her finger. “That,” she
said, “is a very good idea.”

As Leandra talked to Beatrice on the phone,
exclamations of puns abounded. She kept putting Beatrice on speaker
to write things down on her notes app. And I watched her elated
expression with my heart full of love and life. Fuller than it had
ever been.

I was now Olympia Carter, bounty hunter,
fairy-vampire, and up-and-coming latte artist. And I wouldn’t have
chosen to be anything else.

 


❧





A THANK YOU TO OLYMPIA READERS

Three books in and 180,000 words or so later, we’ve
arrived at the end of the Olympia the Bounty Hunter trilogy. Even
writing that sentence made me cry.

My reasons for writing this story weren’t
borne of a flash of artistic inspiration or passion. When I found
out what indie publishing was and started reading lots of indie
books, especially lesbian ones, I saw how well some of the urban
fantasy was selling and thought, “Hey, I could do that!” I guess
you could say I literally conceived the idea for this book just
based on market research. Not exactly the most romantic thing
ever.

I’ve always loved urban fantasy as an idea
for a genre, but I often find the execution of the biggest
bestsellers lacking. If I pick up a book with a badass-looking
woman on the cover, it’s always disappointing to see her being
pushed and shoved around by men the whole time, or else she’s Not
Like Other Girls and serves as the only badass woman in a ten-mile
radius.

Reading sapphic (and queer in general!)
urban fantasy and paranormal romance fixed this disappointment for
me. I wanted to write the kind of badass, sassy heroine who was
unapologetically gay in a fictional town of supernatural creatures
that wavered between quirky and dangerous. Along the way, I really
fell in love with Olympia and her no-nonsense personality against
the backdrop of incredibly goofy characters. She started as a
loner, and I grew more and more attached to her journey to accept
love in her life—and the help of friends—along the way.

I want to talk a little about that
journey.

The first book finds Olympia in a rut. She’s
doing the same old bounty hunting stuff, which should be awesome,
but all it gets her is an unchanging, unambitious state of
being—she can afford a crappy apartment, her only real companion is
a zombie cat (albeit a lovely one), and she comes home to watch TV
and zone out. Then, in comes Leandra, swooping Olympia into a mess
she wants nothing to do with. At the end of the first book, Olympia
ultimately regresses from her connection to Leandra when she
chooses herself, something she had been doing for a long time
before the start of the novel.

In the second book, Olympia’s journey is
arguably even more important than the external events. She has a
deep regret for the choice she made at the end of the first book,
and now she’s forced to work in a group setting with Allie,
Phoebus, Beatrice, and Diosa. In a lot of ways, Allie’s growing
friendship with Olympia is a foil to her romantic relationship with
Leandra. Olympia starts to understand the things that contribute to
Allie’s Type A personality and the pride that Allie puts into the
hard work she does. They make a connection that will last through
the rest of their lives, and now Olympia not only has a hot vampire
girlfriend, but also a real friend with whom she can mutually rely
on. By allowing herself to rely on others, Olympia is able to
accomplish more than she’d ever be able to do on her own—but this
lesson comes at a price when one of the people she worked with out
of necessity kills her.

That brings us to book three, where Olympia
is simultaneously at rock bottom—she’s a new vampire and can’t use
her fae powers—and an all-time high—she’s moving into Leandra’s
nice lair and the pair finally get to be together. There is no more
relationship drama in store for these two, but rather maintaining
the things that go into a healthy relationship by accommodating
each other’s strengths and weaknesses. Leandra messing with
Olympia’s bounty hunting techniques, while a huge source of humor
for me personally, is an indicator for how much Olympia’s life has
changed. Sometimes, the way we’ve been doing things for years isn’t
the best way to do them.

I put Olympia into a situation she’s no good
at: acting undercover. This is a domain where Leandra reigns
supreme, and indeed, most of the major discoveries (the safe,
Phoebus) are directly because of Leandra or Ren rather than
Olympia. Here, too, she has to rely on others in the end when
Faerie is dying, and together they pull through it all. Everything
Olympia has gained through these books—her connections, her love,
and her fae/vampire powers—comes to fruition here. Allie is on the
council enacting good for Mayfair, Ren and Diosa work together on
breaking down the vampire hierarchy, and Olympia and Leandra have
their new business to focus on. Their ride comes to an end
here.

And what a wild ride it has been.

Thank you for being part of the ride with
me, whether you loved it or thought it was only okay or hated it (I
hope you didn’t bother reading three books you hate, though). I’ve
learned a lot about myself as a writer along this journey; not just
what sentence structure works best for me, how to utilize a
character’s voice, or how scary having reader expectations on my
shoulders can be, but also the kind of stories and characters that
bring me joy to write. I am so excited to dig into new settings and
characters and to really plunder the depths of my abilities as a
storyteller.

Is this the last I will ever write of
Olympia and Leandra? Honestly, I don’t think so. There are so many
fun side characters with stories to tell. Olympia bounty hunting
while barista-ing is pure cozy mystery fodder. For now, I am moving
on to other projects, but I won’t write off the idea of never
returning to these characters and Mayfair. I’ve grown too attached
to them to let them go. That’s part of the reason writing this last
installment was so hard. Saying goodbye sucks!

Goodbye for now, Olympia and Leandra and
Mayfair. Goodbye, readers. Keep being badass and reading lots of
gay ass books. The world needs you.
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