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One



Metal struck metal, sparks fizzing and shooting, scenting the air with fire and electricity. Clangs and grunts echoed off the smooth stone of the walls, bouncing down from the high vaults of the ceiling. Sweat beaded on brows and coated tense ropes of muscle with the sheen of exertion. Two forms, one tall and lean and elegant, the other huge and thick and powerful, stood locked in fierce battle, expressions grim, arms straining against each other’s strength. Neither made a move to end the struggle; neither possessed a mien suited to surrender. They had engaged, two warriors fit and fierce, dedicated to honor and to victory.

But one had just realized that the tip of his nose itched like a son of a bitch.

Shit.

“I can see it in your eyes, Luc,” the slender one taunted, even as strands of auburn hair slipped loose of their confining braid and clung to his damp face. “You’re wavering. Maybe your skill becomes rusty, old friend. Too much time sitting at the Queen’s feet; not enough on the front lines.”

“Shut it, Fergus,” his opponent growled, his twitching nose rather spoiling the effect of his fierce scowl. His dark hair and hard, chiseled features usually made the expression more than a bit effective against his enemies. “I’d not comment on seating arrangements if I were you. Your place seems to set your lips right at a level with the royal arse these days, doesn’t it? Though I suppose all that puckering is at least some exercise for you.”

Silver scraped and hissed as Fergus swept his sword arm down, dragging Luc’s blade with his. A quick step and turn and metal clanged again with hollow thunder.

“Aye,” shouted one of the guardsmen ranging about the open space of the practice hall. “And you need all of that you can get, Fergus, seeing how fond I’ve seen you grow of the Queen’s honey-cakes.”

Fergus parried a coming blow and stepped back to circle again, searching for a better opening. Luc breathed a profane thanks and seized the opportunity to swipe the back of his non-sword hand across his nose. Much better.

“Better to eat a few cakes than drink myself stupid like some others,” the redhead retorted, his eyes never straying from his opponent. His lips curved in a sharp grin. “Or did you think no one had noticed you facedown in your wine the other night, Hamish?”

The blond guardsman colored slightly but did his best to look superior. “I was merely admiring the fine bouquet.”

Luc lifted an eyebrow. “And that requires snoring these days, does it, Hamish?”

The seven men assembled in the hall guffawed, elbows nudging Hamish’s sides good-naturedly. The sight gave Luc, as captain of the Guard, a deep sense of satisfaction. The warriors in this room were his men, and he held responsibility for both their prowess with a sword and their cohesion as a unit. In Luc’s mind, each of them reflected on him, testament to his leadership and his loyalty. All of them, himself included, existed to serve the Queen. And the stars knew she didn’t suffer fools lightly.

Well, at least none who weren’t related to her by blood.

Blowing out a breath, Luc shoved the fleeting thought of that particular bundle of annoyance from his mind and took a step back. No sense borrowing worry when he suspected it would be handed to him on a platter soon enough. It was time to get back to work.

“Good match, Fergus.” He lowered his sword arm and nodded to his lieutenant, stepping out of the bounds of the designated sparring circle. “Lead the others through their exercises. I’ve business to see to before we meet for assignments.”

Fergus’s muscles tensed momentarily, as if the command needed an extra heartbeat to travel from brain to body. Then the tension bled out of him and he sheathed his sword, casting Luc a bland look. “Queen’s business?”

Luc snorted. “Is there any other kind?”

Fergus’s grin flashed. “Does that mean today’s assignments will feature tasks a bit more exciting than patrolling for boggarts around the castle walls or protecting Her Majesty from assault by the brownie emissary? Heaven forbid the little bastard should get out of hand and attempt to clean the throne room without leave.”

“Getting bored, Fergus?” Luc adjusted the strap of his own weapons harness across his chest. “I’m sure I could find a garderobe for you to clean if you so long for variety in your work.”

“And I’m sure I could drop you into one, if you’ve such a nose for shit—”

“Children, please. You know I deplore squabbles among my Guard.”

The voice from the doorway drew the pair up short. Being overheard didn’t surprise Luc, not here in the palace. After all, the Summer Court ran on the power of intrigue. Survival relied on assuming that someone was always listening. Fergus, though, looked as if he might have forgotten. Luc saw a small twitch in his jaw before he gathered himself to make his bow to their sovereign.

She stood in the archway at the entrance to the room, flanked as always by the busy, buzzing swarm of her attendants. Ladies-in-waiting, advisers, entertainers, and supplicants followed in her train, elbowing and maneuvering for the privilege of adjusting the hem of her royal gown. It wouldn’t have mattered if that hem swept atop a dung heap. Wherever she went, the toadies followed, and wherever she went, she might as well have sat in state upon her gleaming marble dais of power. There, atop the silver throne sculpted in the shape of a breaking wave, ruled Mab of the Silver Bells, Lady of Many Blessings, Huntress of Spirits, and Queen of the Summer Court.

Now she stood on plain, porous stone before an audience of rough, sweaty warriors, looking not an inch less regal, nor a shadow less powerful. As if she ever could. Only a fool underestimated Queen Mab, and fools died quickly in Faerie.

She wore a diadem of gleaming silver in the shape of a wreath of apple blossoms perched on her bright red-gold hair. A surcoat of russet velvet topped her gown of amber silk, each shot through with silver thread. Cunningly woven, the rich fabrics seemed to spark with every subtle movement. Her pale, slender feet peeked from beneath her hem, toes adorned with silver bells, and her graceful, ringed fingers moved unconsciously and restlessly at her sides. Luc noted the hint of impatience and braced himself.

“You become slow to answer your Queen, my Lucifer.” Mab’s voice, low and musical, displayed a hint of petulance that made Luc wary. A petulant Queen was a dangerous Queen. Well, more dangerous than usual. “We might be tempted to interpret such a thing as a reluctance to serve us.”

Beside him, Fergus moved as if to step forward and offer reassurance, but Luc kept his gaze firmly on the changeable green eyes of his sovereign. They shifted as restlessly as the sea and could be just as deadly.

“Never think it, my Queen,” he said, bowing before her. “I am ever at your command, as are all of your Guard. We answer always to Your Majesty’s whim.”

The formal language of court sometimes had a soothing effect on Mab. Even when it didn’t, it was always safer to treat the Queen with kid gloves. Her temper made her unpredictable; her power made her deadly.

Mab shifted, her brows rising. “Is that so?” Her gaze turned to Fergus and sharpened. “Does the captain of my Guard speak true, my Fergus? Are all of the Seven as loyal to us as he would make them sound?”

Fergus bowed low again, his gray eyes warming with mischief and flirtation. Of all the Guards, he liked to think of himself as Her Majesty’s favorite. Luc liked to think of him as her fool, since flirting with the Queen possessed the same inherent risks as poking a nightmare in the side—you might get away with it a thousand times, but sooner or later the creature would decide to take your head off. Fergus, though, seemed to think himself invulnerable.

“Without question, my lady. To serve in the Queen’s Guard is an honor of which we Seven are well aware.” Fergus straightened and placed his hand above his heart in a salute of fealty, but his gaze remained teasing. “Your safety and the rule of your word are our only concerns.”

Luc fought back the urge to groan. Talking to the Queen required one to walk a thin line, one Fergus seemed hellbound to test. If Mab perceived any insult as more severe than failing to flatter her, it was flattering her insincerely. When she paused for a moment and pursed her lips, the captain concealed a wince.

Then her expression softened, and Luc felt the tension drain from his men like ale from the barrel.

“Is that so, my Fergus?” She smiled. “Your devotion is ever a comfort to us. We appreciate the reassurance now more than ever, for a disturbing piece of news has come to our attention, and we fear we must turn to our Guard for assistance.”

Lucifer maintained a bland expression even as he swore silently. This was it, the trouble he had sensed coming. But maybe fate would be kind and dump it on Fergus’s head rather than his own. A man could dream, couldn’t he?

“Any manner of service to our Queen honors us,” Fergus said, drawing his shoulders back into a swaggering posture Luc had seen him use more than once on an unsuspecting Fae maiden. He probably thought it made him look strong and confident; it made Luc liken him to a rooster courting the female birdbrains in his yard. “I personally await your orders and will see them executed with all speed and diligence.”

The royal lips curved slightly, accompanied by the lifting of her chin and an easing of the tightness around her eyes. Once again, the Queen had been appeased by Fergus’s nonsense. Luc might not understand, but he could be grateful. Especially if  the fawning performance landed Fergus with whatever problem instinct told Luc he wanted no part of.

Abruptly, the Queen moved, sweeping her robes behind her as she entered and began to pace around the large room.

“My advisers have brought word of a small problem in Ithir that must be attended to.” With everyone reminded of his or her place in the hierarchy of Faerie, Mab dispensed with the royal we and continued with a slight bend in her formality. “My Guard, of course, are the only ones I would trust to deal with such a delicate situation.”

Foreboding tickled its way down Luc’s spine. Ithir was the Fae word for the human world, which made the Queen’s statement more than a little remarkable. Mostly because the Fae kept so much distance between themselves and humans that one might be surprised they even had a word for the neighboring realm. His sense of unease only grew when Mab turned her gaze on him again, clearly waiting for some kind of response from the captain of said Guard.

“Of course,” he managed, willing his jaw to unlock enough to speak. “It is our duty and privilege to serve in any way Your Majesty requires.”

“I would be honored to deal personally with anyone foolish enough to disturb my Queen,” Fergus offered, stepping forward with another bow. “I would indeed consider it a privilege.”

Mab’s face softened, and she lifted a hand to the warrior’s face. “You are good to me, my Fergus. Good and true. But there is more to the story you have yet to hear. You and my captain.”

Her gaze flicked to Luc. He nodded grimly. He had the worst feeling he knew what she was going to reveal. Lately, all the trouble to be had at the Summer Court seemed to emanate from a single, senseless source. A source the Queen held close to her royal heart.

“I have kept a closer eye on the mortal world since news reached me of the…incident in Dionnu’s court earlier this year,” Mab continued. “The indiscriminate use of gates into our realm by humans is something that I, of course, cannot allow.”

Luc nodded sharply. He, too, had heard about the trouble the Queen referred to. The details were sketchy—unsurprising given the intense antipathy Mab held for Dionnu, King of the Winter Court, the man she considered her archenemy. And ex-husband. The situation made the flow of information between the two courts somewhat shaky.

Still, the story suggested that two human women had made it through a gate near the Winter Palace, one of whom had wandered undetected and unsupervised around Faerie for days before being discovered and returned to Ithir. The other human woman had at least reportedly been accompanied by a changeling with ties to one of Dionnu’s attendants. They had all returned to the human realm, but whispers of troubles quickly covered up continued to circulate. At both courts.

The Queen might refer to the whole thing as an incident, but Luc took his defense of the Queen seriously. To him, it represented a security nightmare.

“I can only repeat my earlier advice, my Queen,” he said, taking care to keep any hint of impatience or I-told-you-so out of his voice. “If we were to seal the gates, I could arrange for patrols to keep them secure. Use could then be monitored and regulated for your safety and that of your people.”

She slanted him a narrow look. “I believe my people would dislike the feeling of being jailed, Lucifer, no matter how pretty the prison. I won’t take such a step unless I have no other choice. But at the moment, the security of the gates is not my concern. Rather, it is what I have seen on the other side of them that disturbs me.”

To Luc’s knowledge the Queen hadn’t traveled to Ithir since before the mortals had concluded it to be round, but he could guess where she’d come by her information. She had looked into her scrying pool, and he had served her long enough to know that this alone usually spelled trouble.

“Surely whatever mess the humans have made for themselves this time is no problem of ours, Your Majesty,” Fergus put in, his expression a well-thought-out balance of concern and charm. “They’re such troublesome creatures, after all. You yourself have always said that if we stepped in to save them once, they’d never leave us alone. They’d be popping up looking for our aid for every little thing they could think of.”

Mab’s glance both measured and indulged. “I should hardly like to disagree with my own words of wisdom, but in this case they remain beside the point. Of course the problems of the mortals don’t concern me. What does is the knowledge that one of my own dear hearts has left my court, and I have reason to believe he has crossed over to their world.”

And there it was, the sucker punch Luc had been waiting for. There was only one group of Fae whom Mab referred to as her “dear hearts”—her family. Specifically her nieces and nephews, the ones who lived in the hope of one day being proclaimed her heir and who therefore made it their lives’ work to ingratiate themselves deeply within her favor. Where the hopefuls went, trouble followed, but Luc knew that it rode particularly hard on one set of heels in particular.

“Seoc,” he growled.

Mab sent him a frosty look. “We dislike such hasty assumptions, Lucifer, son of Annwn. It becomes you ill to think so poorly of others.”

He murmured an apology but noticed that her scolding offered nothing like a denial of the charge. He also noticed he’d annoyed her enough that she reverted to her royal we. His hands clenched at his sides.

Fergus warned him with a glance and shifted forward to draw the Queen’s attention. “Youth often is accompanied by a certain rashness, Your Majesty. It’s not surprising that a young Fae looking for adventure might decide to visit Ithir on a whim, but I’m certain there would be no danger. The Others know it would be folly to cause any harm or distress to a member of your court.”

What the Others knew and what they would feel justified in doing, Luc reflected, might be two very different things. While the Fae had abandoned the mortal realm centuries ago, some supernatural races had stayed behind to live secretly among the humans, calling themselves the Others. Immortals such as the vampires and non-humans like the werefolk still roamed throughout the human world, keeping their identities carefully guarded secrets. Their ruling body, the Council of Others, still kept in contact with the Fae court and would have every right to dislike the thought of an unauthorized Fae visitor wandering about and causing trouble.

“Of course they know it is folly,” Mab snapped. “Not even a demon would be so foolish. But there are other reasons to desire my nephew’s swift return home. In our position, we must think of more than life and death at times. There is diplomacy to consider, both between our court and the Others’ Council and within the court itself.”

It was the use of my nephew that sealed it for Luc. Despite the dozens of such relatives Mab could claim, the implication of troublemaking and possible diplomatic incidents pointed at only one of the many suspects—Seoc nic Saoirse, son of the Queen’s deceased youngest sister. Even though his gut had told Luc that Seoc was the source of whatever trouble the Queen had detected in Ithir, there had remained the slim possibility that the other budding troublemaker at court could have been responsible. Fiona might be young, a veritable teenager in Fae terms, but she was showing a gift for mischief even Seoc could not outdo. Thankfully, she seemed to have a brighter head on her shoulders than her cousin, so Luc had moved her down the list in terms of likely culprits. The list of two. Which left him with only one name.

Seoc.

Some days he hated being right.

“What has Seoc done?”

Mab pursed her lips, but she could hardly dress him down for drawing the correct conclusion. “As we said, we have reason to believe he has chosen to take himself into Ithir without our knowledge or approval. While boys will be boys and all young men deserve the chance to sow some wild oats, as the mortals term it, we fear Seoc might have stepped a hair over the line. We think he may have been…indiscreet.”

Since he could think of no response that would not sink him even lower in the Queen’s favor, Luc kept his mouth shut. Of course Seoc had been indiscreet. Indiscreet was his middle name. One of his middle names. Along with reckless, foolish, idiotic, and generally irritating.

“I am sure any small ripples in the Other community can be smoothed over, my Queen,” Fergus said, his tone deliberately even and reasonable. All the things Luc couldn’t quite manage at that point. “It is hardly the first time one of our people has had a run-in with one of theirs.”

“If only my concern was for something so inconsequential, Fergus. But I fear there is more to it.” The Queen paused, her stormy green eyes locking on a point somewhere just to the left of Luc’s temple, as if he were unworthy of her gaze. “Unfortunately, it seems that our dear Seoc has not confined his associations to the Other-folk in Ithir, but has allowed his presence to be noted by the mortals as well.”

Concealing his intense un-surprise, Luc acknowledged the disclosure with an impassive stare and an internal oath. Part of him had still held out some hope that Seoc might have used what little brainpower he possessed to keep himself confined in the Other society of Ithir. He’d known it was an unfounded hope—he’d never seen any evidence that Seoc possessed a functioning brain to begin with—but it had been deep and instinctive. The man should have known the risks of being seen by humans while the Others remained hidden among them. Whether or not to reveal their presence to humans had been a subject of intense debate among the Others for decades now, intense enough to threaten to erupt into serious political infighting from time to time; but it ultimately belonged to their Council to decide. And the Council would not like the threat of having their hand forced by sightings of a “fairy” in central Manhattan.

Luc knew better than to express disbelief or condemnation for the royal nephew’s actions. Only the Queen was allowed to speak ill of the worthless dung beetle, even though it had become a larger and larger part of Luc’s job recently to drag the fool back home with his tail between his legs. Such was life at court and service in the Queen’s Guard.

“Seoc means no harm, I am certain,” Mab proclaimed, lifting her chin and firming her lips the way she always did when she said something she knew to be not entirely accurate. “But our nephew must learn that his antics reflect on more than himself. Even our indulgence cannot shield him forever from the consequences of his actions. Especially not as we must begin to think of the matter of our succession.”

Luc felt his eyebrows climb toward his hairline, but he kept his mouth shut. If Mab had any intention of naming Seoc the heir to her throne, he’d eat his own sword. Sure, as her nephew he had as great a claim to the title as any number of other relatives, but Luc doubted the Queen intended to turn her throne over to a complete imbecile.

Actually, Luc doubted she planned to turn her throne over to anyone short of her own death, and given the immortal life span of the Fae, that should occur sometime after the Fifth of Never. Unless, of course, she were to be killed, but it was Luc’s job to ensure that that didn’t happen. He took his job very seriously.

Even if sometimes he wanted to kill her himself.

Like now.

“In Faerie we can keep his mischief contained,” the Queen continued, “but we have no such control in Ithir. The human world chooses not to bow to our authority, and therefore is a place too treacherous to allow him free rein. And so we must ask our Guard to go after our nephew and return him to court. His presence begins to disturb the flow of human reality, and the Others have sent word they are anxious to have him gone.”

Too bad no one but the Queen is anxious to have him back, Luc thought.

“Can they not return him themselves?” Fergus suggested. “The Others may not have our powers, but they are not without resources.”

“The Others may be superior to the mortals they live among, but they can hardly be considered our equals, my Fergus.” The Queen shook her head. “Seoc could elude them forever if he so chose. While they know of his presence in their realm, we do not think they have learned the extent of his indiscretion, which is fortunate for us. The Others still harbor a great fear of their secret being revealed to the mortal world. They believe the humans are not ready to acknowledge the truth of their existence, and we must agree on that point. The inability of mortals to accept the magic before them is the reason we abandoned their realm so many years ago. It is doubtful they have progressed so far in the time since. No, it must be a Fae to catch a Fae.”

Luc fought the urge to roll his shoulders against the growing tension, caused almost entirely by irritation. “I understand, Your Majesty. I will find Seoc and return him to you with all speed, and the mortals will be none the wiser.”

“I’ll go,” Fergus said, turning to Luc. “It’s a simple enough task. There’s no reason for you to do it yourself. You’ve duties here. You keep the Guard running, and I’ll go fetch Seoc.”

“Believe me, I’d like nothing more,” Luc said with regret, “but it will be faster if I go. I’ve gone after him before. I know more of his habits. And the quicker he returns, the better for everyone. I’ll leave immediately.” He nodded to the Queen. “With your permission.”

“You have it.” The Queen shifted to smile at Fergus, lifting a bejeweled hand to his face. “I could not spare you, my Fergus. Someone must stay and see to us here at court.

“This task I have set you to is important for many reasons.” She addressed Luc more seriously. “More than my nephew’s safety is at stake here. If the existence of the Others becomes common knowledge to the mortals, it will not be long before they find their way to even our realm. You must not allow this to happen.”

Luc set his jaw and nodded once, curtly. “I understand,” he repeated. “I will do all in my power and use all resources at hand, my lady.”

Mab reached up, her cool, pale fingers cupping his stubble-roughened face, and the smile she gave him reminded him why human and Fae alike still wrote odes to her beauty, even after so many endless centuries.

“If you do all in your power, my Lucifer, then I know well you cannot fail me.” Leaning up, she brushed a kiss against his cheek and stepped back, raising her hands before her and waving them in an intricate pattern that dripped trails of light from her fingertips. As the guardsmen watched, the light wove itself together into a shimmering doorway, expanding until it was large enough to accommodate even Luc’s height.

Blowing out a deep breath, Luc stepped forward into the Faerie door and felt the warmth of the Queen’s magic surround him. As reality bent and reshaped itself, her voice reached him on a silver whisper. “Go safely, my Lucifer, and may what you find to please you, ever be yours.”








Two



A woman could only take so much, Corinne D’Alessandro decided as she looked down at the assignment sheet her editor had just handed to her. In the past year or so, she’d taken a lot: learning about the existence of vampires, watching her best friend become a vampire; learning about the existence of werewolves, watching her other best friend marry a werewolf. All in all, an eventful few months had just passed. Corinne figured it was a testament to her inner strength and resilience that she’d taken all this news without ending up in a padded room at Bellevue, contemplating her navel and holding conversations with her big toes.

But this, she thought, staring at the black print on the page before her, this just might be the last straw.

“Elves,” she said with admirable calm.

“Well, maybe pixies. Reports vary.”

Corinne couldn’t decide if she wanted to run screaming from the office, past her curious colleagues and out onto the streets of Manhattan, or if she wanted to bang her head against the wall a few times before she buried it in her hands and whimpered. What in God’s name had she done to deserve this? What sin could she possibly have committed that would justify this sort of vengeance from an angry deity? Was it the premarital-sex thing? Because a lifetime of Catholicism aside, she’d long ago come to the conclusion that Jesus had better things to worry about than her active social life. So how in the name of all that was holy had hell found a way to drag her into the fiery pit of fucktardedness that was the only way to describe being caught between her job’s rock and the hard place of her unspoken promise to keep the Others’ secret?

To say nothing of her very firm desire to keep herself from looking like a flaming lunatic to everyday outside observers.

A bluff. Maybe she could bluff. After all, no one knew that she knew what she knew, so maybe she could just pretend not to know.

Struggling to appear the way she would have just six months earlier, Corinne pushed her chair back from her paper-strewn desk and summoned up a baleful stare for her editor’s benefit. “Elf or pixie, it doesn’t matter, Hank. I can tell you right now that I don’t need to do an investigation. Because mythical creatures don’t exist,” she lied, practically biting her own tongue. “That’s why they call them myths.”

Hank Buckley shifted the toothpick he was chewing from one side of his mouth to the other and shrugged. “People say UFOs are a myth, too, and I got a whole file cabinet full of statements from people who’ve seen ’em.”

Corinne felt herself blanch and hoped like hell that Hank, with the typical male’s lack of perception, wouldn’t notice. Christ on a cracker, she’d barely gotten over finding out about the Others; if she had to start believing aliens were real, too, she was finished. She’d stab herself in the heart with a blue pencil, just see if she didn’t.

“The difference between UFOs and elves is that we don’t know what’s out there in the rest of the universe. We know what’s here on earth,” she argued, thinking at least that much was true. She, for instance, knew more about what was on earth than she’d ever wanted to. “I think if there were elves running around the globe, someone would have stumbled over one before now. The only file you should put this in is the circular file. The one the janitors empty out every evening.”

Hank shook his head. “No can do, toots. This one’s hot. Even the TV stations are starting to pick it up. Don’t want us to get left in the dust.”

Creamed Christ on toast. The TV stations? The Others whom Corinne had gotten to know recently weren’t going to like that one bit. Her friends’ husbands, Dmitri Vidâme and Graham Winters, had impressed upon her from the very beginning the importance of keeping the existence of the Others a secret. Given the many pitchfork-, wooden-stake-, funeral-pyre-, and silver-bullet-wielding examples dotting human history when it came to supernatural creatures, Corinne couldn’t say she blamed them. If she were a werewolf, she doubted she’d want anyone to know, either. Misha and Graham had told her the Others worked pretty damned hard to stay under the radar of their human neighbors, but if the TV stations started reporting on a story about elf sightings in Manhattan, secrecy would go right out a thirty-story window.

Provided, of course, that the thing being sighted was actually an elf, and Corinne had no idea if elves existed in the Others community. At the moment, she’d have preferred it if she didn’t know about the Other community, period.

Her head began to pound and she wished for once that she was the sort of hard-bitten, steely-eyed reporter from an old film noir. She could use a bottle of bourbon in her bottom desk drawer right about now.

“C’mon, D,” Hank cajoled, taking her silence for continued protest, which she supposed it sort of was. “You’ll want to get on this before some other print outlet beats you to it. You want this going under someone else’s byline?”

Corinne wished, she really wished, she could just tell Hank to go to hell and take his damned story lead with him, but there were two obstacles standing in her way. First, she needed her job. The New York Chronicle might not have been a Pulitzer-winning operation, but it paid steadily and it had hired Corinne when all the more respectable papers in town had told her she lacked experience, didn’t have the right connections, and wrote with a  shade too much dramatic flair. Even the Daily News had suggested she ought to go into fiction. The Chronicle had told her to use spell-check and to start in the morning. She had. Seven years ago.

The second obstacle had to do with the most misguided sense of loyalty a woman could possibly experience. A part of her wished—a really, really big part with a very fervent wish—that she could just turn her back on the Others and let them cover their own damned asses. After all, it was no skin off her butt if the Others made the front page. She was human. No one would be coming after her with a sharpened stick or a silver bullet. She could go on her merry little way with no interference and the added bonus of not having to keep a secret bigger than anything the CIA might have tucked up in the attic. She’d be footloose and fancy free.

But three of her closest friends would not.

That was where her rebellious little fantasy hit a brick wall. Corinne might not be bothered by the world discovering the existence of the Others, but Reggie certainly would. Not only had Regina McNeill, one of Corinne’s closest friends, married a vampire earlier that year, she’d let him turn her into one herself. Somehow Corinne didn’t think the folks with the crucifixes and stakes would make much of a distinction between Misha, who’d been a vampire for around a thousand years, and Reggie, who hadn’t even been one for that many days. Bloodsuckers, Corinne was guessing, would be bloodsuckers as far as they were concerned.

And would Missy or Danice really fare any better? They might both still be human, but each of  them had married a man who wasn’t. Missy Roper Winters, kindergarten teacher, had married a frickin’ werewolf, for God’s sake. The chief werewolf in the city. She had a little baby werewolf bun in her oven right this minute. And as for Danice…hell, Danice was still off somewhere on her honeymoon with a half-human, half-Faerie private investigator. Would anyone care that the two woman had stayed human, or would they be tarred and feathered like Union sympathizers in 1863 Atlanta? Either way, was Corinne willing to take that risk?

Of course, if she wasn’t, what the hell was she supposed to do about it?

“I’d like it under someone else’s zip code,” Corinne said as she reached up to rub her temple in ineffectively soothing circles. “Besides, what does it matter if someone else gets it? It’s a non-story. It’s fiction. And it’s not like we’re scooping the Times on a regular basis here.”

“Maybe not, but we gotta give it a shot, right? Prove we’re not some sort of fly-by-night tabloid operation.”

She raised an eyebrow. “And doing a story the worst rag in print would think twice about running is supposed to boost our credibility factor? What’d they put in your coffee this morning? ’Cause you’re seriously high.”

“Only on the excitement of actually talking to you, instead of sending yet another email for you to ignore, sweetie. It’s the kind of thing that goes to my head.”

“Your sarcasm fails to make me laugh. As does this stupid-ass story. What are you thinking?” Reason didn’t appear to be swaying her boss, so maybe it was time to pull out a little righteous indignation. She waved the note he’d handed her under his bulbous nose and upped her stare to a glare. “I’m a reporter, not a sci-fi novelist, and I’m supposed to do a story on elf sightings in Manhattan? For a Christmas season spoof, I might just down enough rum-spiked eggnog to play along, but it’s August, Hank! You don’t even have the Macy’s parade and Salvation Army Santas on every corner to tie in to. You’re a freak.”

“Actually, I’m the boss, but I can see where the similarities could get confusing for you.” Hank rocked back on his heels and drummed his hands in his pockets, making his loose change jingle. “Maybe you can do a write-up on the rise of insanity among the editors of small, urban newspapers. Right after you turn in the elf story.”

Okay, so much for the indignation angle. Corinne was starting to get the feeling she wasn’t going to be able to bury this story, but that didn’t mean she wanted to write it. She knew too damned much. She couldn’t take the chance that she might slip up and put something in the article that actually gave the thing some credibility. If she couldn’t bury it, then, she could at least see that it got the lowest amount of traction possible.

Corinne ran a hand through her dark hair and gave a pained sigh. “Look, Hank, if we’re slow for news, and you really want to run with this one, why don’t you hand it to Shawn? You know what a geek he is. I think he still plays D and D with his buddies every weekend. He’d probably eat this shit up.” And since he had about as much skill at uncovering facts as your average tub of mayonnaise, he was pretty damned unlikely to make it interesting enough for anyone to pay attention to the finished article. “That way, you’ll get your story and I can get to go back to my feature on the student protest arrests at Columbia.”

Hank shook his head. “No can do. Shawn is already on the tech show over at the Javits. It’s gotta be you, kid. Besides”—he grinned, his toothpick bobbing—“you’re the one who went to all those Goth clubs a few months ago. I figured this supernatural crap would be right up your alley.”

“Well, you figured wrong. Supernatural, my ass. There are no such things as elves. Just like there are no such things as flying reindeer, or men who break into houses to leave stuff under the Christmas tree. Now give the damned story to someone else.”

She was going to have to spend a month on her knees saying rosaries to make up for all the whopping lies coming out of her mouth. But maybe God gave credit for extenuating circumstances?

“I gave it to you.” Hank gave a pointed look to the assignment sheet. “Ironically enough, that means I want you to have it. Now, do you want me to fill you in on the particulars, or do you want to go it alone and get me ticked when you come back with a lousy article?”

Closing her eyes on a sigh, Corinne laid the sheet down on top of a teetering pile of manila folders, yanked open her desk drawer, and dug out a bottle of extra-strength aspirin. Shaking three little white tablets onto her palm, she slammed them into the back of her throat and washed them down with a few gulps of cold coffee. Then she turned back to the man standing beside her desk and picked up a pencil.

“All right. Fine. Fill me in. But I won’t pretend to be happy about it.” She also wouldn’t pretend to do more than a half-assed job. Quarter-assed, if she could get away with it.

“I don’t need you to be happy. Besides, they say hardship builds character.” Hitching up his battered khaki trousers, Hank perched one hip on the edge of her desk and folded his arms across his chest. “Okay, first off, you got the first sighting back in May. Sort of an isolated incident, that one. Easy to write off. But then around the second week in June, you start to hear stories from sources all over Manhattan that pretty much corroborate one another. All witnesses saw the same thing, and none of them knew one another before they made their reports.”

Corinne looked up from the notes she’d been jotting down. “What did they see? A little man in a red-and-white suit with a pointy hat and a sack full of presents?”

Hank ignored her. “Witnesses reported seeing an extremely fair blond man, about six feet tall, with hair almost down to his butt and pointy ears.”

Corinne latched onto that with all thirty-two teeth. Maybe she could still play this off?

She rolled her eyes with exaggerated flair. “Oh, for God’s sake, Hank. That’s not a believable elf sighting. That’s just an escapee from a Lord of the Rings convention. Some teenage geek with way too much time on his hands dressed himself up like Orlando Bloom and paraded down Fifth thinking he was the shit. Case solved. Can I go home now?”

Hank shook his head. “Not so fast, kid. I’m not done yet.” He shifted his shoulders and continued. “Now, the man in and of himself wouldn’t have raised so much as an eyebrow under normal circumstances. This is Manhattan, after all.” Corinne grumbled under her breath, but she didn’t interrupt. “So almost universally, the witnesses initially dismissed the weird guy as just that—a weird guy. But that was before he started doing magic.”

Corinne sighed. Damn his persistence. She tried to match it. “Okay, forget the convention. He was an escapee from a Dungeons and Dragons tournament. Did the ‘magic’ involve dice rolls and phrases like, My wizard calls on the House of Illusion to summon forth a seventh-level Temporal Distortion plus three?”

“From what I hear, it just involved a temporal distortion. Would the plus-three thing have been more impressive?”

Her pencil paused over her notepad, and Corinne looked up. Christ, did someone have evidence on this guy? “What did you say?”

“Would the plus-three thing have been—”

“Not that,” she growled, her eyes narrowing. “Before that. The part where you said it did involve a temporal distortion.”

“That’s what the witnesses say.”

Corinne looked longingly at the aspirin and debated pretending she hadn’t read the warning label about permanent liver damage. “You’re telling me Orlando waved his magic wand and opened a rift in the time–space continuum?”

“Get real,” he scoffed. “You’re just mixing metaphors. Magic wands and time–space continuums are two totally different animals. Besides, no one mentioned anything about a wand.”

Her hand inched toward the aspirin. Who really needed a liver anyway?

“Forget the wand,” she snarled. “I think the rift is the material question here, no?”

Hank shrugged. “Whatever. It’s your story.”

“Are you trying to kill me?”

Hank ignored her, or maybe he just didn’t hear the question, since her face was buried in her arms and smushed up against the surface of her desk. It muffled the whimpering. “The witnesses claim that the man in question walked up to the wall of an abandoned building, and the bricks slid apart to let him through.”

Corinne turned her head just enough to glare at her boss through one narrowed eye. “Meaning that Orlando Bloom took a trip to Neverland. Did he fly away on a tornado or take a trip through an enchanted wardrobe while he was at it?”

“They said the air around the wall seemed to shimmer, but after he went through, it looked totally normal, as if nothing had ever happened. The same sort of story has been reported by individuals uptown, downtown, and midtown, and that’s why I want you checking out if it’s true.”

“I can answer that for you right now,” she said, lifting her head and grabbing the assignment sheet to wad it up into a little, crumpled ball. “It’s not true. Now can we talk about that proposal I sent you on the Columbia students arrested during the animal rights protest?”

“Looks good. I’ll look forward to reading it. Right after you turn in the elf article.”

“Someday you’ll pay for this, Hank. I hope you realize that.”

He shrugged and looked remarkably unconcerned. “I’ll live in fear.” His weathered face wrinkled into a grin, and he clamped the toothpick between his molars, chuckling. “Look at it this way. I didn’t make you check out the lead this spring when that cabdriver said he picked up two werewolves outside Central Park. I know when a story’s complete crap.” Then he turned and ambled back to his office, chortling to himself all the way.

Corinne soothed her temper by making an obscene gesture at Hank’s back with one hand, while she used the other to rub the elbow she’d smashed on the desk when he’d made the werewolf comment. For God’s sake, those werewolves had been her friends. Well, her friend and her friend’s furry husband-to-be.

Throwing caution and the potential for irreversible liver damage to the wind, Corinne popped another two aspirin and slugged back the last of her cold coffee. Staring at the dregs left behind in her cup, she realized her need for caffeine superseded any attempt to appear to be starting work on her new assignment. Without a new dose of her drug of choice, she wouldn’t be able to so much as lift a pencil, let alone figure out what she was going to do about the impending collapse of reality as she knew it.

Hell, as everyone knew it.

Grabbing a handful of change from the bottom of her purse, she shoved herself to her feet and headed for the door. Weaving her way among the desks of her colleagues, she ignored their absent greetings as easily as she ignored the ringing of telephones and the clacking of computer keyboards. All her attention remained focused on the front doors to the Chronicle’s office suite and the elevators just beyond. Those elevators were her ticket to the basement of the building and the vending machines that stood there, patiently waiting to dispense the sweet, dark nectar of the gods.

She tapped her foot impatiently while she waited for the car, punched the button marked b a dozen times in rapid succession as soon as she stepped inside, and stared at the digital floor indicator as it counted down. Just as the thick metal doors slid open, her pocket started to trill the opening bars to Bach’s Toccata and Fugue. She cursed and debated whether or not to answer the call. On the one hand, the person on the other end was usually at least as much trouble as she was worth and was distressingly good at detecting when something was bothering Corinne and then metaphorically beating out the truth. On the other, Corinne couldn’t think of a time in her life when she’d more needed a distraction.

Sighing, she dug out her cell phone and flipped it open. “Yeah?”

“I give up. I surrender. This is the official white flag I’m waving in your ear right now.”

Corinne fed six quarters into the vending machine and scowled. “Ava, what the hell are you babbling about?”

“I am not babbling,” the other woman snapped, her voice crackling over the line even though the cell signal came in clear as glass. “I am informing you in perfectly rational and reasonable terms that I am throwing in the towel and washing my hands of the whole mess. I may decide to take religious orders.”

The machine button protested the amount of force Corinne used to punch it, but it yielded an icy can of soda with a reluctant thump. “Yeah, right. Sister Ava Immaculata. I can see it now.” She pinned the phone between ear and shoulder so she could lift the metal tab. “Mind telling me why you’re in such a tizzy?”

“This is no tizzy, Corinne Magdalena. This is utter exhaustion and despair. I give up on the whole lot. I just needed to call and wish you a nice life before I leave for the nunnery.”

Corinne raised the can to her lips and leaned against the clean-ish white wall beside the snack machine. “Same to you. Leave an address, though, or you won’t get a Christmas card.”

The curse Ava muttered managed to retain an unexpected air of grace and elegance solely due to its manner of delivery. It had certainly never sounded the same on the lips of the dockworkers who more frequently used it. “You fail to amuse me, Corinne, darling. But then, most things fail to amuse me when so many people I’ve tried to care for turn their backs on me within the space of six months.”

Corinne swallowed fast to keep from choking on her drink. “Turn their backs on you? Going for the melodrama here?”

“What would you call it when people ignore everything you try to do for them and shun the perfectly lovely dates you slave to fix them up with, only to end up making horrible decisions on their own?”

“Reality?”

Ava never raised her voice, but Corinne still had to fight the urge to pull the phone away from her ear and wince. “I can see I’ll get no support from you. And why I should have thought I might is beyond me. After all, weren’t you the first rat to desert my ship?”

“Okay, first of all, get control of the metaphors, Av.” Corinne stabbed the elevator button, since she couldn’t stab her friend. “Second, I did not ‘desert’ any ships. It’s not like the fixes were working out anyway.”

“They would have, if Regina and Melissa had done as they were told. I found them perfectly nice men, but no—”

“Ava, you’re gonna have to let that one go. They managed to find their own men. We might see their choices as somewhat…unfortunate, but—”

“Unfortunate? Corinne, they married outside their species! That is not something that a person just ‘lets go.’ That’s…that’s…well, it’s just unnatural. And more than that, it forces us—and by us, I mean me—to talk about characters from the late, late, late movie as if they were real. It’s altered the entire fabric of my reality, and I have to say that I am less than pleased.”

“Yeah, Av, I think we all got that memo, but there’s not a whole lot anyone can do about it,” Corinne snapped. God, she was sick of this entire topic. Could she please just go five minutes without talking about the Others? “The ‘creatures,’ as you call them, are real. Dmitri is really a vampire and Graham is really a werewolf. And now Reggie is a vampire as well, and Missy is pregnant with another werewolf-to-be. This is the new reality. Grasp it and move on.”

“How can you possibly sound so casual about it?” Ava demanded in a petulant voice. “Aren’t you the least little bit freaked out by having your entire notion of life, the universe, and everything suddenly flip on its axis? Doesn’t that give you the least littlest wiggins?”

Corrine laughed, but honestly, it sounded more like a bark. Not really surprising, given how completely unamused she felt at the moment. “Believe me, casual is the last thing I feel at the moment. I just think the ship for getting upset about the demise of the fantasy fix-ups has pretty much sailed. We all have bigger things to worry about now.”

She heard Ava sigh and imagined the other woman giving one of her vaguely Gallic shrugs. “I suppose it’s an ever-changing world. One must find ways to adapt.”

Which was exactly what she had just spent the last few minutes saying. Corinne seriously debated making an extremely obscene gesture, but figured the effort would be lost since Ava wasn’t around to see it. So she just pictured it in vivid Technicolor as she pushed away from the wall and punched the call button for the elevator again. “Yeah, right. Well, it’s been nice talking to you, Av, but I’ve got a pretty busy schedu—”

“Oh, no you don’t. Honestly, Rinne, did I tell you I was finished with this conversation? Did your mother teach you no manners whatsoever?”

Corinne pictured her staunchly Italian Catholic mother—who had been known to slap the backs of her children’s heads for slouching at the dinner table—and clenched her jaw. “I’m not in the mood to listen to you talk about my mother, Ava, so watch it.”

“My, my, it sounds like someone neglected to eat her Wheaties this morning,” Ava purred. “What’s the matter, darling? Come on, you can tell me all about it.”

“Wow, that is such an unappealing offer. Thanks.” Frankly, Corinne wasn’t certain she had the strength to think about the problem at hand at the moment, let alone hash it all out for an audience. The restorative powers of Coca-Cola were legendary, but even it could only do so much. Since the damned elevator seemed determined never to arrive, she’d need everything she had to climb back up to the office. She turned toward the stairwell.

“Your sarcasm is noted and frowned upon.”

“Look, Ava, I don’t know what happened today to stir this all up for you again, but now is not a good time. You can’t wish things back to the way they were, and neither can I. All you can do is deal. Regina and Missy are happy with their impossible men. We can either be happy for them, or we can sit around and moan about how the world isn’t what we thought it was. I barely have time to waste on the first one, let alone the second.”

“Oh, I know,” Ava pouted. She could actually do that—pout with her voice as well as her face. “Different strokes, love makes the world go round, to each her own, Ava is a bitch, yadda yadda yadda.”

“Correction—Ava is the bitch.”

“Darling, I think I’m flattered.”

“Don’t be, because I’m totally about to hang up on you.” Corinne went ahead and tucked her soda against her side so she’d have a hand free to make that obscene gesture after all. “But because you are, inexplicably, my friend, I am first going to give you twenty seconds to tell me why the hell you called me today to bitch about how Reggie and Missy abandoned your fantasy fix plan. Like I said, that boat’s already sunk.”

“You said it had already sailed.”

“Ten seconds, Ava.”

“Well, of course I didn’t call about the fixes. I’m so over that.”

Corinne turned to jog up her second flight and frowned. “Stop. Rewind. Slo-mo playback. Say huh? If you didn’t call about the fixes, why were you accusing me of deserting you?”

“Are you not the woman who bailed on a modeling gig booked by her struggling young agent friend, forcing the agent to scrape up an appropriate substitute just fifteen minutes before the shoot started?”

Corinne nearly tripped over a riser. “Ava, that was seven years ago!”

“There’s no statute of limitations on betrayal, now, is there?”

“Okay, hanging up now.”

“Wait. Not so fast. I called for a reason.”

“Oh, you mean a reason other than to bitch and moan at me?”

“Clearly,” Ava said, her tone changing from melodramatic to business-like in a heartbeat. “I wanted to ask you about something.”

“No, Ava, I will not ask the editor to do a full-color spread on the Markham Agency. Bye.”

“Will you stop jumping to conclusions? This is another matter entirely. A matter I thought my friend, the talented investigative reporter, could help me with.”

Corinne lowered the now half-empty soda can and made a face. “No, I won’t rewrite all your press releases this month, either.”

“Then will you tell me if there’s some sort of weird serial killer running around Manhattan looking like a wet dream and pretending to be the guy on the Lucky Charms box?”

Corinne froze right there in the Chronicle’s doorway. “What did you ask me?”

“You heard me. Four of my models have bailed on bookings in the last six weeks because they said they were being stalked by an elf. So either they’re insane, the coke has melted their brains, or there’s some freak who thinks Christmas-themed slave laborers in August is the perfect cover for a crime spree. Or they’ve actually stumbled on to something they really shouldn’t know about. Have you heard about any of your fellow media types sniffing around something like this?”

Corinne’s response was very pithy and, she thought, entirely appropriate. She cursed like a dockhand, hung up on Ava, and slugged back what was left of her soda. Then she shouldered her way through the fire door to the hall outside the office. She needed to get back to her desk and the bottle of little white pills waiting inside. To hell with her liver. If even Ava’s bubble-headed models had sighted this “elf” bumbling his way around Manhattan, there was no way Corinne would be the only one on the story. Something was going to break, and the annoying niggle of her conscience told her that she wouldn’t be able to live with herself if she didn’t give the appropriate Others a heads-up.

Picturing what she had to do next, Corinne groaned. To hell with the aspirin. What she needed was vodka. Maybe there would be a bar on the way.
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