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      I hate after-midnight meetings. Anyone who wants to talk to a witch after the witching hour doesn’t want to chat about the weather, and my boss wouldn’t call this late unless something was wrong. Bad news should be heard after I’ve had a good night’s sleep and a cup of coffee, not after I’ve worked a ten-hour shift that featured lousy tips and three of the loudest screaming babies I’d ever encountered during my restaurant career. Already I wished I’d done the smart thing and hung up, turned off my cell phone, crawled into bed and hidden under the safety of the covers.

      Anxiety churned in my gut as I left my apartment building, so I indulged in my first cigarette in over a month. I’d dug the half-empty pack out of the bottom of a purse I hadn’t used since winter, and the cigarette tasted stale and bitter. This was my tenth failed attempt to quit—I’d have to remember to cuss Mac out for it first thing at this meeting of his, because it was clearly all his fault. Maxwell “Mac” MacInnes is my boss, the owner and manager of the Three Willows Café. He’s also my friend, and has been for several years now—one of the few I have left.

      Though it was a warm, muggy summer night the air outside was still more comfortable than my stuffy apartment. I puffed away on my smoke as I headed down the sidewalk, and the streetlight closest to my building flickered as the bulb exploded with a loud, angry pop. Feeling guilty, I ignored it and picked up my pace.

      Most of the windows were dark in the houses I passed, the occupants fast asleep at this hour as they rested up for another day of work. My neighborhood is a nice place in general, though I don’t recommend walking through it alone at night, particularly if you’re a woman. Of course I don’t follow my own advice, but my case is…unique. Sure, I look as threatening as a grade-school librarian. I’m on the overweight side, I wear glasses, and my mouse-brown hair is most often pulled back into a messy braid or ponytail. My wardrobe consists of T-shirts, blue jeans, and unintimidating white running shoes. I might as well have “Mug me” stamped in the middle of my forehead.

      The last idiot who attacked me is locked up in a mental hospital in a room with padded walls, still raving about the demon who cursed him. The official explanation is he suffered some sort of psychotic break. The truth is I hit him with a karmic whammy and turned his own evil against him. It allowed me to escape, but did come with the side effect of leaving my attacker permanently insane. I didn’t feel bad about it. I did, however, feel bad that my witch brethren felt I needed to be punished for defending myself.

      I reached the end of my block and turned to head east toward the city. I walked along the main drag of my town, where the busy tracks were used by Metra trains zipping back and forth from Chicago to the western suburbs. We do get the occasional ridiculously long freight train that rumbles through and backs up traffic, but tonight it was quiet. I flicked the butt of my cigarette into the street and checked my watch. Right on time. I quickened my pace, eager to reach my destination. I didn’t know why Mac had called me—he knows I don’t like to be at the café this late because I don’t approve of the sort of people he lets in after hours. The two nearest streetlights flared and then winked out, and I shook my head and sighed.

      “Great.” If I didn’t get a handle on my temper soon, Public Works was going to have a long night too.

      The Three Willows Café closes to the public at ten o’clock on weeknights, eleven on the weekends. We get our most interesting customers after midnight, though. The ones who are allowed in by invitation only and look out of place surrounded by the cheery silk flower arrangements and paisley upholstery. Those’d be the customers I don’t generally associate with. I’d rather spend my evenings curled up with a good book and my two cats, not serving drinks to the creepy crowd.

      As I approached the café I spotted a tall, wiry figure standing outside the front door, his back to me as he stared toward the Chicago skyline. It was the fedora that gave Mac away. He always wears a hat of some sort in an attempt to hide his hair loss. The clear night allowed a good view of the bright city lights, but I knew the scenery hadn’t drawn Mac’s attention. He stood with his arms folded across his chest, tension obvious in his posture, and I crept up behind him.

      “What are we watching?” I asked in a loud stage whisper. Mac’s shoulders pinched in response, but he didn’t turn toward me, keeping his attention focused in the distance.

      “Hi, Cat. Just wait.”

      “Uh-huh. What am I waiting for?” I playfully poked him in the ribs, but he ignored me. Not a good sign. I turned and studied the area, curious as to what had caught his eye. We stood together, straining to hear the undefined trouble. In the distance a car blasted down a side street, rattling windows and waking the residents with its booming music. Though the offender was being an ass, I doubted disturbance of the peace was Mac’s main concern.

      My lungs began to burn and I realized I’d been holding my breath. With an annoyed roll of my eyes I turned away toward the café doors, but before I took a step I finally heard the sound Mac had been waiting for. Somewhere to the east a long eerie howl echoed through the city.

      I glared at Mac. “Oh, please. You called me out here because of those idiots? What do you want to do, pretend like we’re the supernatural animal cops and arrest them?”

      “One of them got caught by a news camera last week,” he grumbled.

      “Whatever. A blurry shot of a fat coyote running through someone’s backyard is hardly newsworthy. Their environment’s endangered, you know, I saw a special about it on one of the nature channels.” Honestly, I could care less what the shapeshifters did with their free time. If they got liquored up and pranced their furry tails around in front of the ten o’clock news, that was their problem, not mine.

      “It’s still a risk.”

      “Not our kind, not our problem, Mac,” I quipped. Shifters are the second-class citizens of magiciankind, and not worth raising a fuss over, in my humble opinion. I moved toward the doors of the café, but Mac’s hand shot out and gripped my arm. I frowned. “Hey, what gives?”

      “Cat, you know I wouldn’t have asked you here if it wasn’t important.”

      “Yeah, and I’m seriously disappointed in your idea of important.”

      “Wait. Before you go in there, I want to say I’m sorry. This wasn’t my idea.” Mac looked down at me with sincere sorrow in his eyes, and my stomach did a queasy flip-flop. Tugging my arm free, I pushed through the doors.

      I glanced around the room and surveyed the state it’d been left in. I hate coming in and finding the café in disarray. It feels almost as though someone had thrown a wild party in my apartment while I was gone on vacation for a few days. Tonight the place had been left in a sorry mess. Mac’s closer must have skipped out early again. Most of the tabletops were littered with dirty plates, sweaty half-empty water glasses and wrinkled, stained napkins.

      A flash of movement caught my eye—someone was sitting in one of the booths with his back turned to me. Arms folded across my chest, I crossed the room to investigate. The booth’s occupant turned to face me when I reached him, and a jolt of power snapped in my gut when I recognized him.

      Alexander Duquesne, or Lex as I knew him better, was one of the three guardians charged with enforcing magical law and order in the Chicagoland area. When I’d used magic against the thug who’d attacked me, it was Lex who turned me in and got me cast out by the witches’ council. Before that, Lex had been my boyfriend, but having your significant other hand you over to the firing squad is pretty much the end of the relationship. I wanted him to look terrible, to be a gaunt, pale shell of his former self, like someone who’d suffered four years worth of terrible guilt for arresting an innocent woman, but Lex was a picture of health, still lean and fit like a track star. Even his wardrobe was the same, from his black T-shirt to the scuffed toes of his boots. His long light brown hair was pulled back into a ponytail, and those gorgeous, ice blue eyes I used to get lost in now watched me warily.

      “What the hell do you want?” I snapped.

      “Nice to see you too, Cat.” His warm, smooth Southern drawl was a bit thicker than usual, which meant he was either tired or stressed.

      “This is why you called me?” I turned to Mac as he joined us. He took the seat across from Lex, and I scowled down at him. “You have lost your damn mind!”

      “It’s about Maureen,” Lex said, his voice low and even.

      My stomach twisted into a tight knot. Maureen O’Driscoll was one of the few people I trusted in magician society, someone I cared about and owed a great deal to. She was also the only witch who still spoke to me, even though I was an outcast.

      “Is she okay?” My voice hitched up a notch, and I cleared my throat.

      “No, sugar. She died two nights ago.” The sorrow in Lex’s expression didn’t do much to soften the blow. I shook my head, numb from head to foot.

      “That’s impossible.”

      “Cat, she was eighty-four years old,” Mac said. The placating tone only sparked my already raw temper.

      “So? That’s not the point. She’s too tough to die.”

      Maureen was as strong as a tower. A fortress. A mountain. The woman’s magic was so potent she could practically be a faerie, and faeries are damn near immortal. In another time she would have been the stuff of ballads, epic bard tales. A legend, like Morgan le Fay. She couldn’t be dead.

      “She died in the hospital,” Lex said. “There were complications after surgery. No one was expecting it. Wasn’t anything they could do about it.”

      “Lord and Lady,” I swore, shocked. “What kind of complications?”

      “Massive blood loss.”

      “Really.” I stared at him with narrowed eyes, instantly suspicious. Someone as strong as Maureen should’ve been able to heal almost any kind of wound, and I’d heard of too many accidental deaths from blood loss to buy that excuse.

      “There’s no evidence that necromancers were involved.”

      “Is there ever?” My knees went weak and I dropped into a chair across from the booth. Not possible, it just wasn’t possible…and yet it was true. Murdered. Maureen had been murdered by vampires—they wanted her out of the way. Just like your mother, a little voice inside my head reminded, and I swallowed hard. I dragged out my smokes and noticed the corners of the hard pack were smushed from being shoved in the back pocket of my jeans. My hand shook as I lit my cigarette, and I hated myself a bit for it, but after a few calming drags I felt better.

      “Thought you quit,” Lex said. I shot him another glare.

      “Yeah, so did I. So, you came by just to tell me about Maureen?”

      “There’s more to it than that. With Maureen gone the region needs a new Titania or Oberon.”

      “Obviously. Who’d she name as her heir?”

      “She didn’t.”

      That made no sense. I tapped ashes onto the plate in front of my chair, sprinkling a shower of gray over a few cold French fries. Maureen was a sensible woman, and she was sure to have a few dozen copies of her will stashed around, in case of Armageddon or other hideous, unforeseen disasters. Like all faerie names, the term Titania had little to do with the actual job—being Titania didn’t make you queen of the faeries. Instead, it was a political position, a kind of ambassador that oversaw relations between our realm and the faerie realm. No responsible Titania would leave her region without a designated heir—it was crazy. There were far too many dark things in Faerie waiting for a chance to get out and wreak havoc, and just as many things waiting to get in.

      I shook my head in disbelief. “But she had kids. Grandkids. Hell, she even had great-grandkids. One of them had to inherit her gifts.”

      “If they did, no one knows about it. There’s no evidence of it at all.”

      “Damn.”

      “The faerie council is going to accept candidates for the position tomorrow. I think you should be one of them.” Lex leaned back in his seat, and I blew a stream of annoyed smoke in his direction.

      “That’s real fuckin’ funny, coming from you.” With a vicious stab I ground the cig out and dropped the butt onto the plate.

      “I’m serious. You’re one of the few strong enough to take it.”

      “Cat, you should listen to him—” Mac started.

      Rising to my feet, I glared at both of them. “No. Not even if I were the last magician on Earth. Thanks for the news, now get the hell out of my café,” I said to Lex, pointing in the direction of the front door. “And you,” I continued, turning to Mac. “Go balance your damn books.”

      Turning on my heel, I marched out of the dining room and pushed my way through the swinging doors into the kitchen. It probably would’ve made sense for me to have stormed out and gone home, but this was my turf and I wasn’t about to let the likes of him chase me out of it. The Three Willows is my second home.

      Lex pushed his way through the doors. “Cat, would you just listen to me—”

      “Go to hell.” My eyes stung and I blinked with stubborn determination. I was not going to let this man affect me. I turned away in search of a task to focus on, and settled on a bin full of dirty dishes next to the sink.

      “Say somebody did go after Maureen. Whoever did it is probably sponsoring a candidate, and we’ll all suffer if the wrong person ends up in the position.”

      “Probably. They’d have to be a really rotten crowd of possibilities if you’re scraping the bottom of the outcast barrel to fight for Team Good.” My hands trembled as I started filling the sink with hot, soapy water, and I kept my back to him to hide my unsteadiness.

      “C’mon, don’t be like that.” Lex sighed, and I snorted.

      “Like what? Bitter? Hurt? Angry? Guess you just bring that out in me.”

      “This isn’t about us. It’s about what’s best for the entire region.”

      “Which is not my problem anymore, guardian. I don’t care about saving the world. Go recruit somewhere else.”

      His only answer was a strangled sound of frustration. Silent, I stared down at the rising soap bubbles and didn’t move until I heard the kitchen doors swinging shut again, assuring me Lex had left. I shook my head and started loading dishes in to soak. Wasn’t my problem. I didn’t have a place in magician society anymore. I couldn’t sign up for a leadership position.

      Needing a new distraction, I picked up the empty bin and turned around to head back into the dining room. Mac blocked the doorway, standing with his arms crossed over his chest.

      “What?” I asked. “Move so I can bus the tables.” I nudged him in the gut with the side of the bin.

      “Hug first,” he countered.

      I couldn’t argue with that. I set the bin down and hugged him, letting him comfort me. It lifted some of the weight in my chest, and I took a deep breath. “I’m still mad at you.”

      “I know.” He nodded and let me go.

      Picking up the bin, I walked past him into the room. I breezed from table to table, loading the aftermath of late-night meals into the plastic bin as it balanced against my hip. “You really shouldn’t let Maria walk all over you like this. Cleaning up is part of closing. Hot dates are not appropriate excuses for leaving early. And you know she’s gonna leave early every night you’re gone on your trip. You’re lucky I was free tonight.”

      “Just let it alone. I didn’t call you in to clean. You know, you could’ve at least tried to be civil to him.” Mac sounded weary, but I shrugged his suggestion off.

      “No, I really couldn’t. He’s lucky I didn’t stab him with a salad fork.”

      “What happened to you wasn’t Lex’s fault.”

      Yeah, like that was going to fix things. A few words from Mac couldn’t heal that wound, especially now that Maureen was gone. She’d been my last connection to my own kind, the only witch brave enough to speak to the disgraced outcast. Now I was truly alone, and I had Lex to thank for that.

      “I trusted him, damn it, and he arrested me. Lex hauled me off and paraded me in front of those dried-up old hags and let them condemn me just ’cause I wasn’t willing to roll over and let myself be killed like a good witch would.”

      “Because they ordered him to, not because he wanted to. You don’t think it killed him to do it?”

      “Just drop it, Mac. I don’t want to talk about this again.”

      I heard him sigh, and then he retreated to his office and shut the door behind him. Like a good soldier I marched from table to table, making mental notes on what else needed to be done to set the room to rights. I considered pouring myself a cup of coffee, but the warmer had been switched off and the two carafes were empty. Just as well. I really didn’t need the caffeine right about now. Hell, what I needed was a bottle of Bailey’s Irish Cream and a carton of smokes.

      Maureen had been a coffee addict too, but she took it black. No frills, no nonsense, no decaf cappuccinos for that woman. She’d always been sensible, which was why she stuck by me. Maureen thought the council was crazy for sentencing me with such a severe punishment for using magic in my own defense—she even spoke on my behalf. They could’ve censured me—should’ve censured me—but instead they chose to cast me out. Apparently the council thought I couldn’t be trusted not to do it again and considered me to be too great of a risk. A bad seed, thanks to my necromancer father. It didn’t matter to them that I hadn’t seen the man since I was ten years old, when my parents divorced. Bad blood was bad blood.

      The second round of dishes left the tabletops clear, and I grabbed a bucket from underneath the sink and filled it with warm, soapy water. There were a few spots on the tiles in front of the café that needed some scrubbing attention. Grunting with effort, I heaved the bucket up out of the basin and hauled it out of the kitchen and all the way to the front of the restaurant. Suds sloshed over the side and onto my white sneakers, soaking the tips. My white shoes never stay white for very long. You’d think I’d learn my lesson and buy a more durable shade.

      Mud had worked its way deep into the grout between the deep green tiles near the hostess station and underneath the bench we have for customers to sit on while waiting for a table. Grabbing the scrub brush, I knelt next to the bucket and set to work. It had rained more than usual the past few weeks, which for the Chicago area is really saying something—six more inches and I’d consider building a boat and rounding up the animals in the Brookfield Zoo. I attacked the dirt with gusto to avoid thinking about Maureen.

      I couldn’t picture anyone who’d be able to fill her shoes as Titania. I certainly couldn’t do it. I didn’t want to do it, damn it. Relentless, I scrubbed faster, grinding the bristles into the grout, until a series of loud pops outside startled me. Glancing up, I saw a spectacular shower of sparks sailing out from the streetlights, raining down like fireworks onto the pavement up this side of the block and down the other across the tracks. Eyes wide, I sat back on my heels, and the brush slid out of my hands and clattered to the tiles.

      “Oops,” I said. Probably one of the greater understatements I’ve ever uttered. It had been years, years, since I’d had a magical accident that severe—not since I was a teenager, learning how to control my magic while battling the interference of surging hormones. Aside from the flickering streetlights earlier, I usually have excellent control, so this was especially eye-opening.

      I heard the office door open, but all I could do was stare out the windows of the Three Willows into the darkness. In an area like ours, which stresses the urban in suburban, the night never gets truly dark. Streetlights, illuminated store signs, headlights and of course the lights from houses all keep the deepest shadows at bay and provide a feeling of security—though it’s often false. And I’d just zapped that security.

      Mac stood behind me. Still too stunned for even a sarcastic quip, I continued to stare outside.

      “Catherine,” Mac said softly.

      “Yeah?”

      “Maybe you should take a break. Come back into my office.”

      I lurched to my feet and winced as my joints popped and cracked. I dried my hands on the seat of my jeans and followed Mac into his office, where I flopped into one of the chairs in front of his desk.

      I love Mac’s office—any magician would. Mac is a librarian, one of the oldest and most respected of the nine subsets of magiciankind. The walls of his tiny office were lined with shelves that were crammed with books. They’re all considered safe for public viewing, since the Three Willows caters to the non-magical majority most of the time. It wouldn’t be good for one of our regulars to wander in and find a bunch of spellbooks lying around.

      The chair creaked as Mac sat down and leaned back. Deciding this would be an ideal time for another smoke, I dug out my pack and liberated another cigarette from it. I glanced up at him over the flame of my lighter. “Sorry ’bout that.” I mumbled around my smoke, and the cig bobbed up and down between my lips as I spoke.

      “Never seen that one before,” Mac said.

      “Yeah, I’m just full of surprises today. It was an accident.”

      “I’m sure the city will have a fun time trying to figure out what caused it.” Mac wasn’t mad, which was good, but there was something on his mind. We sat in silence as I puffed away. I kept trying to quit for monetary reasons, not health ones. I’m not afraid of lung cancer—all magicians are immune to most diseases, one of the reasons we’re so long lived. And hard to kill. If your blood is potent enough, like mine, you can heal a broken bone in a few days, sometimes even hours if it’s something small like a hairline fracture. Of course if you drop a Kansas farmhouse on me, I’ll be dead instantly, wicked or not.

      “If I’d come to you about taking the position, would you have said no?” Mac asked.

      I gave him a sour expression. “Doesn’t matter. I don’t want it.”

      “A fact which makes you a good candidate for it. You wouldn’t be in it for the power or political gain. You’d do it because it’s the right thing to do.” Though I didn’t agree with him, I had to give Mac credit for the thought. “Why do you think someone wanted Maureen out of the way?”

      “Power, probably.” It was my best guess, and I slipped my glasses off to rub at my eyes with my free hand. “Maureen was always fair, even when being fair wasn’t the popular choice. There are people who’d prefer someone more easily corrupted.”

      Witches follow a strict rule of harming none with our magic, but the other breeds of magician don’t come with those kinds of ideals. Most of the major forms don’t dabble in the dark stuff—it’s the sorcerers and the necromancers you have to worry about, and thankfully there’s never been a necromancer as an Oberon or Titania. Necromancy is the first step to becoming a vampire, and vampires can’t interact with the Faerie realm. Pretty silly to appoint a representative who’s counting the days until they’ll be forced to resign.

      “I don’t want it, Mac. Besides, the witches would never stand for it. They’d refuse to work with me, and the faeries won’t want a Titania who comes with that kind of baggage.”

      “No, the witches would have to listen to you if you became Titania, and it would prove that they were wrong about you.”

      “Yeah, right.” I snorted at the idea, and then inhaled deeply. “That’ll never happen. They prefer martyrs to fighters. As far as they’re concerned, I should’ve let the guy kill me.” My crime, the unforgivable act that had gotten me cast out from the ranks of witch-kind, had been to fight back against the man who attacked me. I’d thought using his bad acts against him would keep me free from punishment by the witches’ council.

      I was wrong.

      Mac shook his head. “Then forget about the witches. Think of all the other magicians you could help if you become Titania. You can’t hide here forever, Cat.”

      There must have been an audible thump as my jaw hit the floor. “I’m not hiding from anything. What the hell kind of statement is that?” I sputtered. “You own this place, what are you hiding from?”

      “I’m not hiding from a thing. I’m a librarian, this place fits me right down to the ground. I host a neutral gathering place which gives me plenty of information from our more unique customers. Outcast or not, you’re a witch, you’re meant to use your power to help others. Refilling their coffee doesn’t count.”

      “I can’t do it, Mac, I just can’t.”

      “Yes, you can. And don’t tell me you don’t care, because I know you do.”

      My smoke had burned down to the filter, and I dropped it into the ashtray. I didn’t light another one—there weren’t enough cigarettes in Chicago to make me feel better.

      “I believe in you, Catherine. You should try believing in yourself for a change.”

      “I’ll think about it.”

      “You do that.” He nodded.

      “Right… When are the candidates meeting again?” I asked, trying to keep my tone casual.

      “Tomorrow.”

      “Too bad, I work tomorrow.” Shrugging with feigned nonchalance, I stood up.

      “Not anymore, you’re taking the rest of the week off.”

      “Hey, I didn’t say I was going to—”

      “Just in case. Think of it as a vacation.”

      “I can’t afford a vacation. I’ll take the day off though, if you’re insisting.”

      Mac rose, rounded the desk and gave me another much-needed hug. Sometimes I wished that Mac was younger, heterosexual and that we found each other attractive. It’d be nice to have a lover who was as good a friend as Mac, someone I could trust implicitly.

      “Thanks,” I said. Pulling away, I gave him a weak smile.

      “You may want to consider some ice cream when you get home. For medicinal purposes.”

      “Good idea. A lot of ice cream.”

      Tomorrow was going to be a very long day.
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      The familiar sensation of a cat biting my toes woke me. It’s almost as reliable as an alarm clock with the bonus of being far more annoying. Cats are unclear on the concepts of shift changes, weekends and days off. Swearing, I untangled myself from the sheets and sat up in my bed. My little angels, Merri and Pippin, were staring up at me from the floor, waiting to be fed. I used to feed them at night, trying to preserve the sanctity of my mornings, but they took to gobbling down their food and waking me up to demand more anyway. Thusly I was outsmarted by my cats.

      “Fine, fine, I’m up,” I assured them. Placated, they trotted out into the kitchen to await their breakfast. I glanced at the clock and swore again—it was a little past nine in the morning. I don’t function well before the crack of noon under the best circumstances, and with only four hours of fitful sleep I wasn’t at my best and brightest. Coffee, I needed coffee, and lots of it.

      I stumbled into the kitchen and made a beeline for the coffeemaker. A furry missile attempted to trip me about halfway through the room, but I managed to avoid it. Coffee first, cat food second. Believe me, the little ginger butterballs weren’t about to starve to death. Once I managed to start the coffee brewing I scooped food into the monsters’ dishes and got out of their way. While the coffeemaker hissed and spat on the counter I padded toward the living room, intent on checking my email.

      The scent of cinnamon hit me a split second before I heard the distinct rustle of wings. One of my unusual gifts is that I can smell magic. I’ve never heard of another magician who can do it. Strange though it sounds, it’s a rather useful gift, especially considering no one knows I have it. Faerie magic smells like cinnamon to me, and it gets stronger as the magic gets more powerful.

      I paused in the doorway and blinked at the faerie perched on the arm of my sofa. Enormous silvery white wings glistened and glimmered in the sunlight shining through my front windows. Thick waves of hair the color of newly fallen snow fell forward as Portia bent over the television remote held in her hands. I envy her those hands. Her fingers are slender and delicate, and her pale skin is flawless. Though small in stature, she doesn’t have the willowy, anorexic angles that artists seem to favor when painting faeries and pixies, but instead her form is rounded, curvaceous. Aspiring artists also have faerie fashion all wrong—they don’t usually go for flowers or diaphanous gowns. Portia likes ripped jeans in a bleached 1980s style, white fishnet stockings, combat boots and torn sweatshirts. I keep waiting for her to update her style, but she must be waiting for it to come back.

      The mysteries of the remote have always eluded Portia, probably because there aren’t many electronics in her world. “Kitty, make it work!” She held the remote out to me with a petulant frown. “I want to watch the game show.”

      “It’s not on ’til ten.” I took the remote and set it on my end table. Portia has a love of The Price is Right. She gets excited every time the announcer yells “Come on down!” and her wings shower the room in ice faerie dust, which is damn hard to vacuum up I might add, in addition to leaving a layer of damp when the frost melts. “It’s early, Portia. What’s up?”

      “Stuff. I’m going to escort you to the big meeting. I’m your sponsor now. You’d better hurry up and get ready.”

      “Whoa, whoa, I never actually agreed to be in the running. I just told Mac I’d think about it, and I thought I’d just drop by and see who turned out for it.”

      “Oh, you talked to Big Mac about this too? Big Mac is very wise, you should listen to him.”

      From the kitchen I heard the soft beeping that alerted me that my coffee was ready, and I turned and fled the room. The strong smell of cinnamon followed me, signaling that Portia was not far behind. When I entered the kitchen I discovered the cats had vanished, off to do whatever important feline business was next on their schedule. I reached into the cupboard over the counter, grabbed my largest mug and filled it with the beautiful, steamy nectar of life.

      “Kitty, you just have to be the new Titania!” There was a childish whine in her voice I knew she couldn’t help. A faerie’s vocal range goes both above and below a human’s ability to hear, which is why we can’t speak their language, no matter how much a magician studies it. Still, even knowing that fact it was difficult to avoid the instant headache that formed behind my eyes.

      “Portia, that’s really a lot more responsibility than I’m interested in.” I opened my refrigerator and grabbed the bottle of vanilla-flavored creamer.

      “But you’re good at it.”

      “Yeah, right, I’m a regular candidate for governor. Hey maybe I’ll run for mayor and unseat Rahm.”

      After adding a healthy helping to my coffee I replaced the bottle in the fridge. I turned and leaned against the counter to watch Portia as she tried to figure out who this mysterious Rahm person was from her perch on the corner of my kitchen table. Faeries don’t sit, they perch, and though they look as solid as a human they are far lighter, so I had no worry that my cheap, rickety table might snap under her weight. Hell, it’d be more likely to snap under the weight of one of my fat cats than Portia.

      “I’m not a people person,” I explained, but she was unconvinced.

      “You don’t need to be a people person, you need to be a faerie person.” She jabbed a slender finger at me for emphasis. “You’re perfect for that, your blood’s strong. The Silverleafs love you.”

      “My blood’s not as strong as Maureen’s was, not by a long shot.”

      “Few people are anymore. She was half-blood.”

      Choking, I nearly spat a mouthful of coffee across the room. Maureen being half faerie would explain a great deal about why she was so powerful, but it did bring up another question.

      “Why didn’t any of her children inherit it then?”

      “Oh, they did.”

      “Why the hell didn’t one of them get named as her heir?”

      “Never got trained, might as well have been born straights.” Portia sighed and her wings drooped in disappointment.

      My mouth opened as I almost asked another question, but I swallowed my curiosity. If Maureen hadn’t trained her children, there was a reason for it, a personal reason that was none of my business. I’d been to her home a few times, but never met any of her family. It made more sense now—she probably didn’t want to explain to them how she knew me.

      “She’d want you to do it.”

      I nodded in silent agreement. Maureen would want me to do it, because she’d always believed in me. She supported me when no one else would, and she looked after me after my mother died. Maureen made sure I went to a witch’s foster home instead of being dumped into the straights’ system. I owed her a lot. I owed her this much…

      “What time is this meeting?”

      “Soon! Drink faster!” she urged. I gulped my coffee.

      “All right, all right.”

      Portia barked orders at me as I hurried to get ready—though I had no idea how to prepare for this sort of thing. I was glad I’d showered when I got home from the café, because there was no time for it now. After shedding my pajamas I stood in front of my closet in only my underwear, wondering what to wear. My wardrobe consists mostly of casual, comfortable clothing: jeans, T-shirts, sweatshirts, that sort of thing. I don’t own very many things that fall into the “nice” or “formal” category, as I seldom have the opportunity to wear them.

      This trip was just plain difficult to plan for—the first and most important lesson I’d learned about the faerie realm is you must expect the unexpected, and that’s nigh impossible to dress for. The rules and laws that apply here don’t necessarily extend there. Faerie is a world of pure magic, and that makes it far more fluid than our world. Locations and landscapes shift on a whim. Even time runs differently—remember those old stories about people being snatched up into a faerie mound for a night and when they return home the next morning they discover a hundred years has passed, and everyone they loved has died? All true. Magicians eventually learned that taking a piece of time from our world, first as an hourglass and later as a pocket watch or wristwatch, keeps us grounded in our own timeline when we return home.

      “Portia?” I waved a helpless hand at the selection.

      “Dress for battle. Do you have armor?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, they give you a Kevlar vest when you move into the neighborhood.”

      “What’s Kevlar? Is it shiny? I like shiny.”

      “Never mind.”

      “How about something with lots of pockets? For spell components.”

      Well, at least I knew I’d need to be prepared to do magic. The knowledge was not very reassuring, and likely meant my abilities were going to be put to the test. Spellcasting is one of my many strong points, always has been, but like any witch I have an automatic handicap where it’s concerned. Witches require tools to cast spells. We need words, ritual and physical components like wands, daggers, herbs, candles and crystals, to name a few. And we need lots of ’em. A sorcerer can conjure up fire with a thought, but a witch needs to speak an incantation and have a symbol of it on hand, like a match or a lighter. That split-second difference has cost many witches their lives.

      I settled on wearing my many-pocketed cargo pants, an army surplus button-down shirt over a black tank top, and my black combat boots. I rifled through the drawers of my dresser and pulled out nearly every amulet, talisman and holy symbol I own, stuffing them into my pockets and hanging them around my neck. Next my gaze settled upon my ritual dagger and sword. They both serve the same purpose, performing the same tasks and symbolizing the same things, but each would send a different message to my observers. The sword was a more aggressive symbol than the small dagger.

      “Bring both,” Portia suggested.

      “Both?”

      “Yup. Just in case.”

      “Of what? Barbarian invasion?” Grabbing the belt out of my closet, I affixed the sword’s scabbard and the dagger’s sheath to it.

      I loaded my fingers with rings, my wrists and arms with bracelets and watches, and then earrings for my double-pierced ears. Next I brushed out my hair and let it fall long and loose down my back. The final touch was my favorite: my top hat. It’s a detail that is my trademark, and Portia in particular loves it—she probably wouldn’t let me leave without it. It’s black, of course, and Two Tarot cards—Justice and The Moon—are tucked into the satin band.

      “You look good!” Portia assured me when I was finished.

      “I look like a cosplayer going to war.” I turned toward my bed and nodded to the two cats that had been overseeing my progress. “Well, what do you boys think?” Pippin expressed his opinion by rolling over and demanding a belly rub, which I indulged him with, and Merri just yawned. “Gee, thanks.”

      “Good, let’s go!”

      Portia fluttered into the air, zipped across the room and sailed through the dressing mirror. The glass rippled like water in her wake, and normally I would’ve expected it to display an image of the place in Faerie she’d traveled to, but instead my reflection stared back at me. Guess I’d have to create my own gateway.

      “Okay, everybody out,” I ordered. Pippin hesitated, wanting more attention, but in a stunning display of actual obedience, both cats hopped down from the bed and hightailed it from the room.

      After shutting the door to my closet and to my bedroom, I crossed to the antique mirror. The old dressing mirror stretched taller than me and just slightly wider, and my reflection stared back at me, resigned to our fate. Taking a deep breath, I drew the dagger from my belt and sliced a long, shallow cut across my right palm. The blood welled red, bright and painful against my pale skin, and I placed the palm against the center of the mirror.

      
        
        
        “Between the worlds, I make this door,

        Safe passage through, as time before.

        The lock undone, with blood as key,

        As I will, so mote it be.”

      

      

      

      The image shimmered and a ripple spread from my hand like rings on the surface of a pond. A glow formed and lit the room, suffusing the entire reflection until it was a blank sea of light. I inched my hand away and the light brightened almost to the point of blinding until it suddenly faded. My room was no longer reflected in the mirror, but instead an image of a grassy hill appeared. Fluffy white clouds wandered across the landscape’s sky, and the long grass waved in the breeze.

      I glanced at the two photos atop my dresser—one of me and my mother on my fourth birthday, and one of me and Maureen at my high school graduation. “Wish me luck, ladies,” I whispered.

      Squaring my shoulders, I stepped through the mirror.

      I’ve lived in the city all my life, so it’s no surprise that the sensation of breathing fresh air is strange and foreign to me. I’m used to exhaust, smoke and other general pollution, and the absence of it makes me wary. To me, it’s the ultimate reminder of not being in Kansas anymore, Toto. Aside from the cleanliness, Faerie isn’t so different from our world as far as looks go. The grass is green, the sky is blue and the sun shines during the day and the stars at night, though admittedly the constellations are different. I’m not sure why that is—I’m no astronomer, and I haven’t had the time or inclination to find out.

      With one hand secure on the hilt of my sword, I approached the hill. The portal closed behind me with a muffled pop, but I paid it no mind. I knew how to get home without it, even though I had no idea where I was. Despite the fact that I’ve used the same mirror in the same spot for seven years in a row now, it’s never opened to the same place twice. I knew the hill was a faerie mound, and if this was where the door had brought me then this was where I needed to be.

      “Portia?” I called out as I walked. It was slow going, or at least in comparison to a brisk walk down the concrete sidewalks of home. Like I said, I’m a city girl. I like my roads paved, my messages instant and my coffee to go.

      “Kitty! This is so exciting!”

      I turned to see the faerie fly over to join me. A cool shower of faerie dust rained down as Portia fluttered above me, and I couldn’t help but sneeze.

      “Yeah, it’s gonna be a real barrel of laughs,” I muttered. My fingers itched to light up a cigarette, so I balled my hands into fists and stuffed them into my pockets. No point in being rude to the locals. Yet. “So I take it we’re going in the mound. Whose is it?”

      “The Underhill clan. They’re good people. I have cousins here on my mother’s side.” She smiled and plopped down to walk at my side. I’d heard of the Underhills—despite the terribly unoriginal name, they had a good reputation for fairness, and more importantly, did not have a reputation for causing trouble in the human world. Some faeries, mostly the clanless ones, just can’t seem to resist mischief making. A common activity is breaking human gadgets. Ever wonder why your car battery died for no apparent reason? Find your keys in places you know you did not leave them? You’re not crazy, you just had the misfortune of being targeted by a faerie with nothing better to do with eternity.

      “Am I the only candidate who’s going to be at this meeting?”

      “One other.”

      “Only one? That can’t be good. Who is it?”

      “Don’t know. We’ll find out soon enough.” Portia shrugged.

      Too soon, in my opinion. The base of the hill grew closer and closer with each step we took. My stomach dropped down somewhere between my knees and I swallowed hard. I had to be crazy to be doing this. For one, I was too young to be Titania. I wasn’t even thirty yet. I didn’t want to go into politics. This was just insanity.

      There was no visible entrance, but I didn’t expect to see one, not yet anyway. Portia and I continued on in silence until I felt her hand on my arm. I stopped in my tracks and glanced at her. She launched herself into the air again and fluttered ahead of me. A low rumble like distant thunder emanated from the base of the hill, and the ground swelled and split. Dirt and uprooted chunks of sod tumbled up and away to reveal a large wooden door covered with intricate carvings of intertwined roots and vegetables. Decorative potatoes, who knew? With a graceful wave of her hand the door swung open, smooth and soundless, and Portia flew inside. I followed, struggling to keep my expression neutral and my nerves calm.

      The smell of faerie magic almost overpowered me as I stepped through the doorway, so much so that my eyes watered. Walking into the mound was like stepping into a cinnamon-roll factory set for high production. Portia led me down a long corridor lined with rough earth walls that were common for the inside of a mound. Tiny balls of light bobbed up and down near the ceiling as though floating in a lazy river, casting everything in a soft glow. I was a little unnerved by the quiet hush, broken only by the soft whisper of Portia’s wings and the clomping of my heavy boots. Most faerie dwellings are constantly filled with noise—they really dislike silence. In addition to that we ought to have run into members of the Underhill clan by now.

      “Where is everyone?” I whispered.

      “Just wait.”

      Great. It wasn’t like Portia to be ominous, or quiet for that matter. A wave of nausea rolled through my stomach, and I did some mental bargaining with it to keep it steady. Losing my lunch in a strange clan’s home would not be a polite way to introduce myself.

      Finally we reached an enormous set of double doors, ridiculously large by faerie standards and even pushing the limits of human ones. They were covered in runes I couldn’t read, but I knew this had to be the entrance to their great hall. Portia fluttered behind me and hovered just over my right shoulder, placing her hand upon it and giving it an encouraging squeeze. The doors opened at a ponderous rate, revealing the room in slow degrees. My breath whooshed out of my lungs in astonishment, and I stood slack-jawed and gaped at the assembled faeries. The entire clan had turned out, as well as members of several others. I scanned the crowd for familiar faces and caught the eye of Tybalt, Portia’s older brother, and he grinned. Good to know I had some people on my side.

      I could barely make out the other end of the hall. Some days it sucks extra hard to be nearsighted, and it reminded me that I needed a new set of glasses. Squinting, I managed to spy three large chairs—no, thrones. The faeries had brought in their Council of Three to oversee the proceedings. The temptation to draw my sword and fall upon it suddenly seemed like an appealing idea. It would be quicker and far less painful than the fate that would await me when my stupid mouth said the wrong thing and pissed off their leaders.

      Every faction of magical society is governed by their own Council of Three. Witches, sorcerers, vampires, shapeshifters, everybody. Larger populations have more than one council, each in charge of a certain region. There’s only one faerie Council of Three responsible for dealing with North America, and they were sitting in those chairs. Portia gave my shoulder a bump, and with my heart in my throat I made my way into the hall. The silence here was especially eerie—only the whispered hush of wings and swishing of tails occupied the room. Faeries take the form of whatever they want, whenever they want. Not all prefer the delicate wings Portia sports. Some take on animal features, elemental or even demonic aspects. Whatever catches their fancy, really. I don’t think anyone’s ever seen the original form of a faerie, if the faeries even remember what they were at all.

      I remembered not to stare at the council, which would have been really rude, and kept my gaze lowered to stare somewhere around their feet. They were dressed in their finest, glittering and shining bright enough to be their own light source. As I studied the latest in faerie formal footwear I noticed an additional, unexpected pair of shoes standing behind the council and off to the side: a scuffed pair of black combat boots. Despite my better judgment, my curiosity got the better of me and I let my gaze travel upwards. Black duster, black pants, black shirt—the man almost blended completely into the shadows around him, which normally would’ve hinted at a sorcerer, but I knew the faerie council wouldn’t trust one to stand behind them within fireball range.

      It had to be a guardian, and my heart sank as I realized it was Lex. There was a casual air about him as he stood with his hands in his coat pockets, and the rest of his appearance complemented his laid-back manner. Unlike last night, his shoulder-length light brown hair was unbound and extra stubble lined his jaw. Lex was watching me, and he gave me an encouraging smile. Flustered, I tore my gaze away, concentrating instead on the figure kneeling with its head bowed low in front of the trio of thrones.

      The person’s face was hidden by the hood of a long black cloak. Yuck, must be a sorcerer. Sorcerers tend to lean toward wardrobes befitting wizards in fantasy stories—long robes, pointy hats, gnarled wooden staffs topped with crystals and the like. Someone really needs to tell them that they are not Gandalf, and they need to join the twenty-first century with the rest of us. I noticed a slender man in a dark gray business suit standing behind the sorcerer, but I didn’t recognize him either.

      Once we reached the other candidate I knelt as well, trying to look as graceful as I could manage.

      “Greetings, Catherine Marie Morrow,” a voice in front of me intoned. I flinched at the sound of my True Name—usually I go by Catherine Baker. I’ve gone to great lengths to hide my True Name from the magical world, and here it was being shared in front of every damn faerie in the hemisphere. Great. My reaction was to be expected, but out of the corner of my eye I noticed the black-cloaked figure had flinched as well. I turned my head toward him as he looked toward me. I peered into the depths of that black hood and recognized him, much to my immediate shock, and my brain shut down as my mouth took over.

      “Aw, hell no,” I growled. Leaping to the side, I knocked him off his feet and pinned him to the floor. He glared up at me with a mix of shock and hatred as I hauled back to knock his teeth out. “’Lo, Dad.”

      I heard something like the rustling of a thousand wings at once and everything around me went black.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Throughout my life there have been several times when I woke up and swore that my entire body hurt, from the tips of my toes to the roots of my hair. Generally I knew the sources of the agonizing pain—moving furniture, an unusually brisk self-defense class, too much drinking. That pain was nothing compared to the complete and utter ache that dragged me back to consciousness, my mind kicking and screaming in protest the entire way.

      I blinked my bleary eyes open and discovered a thick layer of blur covered everything above me. Concussion was my first thought, and I reached up to check the status of my broken head. My fingertips brushed my eyelashes and I realized my glasses were missing, which revealed the source of the blurriness. I fished around for them but my hands found nothing but cool marble floor in my general vicinity. Slow and cautious I sat up, and the room did a lurching spin around me until it righted itself.

      “Glasses,” I demanded of no one in particular. One of those multicolored blobs in my field of vision had to be a person.

      “Here,” Lex said. My glasses were set into my outstretched hand and I put them on. He knelt at my side, and I glared at him. The hall had emptied out, leaving only the three Council members in front of me. Glancing behind me I saw both Portia and Tybalt, their faces grim, and that scared the hell out of me. Then I remembered why I’d been hit with the unholy huge whammy that knocked me out in the first place. I swore a vicious curse and leapt to my feet, rounding on my father who stood silently several feet away with the man in the charcoal suit standing behind him like a shadow. My hand went for the hilt of my sword, and I looked down in surprise when I didn’t find it there. Before I could do anything further Lex grabbed my arms and dragged me backwards.

      “Calm down,” he warned.

      “Lemme go!”

      “Catherine, no,” Portia snapped as she appeared in front of me. The fact that she used my first name gave me a moment of pause—Portia’d never done that in the entire time I’ve known her. I took a deep breath and unclenched my fists.

      “Murderer!” I spat at him instead.

      “I am not responsible for what happened to your mother,” he said. It was the first time I’d heard my father’s voice in eighteen years. Amazing how much he sounded the same.

      “Don’t give me that bullshit. You let your vamp buddies tear her apart like a piñata, you asshole.”

      The assembled faeries gasped at the language. Faeries don’t swear, or at least they don’t approve of the use of “oaths and curses” as they call them. I was too furious to care, and the angrier I am the more horrifying my language becomes. Lex squeezed my arms in silent warning to control myself, but I continued to ignore him.

      The memory was still raw and painful, as though it had happened yesterday instead of over a decade ago. I could still see my mother’s broken body on the floor of our living room, her eyes wide and terrified, frozen forever, and still smell the awful stench of blood and death and worse. Fury burned inside me, and the floor beneath my feet trembled with it. There were no streetlights to attack here with my excess power, and that power was looking for somewhere to escape.

      “Lord and Lady, I will make you pay for what you’ve done.” My voice was deadly calm, and as the words left my throat something around me seemed to pop. I knew what I’d done—I’d sworn a vow in a faerie mound, a kinslaying vow no less—and invoked my gods at the same time. I was far too angry to care.

      The faeries, however, did care.

      “ENOUGH!” The word boomed through the room like a crack of thunder. Everyone around me stepped away as I turned my full attention to the speaker. I knew who she was, even though I’d never met her in person—Cecelia of the Silver Crescent, a stunning sight to behold. A frost fairy like my cousins, she looked as though she had been created from silver and moonlight, with iridescent hair falling almost to the floor
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