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      Offend the Frost King? Get kicked from the Court. Land in the jaws of a living dinosaur?

      

      Ink, the black ice fairy, isn't shocked that his frostiness banished her, but she's shocked to find herself sent to a swamp. It's hot, sticky and mucky—an ice fae's worst nightmare. Banishment means she's stuck with the heat and the stupid, hungry alligators. She's gone from knowing all the rules of her world to knowing absolutely nothing about existing in her soggy new home. At least the draiad guardian's kinda nice, though what the hell is a draiad?

      

      A thunderous boom and an ice fae being dropped into her swamp interrupted Pickerel's quiet, contemplative day of preserving flowers. The fae is abrasive, just shy of rude, and apparently unable to leave. The last thing Pickerel needs this close to the winter solstice celebration is another responsibility. But she can't ignore her host obligations, nor can she deny the fae is rather attractive.

      

      When dangerously reckless human poachers invade the swamp, all other concerns evaporate. Ink and Pickerel must learn to work together, combining their knowledge and their wildly different talents to combat the threat to the wildlife and the peace of the swamp. And--oh no—they might even have to admit they like each other.

      

      Ice + Alligators is a novella that contains talkative squirrels, a mischievous and overly opinionated alligator, and a shy but grumpy fae who might've found a caring nature spirit who is everything she needed.
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        To the toads who lived outside the basement windows when I was small and taught me that amphibians and reptiles are friends.
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        The Atchafalaya (ah CHA fuh lie uh) River Basin is the largest wetland system in the United States, with over a million acres of river swamp, bayous and bottomland forest. We hear about Florida wetlands far more often, but the importance of the Atchafalaya and the National Wildlife Refuge contained therein cannot be overemphasized. Both humans and wildlife rely on this huge area of wetlands for flood management, pollution mitigation, and habitat.

      

        

      
        Naturally, parts of the basin are struggling due to human intervention. For more information, check out the Nature Conservancy's page about the Atchafalaya River Basin for issues and conservation efforts.
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      When the boom sounded, Pickerel glanced up from her flowers, blinking at the fox squirrel chittering on the rock beside her.

      "You're right, Swiftpaw. That didn't sound at all like thunder."

      Carefully, Pickerel placed her brush and quartz-sand preparations back in one cypress-bark box and her unfinished flowers in the other. She brushed off her knees, pulled on a moss peplos, and ran toward the sound, her feet skimming the top of the water.

      Only a few trees farther on, a trio of swamp raccoons stopped her, all wringing their little hand-paws and chattering at her.

      "Oh dear, again?" Pickerel picked up her skirts. "I suppose we'd better hurry."

      The screaming reached her long before she got to the scene of disaster.

      "Help! Someone help me! A dinosaur's trying to eat me! Mother of snows, doesn't anyone live in this forsaken trash fire?" The voice certainly had volume and a carrying resonance. A singer, perhaps? But rather more sharp than melodic. "No, no, no! You can't climb up here! You shouldn't be able to climb trees!"

      Just as the raccoons had said, Benji had treed a visitor to the swamp and was doing his best to haul his eight-foot alligator frame up the trunk of a tupelo that shook and swayed dangerously under his weight. The person swaying even more dangerously in the topmost branches wasn't human, as the raccoons had assumed, but instead appeared to be some sort of fae. From the lily-white hair, Pickerel would've guessed frost fairy, but this fae was too broad, too bulky. Nothing like a delicate, dainty frost artist.

      I wonder if their skin is supposed to be that shade of ash gray?

      "Benji, no!" Pickerel slide-skated over to the tupelo where Benji could see her. Alligators had keen hearing but needed hand gestures for confirmation of word meaning sometimes. "Get down from there. You're hurting the tree."

      Benji grumbled, but he slid down the tree obligingly enough. He plodded over to butt Pickerel with his massive head.

      "Yes, yes, very tasty looking, but eating people gets us in trouble." Pickerel peered up into the tupelo, trying to see past the copper-colored autumn leaves that clung stubbornly to the branches. The person appeared to be dressed all in black, and Pickerel made out the thick sole of one black boot. "You can come down now. Benji understands that you're not food."

      "Those monsters have the brains to talk to you?" The boot searched for the next branch down, not terribly gracefully. The leg attached to the boot appeared, encased in formfitting spider silk, also black. Nice leg. Quite muscular.

      "Benji's not a monster." Pickerel crinkled her forehead. "He's not a dinosaur, either, even if his people are ancient. Eagles. Those are dinosaurs. Kingfishers. Also dinosaurs. Herons—"

      "Great! Fine! Whatever." The person managed to navigate down another branch, the leaves telegraphing some hard trembles. "Still tried to eat me."

      Pickerel wondered why the fae didn't fly down. Didn't they all have wings? Perhaps not. She'd met so few. "Was that you who caused the rather large boom?"

      "Did I— You mean the portal warning?" The person's tone became condescending, not something Pickerel liked terribly much. "Don't you know how portals work? Do you live in a packing crate or something?"

      "No, I live in a swamp."

      The fae tried for one more branch, fell the remainder of the way in a flailing tangle of black-encased limbs, and bounced to their feet as if that had been the intended landing all along. No wings, not even vestigial ones. They looked around with all-too-obvious horror. "This really is a swamp. Hecate's holy fucking cats."

      "It's my province of the—" Pickerel sang the proper name of the swamp, though she knew many beings wouldn't understand it. "The Atchafalaya Wildlife Refuge, the humans call it."

      Black-on-black eyes glared at her while the fae yanked at twigs stuck in their multitude of beaded white braids. "I don't care if it's the Trashfire Dumpster Swamp of Garbage Pit Central. It's a swamp. How in all storms do you live here?" The fae squinted at her. "And what are you?"

      Neither question was terribly polite, but Pickerel thought the second would be the one to answer. She didn't think the fae wanted to listen patiently to a litany of her daily routine. "I'm a draiad."

      "Right. Sure. I've never seen a dryad with blue skin."

      "Not a dryad. A draiad." Pickerel flapped both hands in front of her, trying not to get flustered. "A water dryad. A tree naiad. A naiad with a dr in front." That got her a sputtering snort she guessed was a laugh, and still the fae didn't offer a proper greeting. I suppose I'll have to start. Rude. "I am called Pickerel and am she."

      The fae offered a deep bow, braids tinkling as they swept over the tupelo's roots. "I am Ink and am also she."

      Oh good. The courts haven't entirely lost their manners. "How long will you be visiting?"

      Uncontrolled laughter wasn't at all the reaction Pickerel expected. Ink had to lean against Pickerel's cypress for support, shaking with what appeared to be half-hysterical hilarity. Finally, she straightened and wiped at her eyes, her laughter dying as abruptly as it had erupted.

      "I've been dumped here. Banished from the Frost Court. His majesty thinks he's so funny."

      "Oh. I'm … sorry." While Pickerel could sympathize in part—fae banishment was unbreakable, since the banished fae was physically unable to leave the demesne of exile—she was annoyed that the Frost King hadn't sent any warning. Not to mention Ink's obvious distaste regarding Pickerel's lovely swamp was rather irritating.

      "Sorry." Ink let out another of those snorts. "She's sorry. Fat lot of slushy good that does me."

      Before Pickerel could think of anything to say beyond How rude, Ink pulled a final twig from her hair and swept her hand out over the water. A bridge of ice crackled and solidified in the direction she gestured, so thin it took on the color of the water. It created a causeway between the tupelo's root island and a spit of solid ground fifteen meters away.

      That looks like a bad idea. "I don't think—"

      But Ink had already leaped onto her ice bridge and was skating effortlessly along it, apparently unable to get away from Pickerel fast enough. Pickerel clamped her lips together and remained completely silent. The water-as-ice, deciding to rejoin its warmer swamp brethren, cracked and broke apart into tiny, melting pieces. Ink's fall into the water was equally effortless, though not at all graceful.

      A moment later, she resurfaced, sputtering and swearing. She floundered to land, pulled herself out of the water, and leaped to her feet as she called across to Pickerel, "Water quality check!"

      "Oh, yes? And how is it?"

      "Murky. And there are things living down there." Ink's shudder telegraphed clear across the water. She pulled some duckweed from one of her braids with a moue of displeasure and gave Pickerel a faux-cheery wave. "Have fun with your slimy dinosaur, weird tree nymph!"

      "He's not—"

      Pickerel broke off with a sigh as the fae vanished, stomping off through the trees. What am I supposed to do with an angry, unpleasant fae? Is she stuck in just my domain or the entire swamp?

      With these unhappy thoughts making minnow schools in her head, Pickerel returned to her cypress and retrieved her flower boxes from the roots. After she had settled and returned to her painstaking brush strokes, a soft splash beside her preceded a scrape of claws as Benji climbed halfway onto the cypress knees to sun himself. He extended his throat pouch and grumble-growled at her.

      "I don't understand fae either." She bent over a marsh marigold she'd begun earlier. "They're very strange. And no. I don't think you're slimy."
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        * * *

      

      The hysteria was too close to the surface. Ink stopped on a relatively dry patch of moss beside a … a tree. It was a tree and not the guard troll she'd originally mistaken it for. A huge tree with frondy things hanging down from its branches. She leaned against it and pressed a hand to her mouth to stop the anxious giggles.

      He'd dumped her in a swamp. Where her ice couldn't last. And the dryads were blue. Naiad-dryads. Draiads. Spirits' sakes.

      "Fuck. Oh, fucking Hecate's heavy tits." She forced herself to breathe slowly. One. Two. Three. "I can't be here. Anyplace else."

      Fine. Not anyplace. An active volcano would've been worse. Probably the bottom of the ocean. Maybe. But this was obviously His Capricious Conceited Fucking Majesty's idea of a joke—dumping an ice fae into a mucky pit where it probably hadn't snowed since the last ice age.

      All because she'd told him no. Refused an order. One. Order. If it'd been one of his precious, delicate frost fairies, he would've laughed it off and given the job to someone else.

      But for Ink? Ha! Her work was utilitarian
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