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          1 THE THEATER DISTRICT, NEW YORK CITY—FAY’S DINER

          WEDNESDAY, 1:30 A.M., EASTERN DAYLIGHT SAVING TIME

        

      

    

    
      “It’s official—you’re magical and enchanting.”

      Emily Drake leaned forward eagerly at her friend’s words, resting her forearms on the table. “Really? You’re not just messing with me?”

      Olivia Washington turned her iPhone to face Emily and pointed to the screen. “There it is on one of the biggest Broadway blogs.”

      Emily’s other friend, Will Carter, raised his hand and waved imperiously at the waitress. “Garçonette, another round of coffee for my good people here, s’il vous plaît.”

      The waitress rolled her eyes at him as she topped off the cups on the table. “You keep that up, and you’ll find itching powder in your dance belt the next time we’re in a show together.” She smiled at Emily. “So, the word is good?”

      “It doesn’t sound like I sucked.” Emily was almost afraid to say it out loud. She couldn’t help feeling she might wake up at any moment and learn that this whole evening had been a dream.

      “You definitely did not suck,” Olivia insisted, then she added to the waitress, “Becky, she was brilliant. You should have seen her.”

      Becky sighed. “And now she’ll become a star and forget all of us still toiling in chorus after chorus—when we can even get a job.” She brightened. “But hey, that means a chorus spot just opened, huh?”

      “That’s if the show doesn’t close now that the big name has left,” Emily said, worried they were tempting the Broadway fates. “We may all be looking for jobs again soon, no matter how much the blogs like me.”

      “Let’s hope not,” Olivia said. “I’ve enjoyed not going on auditions for a while. You know, this could be like a 42nd Street understudy-becomes-a-star story, only instead of the leading lady breaking her ankle, she went off to Hollywood to be in a teen vampire TV series.”

      “I’d rather break my ankle,” Will said dryly, tossing his blond hair out of his eyes.

      A silver-haired man sitting across from Emily and her friends looked up from his apple pie and studied Emily intently. His gaze sent shivers down her spine—not bad shivers, but a very funny feeling. It was a vaguely familiar sensation, but she couldn’t quite place it.

      Becky shoved a paper menu and a pen in front of Emily, drawing her attention away from the man. “I want your first autograph as a star,” Becky said.

      Emily signed the menu with a flourish. The silver-haired man got up from his table and approached Emily’s table tentatively, holding a Playbill from her show. Up close, he didn’t look as old as she’d thought. The hair that had looked silver was really more of a white blond, while his face was smooth and youthful. And yet he dressed like an old professor, in a threadbare tweed jacket with a faded and sagging sweater under it. “You are Emily Drake?” he asked, his voice soft and shy. “You were Emma?”

      “Yes,” she said, trying not to giggle at the thrill of being recognized.

      He put his Playbill on the table in front of her. “I saw your performance. I would like you to sign this.”

      “Oh, wow, my first real autograph.” Her stomach fluttered in pleasure. “Who do you want me to sign it to?”

      He didn’t seem to understand the question. Frowning in confusion, he said, as though it should be perfectly obvious, “Me.”

      “Do you spell that M-E?” she asked with a laugh, then she added, “Or do you just want the signature so you can sell that Playbill on eBay when I’m famous?”

      Now sounding unsure of himself, he said, “Yes, that.”

      She signed the Playbill carefully, using the autograph she’d been practicing since high school, then handed it back to him. “There you go. I hope you enjoyed the show.”

      He smiled and gave her a slight bow. “I did, very much. It was the bee’s knees.” He frowned, then said, “No, that’s wrong. Radical? No.” He shook his head. “It was very good.” He abruptly turned and walked away, muttering under his breath.

      “You’ve got a fan!” Olivia whispered with a glance at the man. “And he’s cute, too.”

      “Cute, but kind of weird.” Emily checked the time on her phone and said, “Oh, no, I was supposed to call Sophie, but she’d kill me if I called her at this hour. But would that be worse than her killing me for not calling?”

      “I think you’re safe from your sister up here,” Olivia said with a grin. “But we should probably call it a night. We’ve got a matinee tomorrow, and you have hype to live up to.”

      They got their checks and settled up before heading out. Olivia tried to flag down a taxi, but it passed them by. “You’ll be sorry when she’s famous!” Will shouted after it.

      Laughing, Emily struck a haughty pose and added, “Yeah, don’t you know who I am?”

      The next two cabs that came by were occupied. “We may as well hoof it uptown,” Olivia said. “Then we’ll be heading in the right direction if another cab comes along.”

      The strange silver-haired man had left the diner around the same time they had, and he’d made no move to hail a cab for himself or to walk away. He approached them. “If you are planning to walk uptown, would you mind if I joined you?” he asked. “I do not believe it is prudent to walk alone at this time of night. I read the newspapers. I know what can happen.”

      Emily and her friends glanced at each other. This wasn’t a city where it was wise to trust strangers at any time of day, no matter how polite they were. As if sensing their doubts, he smiled and spread his hands helplessly. “The three of you outnumber me,” he said. “I believe I am more at risk in trusting you than you are in trusting me.”

      “Well, come on, then,” Olivia said with a shrug and a wry glance at Emily as she started walking. “Home isn’t getting any closer with us just standing here.”

      As they walked, Emily studied the man out of the corner of her eye. Olivia was right; he was cute. He was definitely a fixer-upper, but with raw material like that, it would only take one good shopping trip to make him more than presentable. Granted, he was a little strange, but not in a creepy way. It was more like he was unearthly, from some other time or place. Based on his wardrobe, Emily guessed that he might be an academic who seldom left his ivory tower. Not her usual type, but variety was the spice of life.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name,” Will said to him.

      The man hesitated, then finally said, “I am called Eamon.”

      “Thank you for coming to our show, Eamon,” Olivia said.

      “Do you think our Emily’s going to be a huge star and forget all her friends?” Will asked.

      Any normal person would have said something like, “Of course she’ll be a huge star, but I doubt she’ll forget her friends.” Eamon said, “They do often forget,” his voice solemn and mournful.

      “Okay!” Will said in a “changing the subject now” tone. He, Olivia, and Emily continued chatting about the show as they walked. Eamon listened attentively, smiling as though he enjoyed hearing the conversation, but he made no effort to join it.

      They reached Columbus Circle without running across an available cab. “So, park side?” Will asked. “That’ll put us in position for an uptown cab. I don’t know about you people, but I have no desire to walk thirty more blocks.”

      “Good idea,” Olivia said. “We’ll put you big, strong men between the park and us ladies, so you can protect us from things that lurk in the darkness.”

      “If some lurking thing leaps out at us, you’re on your own,” Will said. “I figure all I have to do is outrun the rest of you.”

      It was Eamon who walked between the group and the park wall as they headed up Central Park West. When they reached the old Tavern on the Green, Will called out, “There’s a cab coming!” He stepped toward the street, waving his hand. Emily turned to see if the cab stopped, and while she was distracted, she missed her footing and would have fallen if Eamon hadn’t caught her elbow.

      Emily felt oddly dizzy—whether from the near fall, the events of the day catching up with her, or Eamon’s touch, she wasn’t certain. She was sure she was still walking, but it felt more like floating, and it seemed as though she was covering great distances with each step. She closed her eyes for a moment and gave her head a good shake. When she opened her eyes, everything was different.

      For one thing, her friends were nowhere in sight. For another, she was deep in the park, not on the sidewalk next to a major street. Grass and trees surrounded her, as far as she could see. And she could see. It had been dark before, but now it was daylight. Not midday, but more like the time just before sunset, although the shadows didn’t stretch the way they did at sunset. In spite of the waning light, the colors were intensely saturated. The grass was much greener, the sky was much bluer, and there were brightly colored flowers everywhere. It was as though she’d left sepia-toned Kansas to enter Technicolor Oz, and everything had burst into the most vivid hues she’d ever seen.

      The one constant was the man with her, and even he had changed. She’d thought he was cute before, but now he was so beautiful he was beyond human. His pale skin had an opalescent shine, like he was lit from within, and the white-blond hair glowed a metallic silver.

      This was all really, really strange, but she had a sneaking suspicion about what had happened. The details were different, but the incident was hauntingly familiar. Her pulse sped up like she was about to step onstage on opening night. “Oh my God,” she breathed. “It was real!”

      She’d been in a place like this before, long ago when she’d wandered off the path in the woods back home in Louisiana. At times over the past fourteen years she’d wondered if it had actually happened, if it had just been a dream or a delusion of her sister’s that she’d heard about so often that she had a mental image of it as vivid as a memory. But it was real.

      She’d been brought back into the realm of the fairies—not the cute winged sprites of greeting cards and Disney movies, but rather the Gentry, the fae, the Sidhe, whatever people called them in places where these creatures were feared or respected. According to her sister Sophie, they were beautiful, horrible, greedy, selfish, and utterly amoral. The last time, Sophie had brought her back to the real world and had impressed upon her the danger she’d narrowly escaped, but ever since then, Emily had felt incomplete, like she longed to return to a place where she’d once been truly happy.

      Now she was back, and Sophie was nowhere nearby to drag her away this time. Could a place this beautiful really be that dangerous? Okay, so Eamon had pretty much kidnapped her instead of inviting her, but it wasn’t as though he’d done it in a mean way. This time she knew the rules: never give direct thanks and don’t eat or drink anything they offer. She might as well enjoy herself, and then if it worked like the time before, she could be back home before anyone knew she was missing.

      “So, you’ve brought me back to fairyland,” she said to Eamon.

      If he was surprised that she knew the score, he didn’t show it. “I have brought you to the Realm.” He held his arm out to her, and she let him escort her across a park that was almost like Central Park in the real world, only more so. The real one was but a shadow of this place.

      “I’ve been dreaming about this for fourteen years,” she said as they walked. “Last time, I just stumbled into the Realm. Did you come after me, specifically?”

      “I was looking for you, Emily Drake.”

      She didn’t notice the transition, but suddenly they were indoors, in an apartment. It wasn’t a real apartment, at least, not a real New York apartment, cramped and filled with books. It was a Hollywood sound stage version of the living room in a New York apartment, with a raised area at the back where doors opened onto a terrace with a geographically impossible view of the city, all of the landmarks of the skyline showing at once, and in the wrong proportions. The room was open and airy, filled with mid-century modern furniture.

      A Holly Golightly-style party was in full swing. Women wearing retro cocktail dresses danced with men in suits with skinny ties. It looked like a scene out of a Doris Day movie. This was the kind of place where she could imagine Doris Day sputtering in righteous indignation at Rock Hudson while wearing a fabulous frock.

      But here the people were too beautiful, even for Hollywood, and in a strange way. Their hair was done in the right styles, but it didn’t look quite like real hair. It was metallic-looking, or else like spun glass. The people seemed insubstantial, like they might vanish in a puff of smoke at any moment. The music they danced to should have been early sixties jazz, but it was a wild Celtic-sounding music that was the wrong accompaniment for the twist the dancers were doing.

      Her memories of the Realm had been more like A Midsummer Night’s Dream than Pillow Talk, but the unearthly people and their eerie beauty were the same. She felt awfully out of place in this setting. Her jeans and the souvenir show T-shirt her former chorus mates had given her for an understudy-taking-over gift weren’t appropriate party attire.

      Then she looked down and saw that she was wearing an early-sixties cocktail dress—heavy green silk, off-the-shoulder, fitted to the waist, with a full skirt. Funny, but she still felt like she was wearing jeans. It was probably a glamour, she thought, recalling Sophie’s fairy lectures. She wished she could do that in the real world. It would be wonderful to look like she was dressed to the nines in evening wear and stiletto heels while she felt like she was wearing jeans, sneakers, and a T-shirt.

      Now, this was the kind of opening-night party she should have had, she thought with a grin. A fairy handed her a drink, but she dumped it into the nearest potted plant as soon as the fairy’s back was turned. Sophie had warned her that eating or drinking what the fairies offered her would make it nearly impossible for her to leave their world, and while coming to a party here was fun, she had a career on the rise back in New York.

      Eamon stayed by her side. He looked as out of place in this party as she felt—possibly even more out of place than he’d seemed in the diner—but he was just as beautiful as any of the fae at the party. His silver hair gave him a shimmering halo. Although his face looked young, his eyes were ancient. They were the color of the mercury in old thermometers, a quicksilver color that shifted with light and motion. They were the most bewitching eyes she’d ever seen, and she felt as if she could have stared into them for hours—until she reminded herself that mercury was poisonous.

      “Something tells me this isn’t just an opening-night party for me,” she said to him. “So, what’s the deal? What do you want with me?”

      “I wish nothing of you. I’m bringing you to one who sought you.”

      Emily shook her head in confusion. “But why? Was there unfinished business from before? Was something supposed to happen before Sophie showed up and ruined everything?”

      He looked like he had no idea what she was talking about. “You have been sought for years. You were lost, and now you are found.”

      The room suddenly went quiet. Even the music stopped. The party guests all faced the rear windows. Emily turned to see a fairy woman standing on the upper level. The woman’s golden hair was pulled into a French twist, and she wore a skin-tight dark green dress that cupped her breasts in a heart-shaped bodice and then flared into a mermaid-style tail just below her knees. She was tall enough to make Emily feel short, and so slender that her body couldn’t possibly have held the normal human organs. Emily had seen her before, during her last visit to the fairy realm, although she’d been dressed differently then.

      The woman paused to pose until she was certain that every eye was on her before she stepped gracefully down into the room. She sashayed across the floor to Emily, then stood in front of her for a long time, studying her with eyes that were as hard and as glittery as diamonds. She reached up a hand to stroke Emily’s cheek, and it took all of Emily’s self-control not to wince at the icy touch. Other memories were now returning. They were hazy, but Emily recalled being afraid, and it had been because of this woman.

      The woman frowned and tilted her head to one side before turning to Eamon. “Are you quite certain?” she asked. “She doesn’t feel right.”

      He took the Playbill from his jacket pocket and showed the autograph to the woman. “She gave me her name.”

      The woman studied the signature, then gave him a brilliant smile. “Eamon, darling, you’ve done it,” she purred. “You’ve brought me my prize, at last.” She turned back to Emily and said conspiratorially, “You have no idea how gratifying it is to learn that there is someone competent around here, after so many failures.”

      Eamon gave a stiff bow. “I am honored to have pleased you.”

      The woman laughed and swatted at his arm. “I’d ask you to give my court lessons in competence, but you’re such a dreadful bore that I couldn’t stand more like you.” She gestured toward a flunky, who handed Eamon an old, leather-bound book. “Here is your reward, as I promised. Now, run along, back to your library.”

      Eamon seemed more relieved than insulted to be dismissed like that, and his attention was already more on the book than on his surroundings. He gave the woman another stiff bow, nodded to Emily with a faint smile, then left the party. Emily felt a pang of loss at his departure. She’d thought he liked her, but she was nothing more to him than the object of a quest. That’s the last time I let a fan walk home with me, she thought.

      The woman took her hand and gave it a squeeze, sending a chill all the way to her elbow. “Now, my pet, we never got a chance for proper introductions before. I’m Maeve, but you may call me Your Majesty.” Still holding Emily’s hand, she led her to the sofa, which immediately cleared as the other fairies scattered, returning to their party. Once she and Emily were seated, Maeve continued, talking as though this was a normal conversation happening in a normal place. “How have you been doing? And how is your sister?”

      Now Emily remembered more from that time before, something about a confrontation between Maeve and Sophie, and although Emily had hated to leave the fairy world, she’d been glad to be away from Maeve. Fear welled up inside her. This wasn’t about a party at all. There was something else going on, and she wished for the first time this evening that her big sister would show up and get her out of the Realm again. She gave Maeve what she hoped was a steely smile. “Sophie’s probably on her way here already. She always knows when I need her.”

      Maeve returned Emily’s smile and said, “Good. I’ve been looking forward to seeing her again for a very long time.”

      A chill that had nothing to do with Maeve’s touch surged through Emily’s veins. This was the first time she’d ever encountered anyone who’d had a run-in with her sister who had any desire to repeat the experience. She knew then that she was in big trouble.

      Sophie, come get me! she screamed inside her head even as she tried not to let her panic show.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          2 MAYBELLE, LOUISIANA—THE DRAKE RESIDENCE

          WEDNESDAY, 1:30 A.M., CENTRAL DAYLIGHT SAVING TIME

        

      

    

    
      Sophie Drake woke with a start, gasping for breath. Then she buried her face in her pillow and groaned, “Oh, Emily, not again.”

      With a deep sigh, she rolled out of bed and crossed her bedroom, yanked her closet door open, pulled her suitcase down from the top shelf, and began packing to go to New York. Maybe this time she could settle things once and for all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          3 THE REALM—THE APARTMENT

          SOON AFTERWARD

        

      

    

    
      Maeve didn’t seem to notice Emily’s fear. “Now, how long has it been?” she asked. “You’ve become an adult since I last saw you.”

      “It’s been fourteen years,” Emily said tightly.

      “Oh, really? Is that a long time?” According to Sophie’s fairy indoctrination, time did funny things in fairyland. Emily could spend what felt like months here and return to the real world at the moment she left it, or she could spend what felt like minutes, only to return to the real world and find that a century had passed.

      Needless to say, she preferred the former option. It would be far less detrimental to her career.

      It was possible, then, that to Maeve it had only been a day or two since her last visit. “It’s about half my lifetime,” Emily replied.

      “Then that charming sister of yours should be an adult now, too.”

      “Well, yes. She’s nearly four years older than I am.” This was the kind of conversation Emily could follow with only half her brain, so she concentrated the rest of her mental capacity on thinking about how to deal with her current situation. She resorted to the problem-solving method that had worked for her since she was a child. “What would Sophie do?” she asked herself.

      It was a trick question. Sophie wouldn’t be in this situation because she’d have known Eamon was a fairy and would have sent him running in terror instead of going with him. But if the fairies got smart and hired a bunch of mercenaries to sneak up on Sophie in a dark alley and surround her, and if one of the survivors managed to whack her on the head so the fairies could haul her into fairyland, and if she were then stuck in a crazy fairy queen’s lair for some unknown purpose, then what would Sophie do?

      “What is your sister doing now?” Maeve asked. “She used to visit us all the time, but she stopped coming and we miss her. She’s a lovely dancer. Of course, she did have the best training.”

      That got Emily’s attention. She knew Sophie knew a lot about fairies, but she’d thought that was just part of Sophie knowing pretty much everything about everything, not because she was a regular in fairyland. In spite of her wish just a moment ago that Sophie would come to her rescue, she felt a pang of the familiar “It’s not fair!” younger sister lament. If Sophie went to the Realm all the time, then why did Emily have to stay away? She supposed that Maeve could have been lying, but if she didn’t know Sophie beyond her rescuing Emily before, how did she know Sophie was a dancer? Not that Emily wanted to let Maeve know this was news to her. “She’s teaching dance now,” she said.

      Maeve’s smile was creepily reptilian. “Is she, now? Really? You mean she’s not dancing anymore?”

      “She does that, too. Sometimes.”

      Maeve threw back her head and laughed. Emily didn’t know what was so funny. Yeah, Sophie had been on the fast track toward international ballet stardom and had surprised everyone by staying home to teach instead, but she had her reasons. Come to think of it, Emily had never actually asked her sister about that. She’d been too grateful that Sophie staying home had made her own escape easier.

      With a wave of her hand, Maeve summoned a serving girl who bore a tray of cocktail glasses filled with pastel liquids. Maeve took a glass, then said to Emily, “Have a drink.”

      “I’m not thirsty,” Emily said firmly, even as her mouth seemed to fill with cotton.

      Maeve laughed again. “I suppose your sister taught you not to eat or drink here.” She gave a smug smile. “I don’t think it will make much difference.”

      Her smile vanished instantly as she turned back to the human serving girl. “Why are you still here?” Maeve snapped. “She doesn’t want a drink. Leave us.” Emily tried to give the girl an encouraging look, but the girl didn’t raise her eyes as she scuttled away. “I shouldn’t expect too much from her,” Maeve said with a weary sigh. “She is only human.”

      Her mood shifted abruptly again as the apartment door opened and two women entered. She waved them over to the sofa. “Oh, good,” she said, “just in time. Here are some people I want you to meet.”

      The women were dressed in the same Doris Day style as all the fairies, one wearing a pale blue dress with a full skirt and the other a buttery yellow sleeveless sheath. Both of them gave deep curtsies to Maeve as they chorused, “Your majesty.”

      “Hello, my pets,” she crooned to them. “I’ve brought you a new friend.”

      Emily felt like she was at a casting call where they’d specified a particular physical type. The women fit her general description, even though they didn’t look much like her. They were both in their twenties and were tall and slender, with reddish hair. Although they were pretty, they didn’t have the unearthly beauty of the fairies. They were human.

      “You’ve come to join us!” the woman in yellow said. “We’ll have so much fun!” She turned to Maeve and asked breathlessly, “Is she the one?”

      “Yes, she is, finally.”

      “They thought we were the one, but her majesty said we weren’t,” the one in blue explained to Emily. “She let us stay, though. She’s very good to us.”

      Emily cringed at the realization that these women must have been kidnapped because they resembled her. She hoped they weren’t angry that their lives had been disrupted.

      They didn’t seem to mind. They jumped up and down like demented cheerleaders, crying, “Yay! You’re here at last!”

      A fairy man in a Rat Pack suit approached the sofa and bowed deeply to Maeve. She sat up straighter, and her eyes lost even the slightest hint of warmth. “Do you have something for me?”

      “Yes, your majesty.”

      Maeve rose gracefully from the sofa. “You girls have fun. Keep an eye on Emily for me.” She took the man’s arm and let him escort her out to the terrace.

      Once she was gone, the two human women sat on either side of Emily. The one in blue crossed her legs daintily at the ankles. “Queen Maeve has been dying for you to get here,” she said. “She likes us, but you’re the one she wants.”

      “And when the queen is happy, everyone is happy,” the one in yellow said. Although her tone was cheerful, Emily thought she saw fear in her eyes. If she was afraid, then maybe she was still rational enough to know what was going on. These two weren’t ideal information sources or allies, but Emily knew she had to start somewhere.

      “I’m Emily,” she said. “What are your names?”

      They frowned and looked at each other. “I forgot,” the one in blue said, looking momentarily troubled.

      “Me, too,” the other one agreed.

      “What do they call you?” Emily asked.

      “They don’t really talk to us,” the one in yellow said with a shrug.

      “You have to have names. What should I call you?”

      They looked at each other again, then said, “Emily!”

      Emily swallowed a scream of frustration. “No, you can’t be Emily. I’m Emily. It would get confusing. Now, what else would you like me to call you?”

      Her pretty forehead creased in a frown for a while, then the one in blue said, “I’ll be Emma.”

      “And I’ll be Leigh,” the other one said.

      “Okay, I can live with that,” Emily said with a sigh of resignation. This looked like a hopeless cause, but she pressed on, asking, “How long have you been here?”

      They looked at each other again. “I think it’s been years,” Emma said, then frowned. “Or has it been days? I’m not sure.” She giggled. “You know what they say about time flying when you’re having fun!”

      “And we’re having fun!” they chorused in unison. Emily shuddered. This was very Stepford Wives, sorority house edition. She noticed that although these women were clearly human, they had a hint of fae unearthliness about them. They must have been drinking the local Kool-Aid. Now she understood why Sophie said that was a no-no. Was this what she’d be like now if Sophie hadn’t rescued her before?

      “How nice for you,” she said with a thin smile. “But don’t you want to go home?”

      “Why would we want to go home?” Leigh asked with a shrug. “Here we don’t have to work. We just go to parties and dance and sing all day, and we get to be around her majesty.”

      Emma looked more wistful, like she was remembering something she’d lost. “What is it?” Emily asked gently.

      “I forgot,” Emma said with a sigh. “Sometimes I think there was something that made me happy before, but it can’t have been as good as this, could it?”

      “Did you ever try to leave?” Emily asked, but a handsome fairy with blue-black hair took Emma by the hand, pulled her to her feet, and danced off with her. Her wistfulness disappeared instantly. She threw back her head and laughed while she spun wildly with the fairy man. His hands strayed onto some rather intimate places, and she leaned into him. Pretty soon, they’d be in “get a room” territory, Emily thought. She turned her attention to the other girl and repeated her question.

      “There’s no way out,” Leigh said.

      “There has to be. My sister got me out before.”

      “Some of the Gentry come and go, but they tell us humans can’t pass through the barriers on their own.”

      Well, yeah, they would tell you that, Emily thought. “Do you know why they were looking for me?” she asked, but Leigh was being pulled away by another fairy to dance. Emily shook her head at the fairy man who approached her, even though the music made her twitch with the desire to dance. Dancing might be giving in. She swore to herself that she absolutely would not go native.

      Alone again, she was back to the question of what she should do. She imagined Sophie would figure out if she really was a prisoner, test the defenses to see if she could escape, gather and analyze information, and then come up with a plan.

      Emily could do that. She glanced around the room, looking for potential exits. There was the front door, a door opening from the other side of the living room, and the terrace doors. Nobody stood at any of those doors in a guard-like pose, but there were also plenty of fairies between her and all the potential exits. She figured she should see if she really was a prisoner.

      She got off the sofa and ambled across the room, aiming toward the buffet table but passing right by the front door. A fairy man moved between her and the door as she passed, his movement almost unobtrusive enough to be casual. She wandered by the interior door as she went to examine a painting on the adjacent wall and, again, someone just happened to move in front of the door. Yeah, she was a prisoner, all right.

      Maeve had entered and exited through the terrace doors, so they had to lead somewhere other than just a terrace. While Emily didn’t want to run into Maeve, she thought she might learn something by heading in the direction Maeve had gone. But if that was a way out, she doubted they’d let her go.

      What she needed was an excuse to be near the terrace doors. She could stand there and stare at the view until they got bored watching her and figured she was just looking out the window. They’d still probably do something if she tried to go outside, though.

      Then an idea struck her. If they wouldn’t tell her why they wanted her, then she had to guess, and why would they take a Broadway actress right after she made a stunning—if she said so herself—debut in a starring role? It was safe to assume (or pretend to assume) they wanted her to perform. She was pretty sure she remembered something about fairies stealing humans to make them sing and dance. She glanced around for something that would make a good prop while also being useful as a weapon. Unfortunately, the Doris Day life didn’t come with many potential makeshift weapons. The best she could do was a big, frilly umbrella with a pointed end that she found in an umbrella stand by the door. That gave her an idea of something to perform.

      After a mental rehearsal to make sure she remembered all the words, she sang the opening lines to “Don’t Rain on My Parade.” There was stunned silence as every fairy in the room turned to face her. As the song picked up steam, she danced forward, twirling the umbrella, then moved back and stepped up on to the room’s upper level. The fairies turned out to be much like any other audience, and soon she felt she had them eating out of her hand. If this had been an audition, the part would have been hers for sure.

      She treated the upper level like a stage, dancing along it. When she reached the bridge of the song, she moved to the heavy drapes hanging to the side of the terrace windows. She clung to the drapes while checking behind them to see that there was an open door there, and then she moved forward to the front of her “stage.” She made another trip back to the drapes, then forward again, so they’d get used to the idea of her approaching the drapes and returning.

      At the end of the song, while she was still holding the final note, she stepped behind the drapes, bending backward for a grand finale before making a dramatic exit. She heard the applause as she slipped through the doors and out onto the terrace.

      But she wasn’t really outdoors, she realized. It was like a sound stage, giving only the illusion of the outside world, and the terrace was incomplete. One more apartment doorway opened from it, but then the terrace shifted and became a balcony on an entirely different building. Through the windows she saw what looked like an Art Deco-era hotel ballroom full of people doing the foxtrot. That wasn’t any closer to home for her, but the voices behind her meant she didn’t have the luxury of picking her next stop.

      She might be leaving the frying pan to throw herself into the fire, but she didn’t think things back in Doris Day land would go well for her now that she’d tried to escape. Without a backward glance, she stepped through the French doors and into the ballroom.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          4 THE UPPER WEST SIDE, NEW YORK CITY—THE MURRAY RESIDENCE

          WEDNESDAY, 3 P.M.

        

      

    

    
      A persistent buzzing sound penetrated Michael Murray’s sleep. He swatted at it to make it stop, but his arm was trapped and didn’t work. Something wet touched his face, and he opened his eyes to find himself staring eye-to-eye with a glaring, slobbering bulldog. The dog barked once, as if to make sure he was awake. The buzzing noise repeated, and Michael gradually realized it was the front-door intercom.

      “Hush,” he told the dog sleepily. “Maybe if we pretend we’re not home, they’ll go away. Anyone who needs to see me has a key.”

      The dog grunted and sprawled on the floor beside the sofa. Michael let himself drift back to sleep when the buzzing stopped. He hadn’t completely lost consciousness when there was a polite rapping on his apartment door and a female voice called, “Detective Murray?”

      That was harder to ignore. If someone had made it past the front door, then he ought to see who it was. With a groan, he struggled to sit up and then get to his feet. That would have been easier if his right arm weren’t in a sling and if he didn’t have to worry about stepping on the dog. The painkillers that made his head fuzzy didn’t help matters, nor did the fact that he was about a quart low on coffee for the day. Come to think of it, he hadn’t had any. He couldn’t be expected to function. Once he was standing, he waited a second to make sure he could remain vertical, then he staggered to the entryway.

      Peering through the peephole, he saw a woman. She didn’t look too threatening, and both of her hands were visible, so she was apparently unarmed, unless her umbrella concealed a weapon. That didn’t make it any easier for him to open the door. Putting his hand on the knob, knowing there was a stranger on the other side, made his heart beat faster and beads of sweat break out on his forehead. Gritting his teeth, he unlocked the deadbolt and opened the door.

      He instinctively made a mental note of the woman standing there, as though he was filling out a report: Caucasian female, somewhere between early twenties and mid thirties—she could have passed for eighteen physically, but there was a stillness about her that indicated greater maturity. About five foot three, slim build, red-gold hair, just past shoulder length, loose curls. Blue eyes. Wearing a flowered dress with a long, full skirt, a pale blue cardigan sweater, and flat shoes. He ran his good hand over hair that hadn’t seen a comb in days in an attempt to smooth it as he suddenly felt intensely conscious of just how awful he must look.

      “Detective Murray?” she said in a honeyed drawl. “I’m so sorry to disturb you. I’m Sophie Drake, Emily’s sister.”

      He remembered Emily talking about her sister, though from the way Emily had described her, he’d expected an armored Amazon holding a sword in one hand, a bullwhip in the other, and shooting death rays from her eyes, not this pretty little thing.

      “Emily, your downstairs neighbor?” she prompted, and he realized he’d just been standing there, staring at her.

      “I thought you’d be taller,” he said without thinking.

      “Yes, well, genes can be funny that way. I understand you have Emily’s spare key.”

      His head was gradually clearing, and that request put him instantly on high alert. “How did you get up here?” he asked suspiciously.

      She waved a casual hand down the hallway. “Oh, one of your neighbors was nice enough to let me in. He even carried my bag upstairs for me.”

      Michael gritted his teeth. He was always lecturing his neighbors about not letting strangers inside. Sophie Drake—or whoever she really was—didn’t look like a serial killer or a burglar, but you never could tell.

      “I really am Emily’s sister,” she said, as though he’d spoken out loud. “Would you like to see my ID?”

      She wasn’t what he’d expected, but she did look like a miniature version of Emily, and he recognized her umbrella as the gift Emily had bought for her sister last Christmas. When opened, it would have a painting of ballet dancers on it. Closed, there was a glimpse of a foot in a ballet shoe. “That’s not necessary,” he said. “But why do you need Emily’s key? Is she not home?”

      “No, she’s missing, and I need to make sure Beauregard’s okay.”

      “Beauregard?”

      “Her dog.”

      “Oh, Beau.” He really shouldn’t be having a conversation like this on a coffee-free day. “He’s fine. He’s here.” Responding to his name, Beau waddled up to the door and stuck his head out from behind Michael’s legs. “See, here he is.”

      “Oh, good. That’s a relief. I hope you don’t mind watching him a while longer. Again, I’m sorry to have disturbed you.” She turned to go, grasping the handle of her suitcase.

      His painkiller-fogged brain finally caught up with the conversation. “Wait, you said Emily’s missing?”

      She turned back. “She didn’t show up for the matinee today.”

      “How do you know?”

      “It’s on the Internet.”

      He had to grab the door frame to steady himself as his legs threatened to go out from under him. He was pretty sure he was awake, so this couldn’t be another nightmare. “Oh. No, she wouldn’t miss a performance,” he said numbly.

      “Definitely not,” she agreed. “I could see her becoming scarce if she’d been a flop, but girls who’ve spent years trying to get a big break on Broadway don’t run away after getting rave reviews. Something has to be wrong.”

      He felt like he was living a horrible flashback about another actress who’d missed another performance. “She didn’t come to walk Beau this morning like she said she would. I should have noticed that. I should have known something was wrong.” A wave of dizziness struck him, making him sway. He’d have preferred to blame the painkillers and general weakness after his injury, but he knew it was probably a minor panic attack.

      Sophie steadied him with a hand on his arm. “Oh dear, are you all right?”

      “I’m just—I,” he stammered.

      She dropped her umbrella, put her arm around his waist, and bustled him inside, settling him on the sofa with a pillow behind his back. “You’ve had a shock,” she said. “I’ll make some tea.”

      Moving with a brisk efficiency, like she already knew where everything was and had no intention of wasting a single movement, she headed to the kitchen alcove that opened from the living room, filled a kettle, and put it on the stove. While the water heated, she went back to the entryway and brought in her umbrella and a suitcase big enough that she could have traveled inside it and been less cramped than in a coach seat. Michael had the disconcerting feeling that he’d completely lost control of the situation. He hadn’t even invited her inside, and yet there she was with her luggage, and she’d taken over his kitchen.

      Once he was past the initial shock, his instincts and training kicked in. “Have you notified the police yet?” he called into the kitchen.

      She poured water into mugs, then came back out to the living room. “I just got off the airplane,” she said, raising one delicately arched eyebrow. “And doesn’t an adult have to be missing for a certain amount of time before the police will take a report? They’d probably laugh at me if I called so soon.”

      “It depends on the circumstances. When there are strong indications that she didn’t leave of her own accord, the sooner we take action, the better. I can make the call. If I say it’s something worth looking into, that may make it a greater priority.”

      She blinked. “Oh. Well, that’s very kind of you. But I don’t want to be a bother.”

      It wasn’t the first time he’d heard that from a relative of a crime victim, and in his experience, those were the people who either called him every other hour or turned out to be the perpetrators. He couldn’t imagine Sophie Drake fitting into either category, so he wasn’t sure why she was declining his help. Maybe it was a Southern thing, a polite demurral for propriety’s sake. “It’s no bother, really,” he insisted. “I just have to make a phone call.”

      She hesitated, then said, “Well, in that case, I would appreciate any help you can offer.” With that, she headed back into the kitchen.

      He called the precinct and ignored the good-natured teasing about goldbricking before he reported the situation. While he spoke, he kept an eye on Sophie in the kitchen. To convince his colleagues that this was serious, he couldn’t mince words, but he hated talking so bluntly about his concerns in front of Sophie.

      A burst of classical piano music filled the room, and both he and the dog jumped, startled, while Sophie groaned out loud as she went to the purse she’d left on the coffee table and took out her phone. He got distracted while trying to simultaneously follow two conversations. “Oh, hello, Donna,” she said into the phone. “Did you get my message? No, I’m afraid you’ll have to. You see, I’m already in New York, so there’s no way I can host the meeting tonight. Donna, honey, I’m sure you can do it. They’ll probably beg you to take over permanently. Okay then. Take care. Bye-bye!” As she switched off her phone, she muttered, “You’d think I was the only one in the entire town who could host a book club meeting.”

      Michael forced his attention back to his own phone call and said, “I could bring her over if you like… Yeah, my place is fine. Okay, whenever you can get someone here.”

      As he hung up, Sophie brought over two steaming mugs, set one on a coaster on the coffee table, then handed him the other, making sure he had a secure hold before she let go. She sat on the other end of the sofa and picked up her own mug as she slipped one foot out of its shoe and tucked it up under her other leg. “Do the police think it’s anything to worry about?” she asked, turning to face him.

      He took a sip of syrupy sweet tea. It wasn’t the coffee that would have really sharpened his mind, but it did revive him somewhat. “They’ll look into it.”

      A flicker of something—he wasn’t sure what—crossed her face, but she nodded serenely and said, “I’m sure they’re horribly backed up, so it may be a day or so, right?”

      “No, they said they’d get someone right over. I convinced them that this was serious.”

      She opened her mouth to respond, but another burst of piano music rang out and she reached for her phone. “Oh, hi, Mama,” she said into it. “Yes, I thought I’d pay a surprise visit to Emily. I just had to see her show. No, you should be fine. Bess is there all day with Nana and puts her to bed. You’ll just need to pop in a few times during the day. Now, I have to run. I’ll talk to you later. Love you.”

      Michael watched her as the cheery smile she’d put on during the call faded. “You haven’t told your mother about Emily?”

      She switched the phone off and put it back in her purse before giving him a pitying look. “Oh, honey, no, and you should be glad of it. The last thing you need is my mother up here, fussing around in a panic, and that’s exactly what would happen if she knew.”

      “Won’t she find out eventually?”

      Her other foot came out of its shoe and was tucked up under her skirt. “I’m not sure my mother knows how to work the Internet, she doesn’t believe in television, and she hasn’t touched a newspaper since Daddy died. We’re safe for a few days.” She studied him with a steady gaze, then said, “I didn’t realize you weren’t well, or I wouldn’t have bothered you. What happened, if you don’t mind my asking?”

      “I knocked on a door. I guess they weren’t happy to see me,” he said, remembering too late that shrugging was a bad idea.

      “Oh, dear. I hope it wasn’t too serious.”

      “Nothing that a week in the ICU couldn’t take care of.”

      “And Emily’s making you dog-sit in your condition?”

      “Actually, I think Emily’s making the dog neighbor-sit.”

      A smile threatened to curve Sophie’s lips, and she took a sip of tea before saying dryly, “I’m sure he’s quite helpful around the house—cooking for you, cleaning up, changing your bandages.”

      “With some help from Emily. That’s why I’m pulling any strings I can for her.”

      She put her feet back in her shoes, leaned forward to put her mug on the table, then stood up. “After all that hard work, Beau could probably use a walk. I’ll take him out while we’re waiting for the police to get here. Where do you keep his leash?”

      At the word “walk,” Beau tried to make himself invisible. “There’s a hook by the door,” Michael said. He found it odd that she was so concerned about a dog at a time like this, but she was flitting about the apartment so rapidly he couldn’t quite focus on her enough to ask about that. Maybe she was just trying to distract herself from worrying about her sister, he reasoned.

      She found the leash and came over to the sofa. “Come on, Beauregard, let’s go out.” Beau edged his way under the coffee table, and Sophie turned to Michael, frowning. “I thought dogs liked walks.”

      “That would be normal dogs. Beau is either the laziest dog alive or an agoraphobic. He hates going out.”

      “Come on, Beau,” she urged, sounding frantic, like she needed to go out far more than Beau did. A knock on the door interrupted her coaxing. Michael shifted his weight forward onto his feet so he could stand, alarmed about not having heard the downstairs buzzer, but she put a hand on his knee and said, “No, don’t get up. I’ll get it,” and headed to the entryway.

      Before he could warn her to find out who it was first, she opened the door and Gene Tanaka, his training supervisor from his first year as a detective, stepped inside. Tanaka was a bear of a man, shorter than Michael but still towering over Sophie, and broad-shouldered enough to fill the entryway. “Hello, ma’am,” he said to Sophie, then he addressed Michael as he came into the living room. “Hey, Rev, I heard you called for some backup.”

      “That was fast,” Michael said. “I feel special.”

      Sophie froze behind Tanaka. “You mean, this is the police, already?” she blurted, and the look on her face was panicked, not pleased.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          5 THE REALM—THE BALLROOM

          NOT MUCH LATER

        

      

    

    
      For a moment, Emily forgot she was being pursued. When she stepped through the balcony doors, it was as though she’d walked into the kind of movie she and Sophie used to watch on rainy Saturdays. She’d moved from the Doris Day universe to the world of thirties musicals. Glamorous couples in evening attire swirled around an Art Deco ballroom to the sounds of an ethereal orchestra. Waitresses in black uniforms with frilly white aprons moved around the perimeter of the room, where more fairies sat lounging at tables and drinking champagne—or the fairy equivalent.

      The scene would have been more familiar to Emily in black and white, but this version had been inaccurately colorized, which was what told her she was still in fairyland. The skin tones weren’t quite human and the hair colors not only didn’t appear in nature, they were beyond anything that could come out of a bottle. The clothing hues were just a little too deeply saturated to be real. Combined with the highly polished floor, the mirrored walls and pillars, and the bubbles wafting through the air, the effect of all the color, sound, and motion was disorienting.

      Remembering that there were people following her, Emily ducked behind a potted palm and looked for another way out. She scanned the room’s walls, but every time she thought she saw a door, it turned out to be a reflection from somewhere else. The only way to find the exit was to work her way around the room.

      And that would be a problem, she realized when she glanced down at herself. The green dress she’d worn at Maeve’s party would have stood out here, but that glamour had faded, leaving her in jeans and a T-shirt, which were even more incongruous. She’d be spotted as an outsider the moment she ventured out from behind her palm.

      She was pondering whether she could crawl around the room under tables when she noticed that her legs were now draped in blush-pink silk. This room’s glamour must have kicked in. Her skin was fair and her hair was bright enough that she might be able to slip through the crowd without immediately being recognized as human. Keeping to the outside of the mirrored pillars that ringed the dance floor, she strolled casually around the room. It reminded her of a carnival funhouse. She practically had to touch the mirrored wall to be certain whether what she saw was real or a reflection, and there were times when she was fairly certain she saw something in a reflection that wasn’t in the room.

      A woman approached her, and Emily tensed. This woman was tall and quite sexy in a dress made of pale pink fabric almost the color of her skin that clung to every curve so that she appeared naked while being fully clothed, and she was heading so directly toward Emily that it would be terribly obvious if Emily tried to avoid her. Emily’s only hope was to act like she belonged there and was on her way to an important destination. She forced herself to keep walking as though she didn’t see the woman, but the woman didn’t veer off her path. Emily was a split second from walking into a mirror before she realized that she was approaching her own reflection.

      She paused to admire herself for a moment. “I have got to find a dress like this,” she murmured. Then she noticed movement in the reflection and turned to see that some men in Maeve’s Rat Pack style attire had entered through the balcony doors. They’d caught up with her, and she still hadn’t found an exit.

      She hoped they’d look for someone trying to hide, not for someone in the middle of the dance floor. She stuck her umbrella point-first into a palm tree’s pot, then grabbed a tuxedoed fairy man who bore a striking resemblance to an otherworldly Clark Gable. “Dance with me, handsome,” she purred. He obliged by pulling her into a dance hold and sweeping her onto the floor.

      She and her partner hadn’t even made one circuit of the floor before the music trailed off into silence. There were angry mutterings as the dancers stopped, and a voice rang out from near the bandstand, saying, “How dare you enter our domain?”

      A man and woman who looked a lot
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