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          1 CENTRAL PARK—NEW YORK CITY

          WEDNESDAY, 1:00 P.M.

        

      

    

    
      Michael Murray ducked under the crime scene tape his partner held up for him and asked the uniformed officer at the scene, “What’ve you got, Milton?”

      “Dead body. You’ll have to wait for the ME to know if it’s natural causes or not, but it is weird.”

      “Define weird.” Michael’s threshold for “weird” had shifted radically in the last couple of months.

      “See for yourself.” Milton gestured toward the body lying sprawled in the grass nearby.

      At first, Michael didn’t notice anything obviously out of the ordinary. Then again, he didn’t consider fairies and magic to be all that strange, these days. It was his partner, Marisol Lopez, who spotted the anomaly. “Well, they do say that disco is dead,” she quipped.

      That’s what was strange. The body looked like it had fallen through a time warp from sometime around 1977. It wore tight white bell-bottom trousers and a shiny shirt with a huge collar. The clothes looked new, but the body didn’t. Michael guessed that the dead man was in his sixties, old enough that he might have worn these clothes back in the heyday of disco when he was of an age to hit the town for a little Saturday-night fever.

      “This stuff isn’t coming back in style, is it?” Michael asked Mari.

      “God, I hope not,” she replied, then winced. “Sorry. I guess I owe a dollar.”

      “I’ll just stand over here where the lightning bolt won’t hit me.” Michael had given up trying to talk his colleagues out of teasing him for his goody-goody reputation by charging a fine for swearing or irreverence in front of him. At least it meant the precinct got a free lunch every so often when they emptied the penalty jar.

      Michael leaned closer over the body. The dead man looked aged, but not weathered, and his skin was so pale that either he was religious about wearing really good sunblock or he hadn’t seen the sun in decades. Even his hands were free of liver spots. His hair was white, but worn in a longish, feathered style that matched his wardrobe.

      “He looks scared,” Mari commented as she, too, studied the body. “And not just ‘Ay! My heart!’ scared.”

      “Detectives!” Milton called out. Michael looked up to see a few uniforms struggling with a man dressed similarly to the dead man. He looked to be about the same age, with the same lack of weathering. “We just found this guy hiding in the bushes over there. Think maybe they’re connected?”

      Michael and Mari went over to the captive, who looked nearly as frightened as the dead man. “Please, let me go back!” he babbled. “I’ll be good, I promise! Let me back in. I don’t want to stay here. I don’t like getting old.”

      “What’s he talking about?” Mari asked.

      “No telling,” Milton said. “I don’t smell booze on him. Actually, he smells pretty good for a guy wandering through the park and babbling.”

      “Sir, do you know that dead man over there?” Michael asked.

      The man’s eyes filled with tears. “He’s my brother.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss. Did you see what happened to him?”

      “They made us leave.” His voice broke. “We were happy, but they sent us away, and then we got old.” His eyes went wild—wilder—with terror. “Are they still coming after us?”

      “He may not be drunk, but I bet a tox screen comes up with something,” Mari muttered.

      “Should we take him in?” Milton asked.

      “Yeah, at the very least he’s a person of interest, and we probably need to get him some medical attention,” Michael said. He had a funny feeling, though, that the tox screen would come up clean. There was something about this man that seemed familiar, an aura he could barely detect. When he slipped his hand into his pocket and clutched his keychain, the aura became stronger, almost a halo.

      “Is something wrong, Rev?” Mari asked him.

      “You mean other than the dead body?”

      “The dead body is all in a day’s work. You look troubled.”

      He rubbed his shoulder. “My old PTSD is acting up again.”

      “You should get that looked at. But while you have your flashback, or whatever, I’m gonna take a look around. Let me know if you need a hug or a slap.”

      “Will do,” he replied, his voice already trailing off because of what he’d just noticed. The park around him was full of fae creatures, but he was getting used to seeing that. What caught his eye was another man sitting with his back against a tree. Milton and his buddies had walked right past him without noting a potential witness. Michael squeezed his keychain again and the closer contact with the laminated four-leaf clover in the middle of it showed him the reason why. It was a fairy not even bothering with a human glamour. In fact, he looked like he was barely able to conceal himself from humans. Not that most humans would have recognized him as a fairy if they’d seen him.

      Real fairies weren’t the cute winged creatures of little girls’ Halloween costumes. They looked more or less human—both more and less. They were too beautiful, too ephemeral, and too odd to be truly human, with the kind of coloring that didn’t occur in nature. And that was just what Michael could see. He had a feeling that even with his enhanced senses, he couldn’t see down to the heart of what they truly looked like.

      Pretending he was looking for clues on the ground, Michael made his way over to the fairy and crouched beside him. “So, what’s your story?” he asked. “I take it you have something to do with those two.” He gestured with his head toward the body and the man who was being put in the back of a squad car.

      The fairy blinked in surprise. “You see me?”

      “Four-leaf clover. And I’ve spent a little time in the Realm. I’m friends with the queen.”

      That got a reaction. “I’ve done nothing wrong!” the fairy insisted frantically. “I don’t deserve exile. You must tell her majesty.”

      “Exile? The queen cast you out, and those men?” That didn’t sound like something Sophie Drake, the current queen of the fairy realm, would have ordered, Michael thought. She hadn’t shown any signs of forcing anyone out. In fact, Michael was getting a little frustrated with her about that. On the other hand, the fairy looked terrified, which was common in people who’d dealt with Sophie.

      “Her men did, under her name. The humans had to go, as did others who refused to swear fealty.” He jerked, startled and whipped his head around like he was looking for pursuers. “They’re still after me,” he said in an anguished whisper as he clutched at Michael’s arm. “And I am so weak in daylight.”

      Michael would have said the fairy was paranoid, but he sensed something malevolent. It wasn’t visible to the naked eye, so none of the nearby police had noticed, but Michael felt it, and he wasn’t armed against the fae. He hadn’t thought it necessary in daylight. Glancing around to make sure no one was watching him, he reached into his coat pocket and brought out the half-eaten sandwich from his interrupted lunch. “Please accept this offering,” he said, holding the sandwich out to the fairy.

      The fairy accepted it greedily, without thanks, unwrapped it, and gobbled it up. Then he suddenly stood and whirled, emanating a flash of something that looked like an almost-visible sound wave. The sense of threat dissipated, and the fairy ran away without a word to Michael.

      Michael took a moment to catch his breath and had just risen to his feet when Mari approached.

      “Find something?” she asked.

      Since she didn’t mention the odd man Michael had just been talking to or the brief magical battle, he assumed she hadn’t noticed any of it. “I thought I saw something on the ground, but it was nothing.”

      Her phone rang, and he took advantage of that opportunity to place a phone call of his own. Turning his back to his partner and walking a few yards away, he found the number in his directory. As usual, the call went into voice mail after three rings. “Sophie, it’s Michael Murray. I have a question for you,” he said after the tone. “And no, it’s not about Jen, though that deadline is getting awfully close. I’m working on a case that may fall into your Realm. That’s the one with the capital R. Call me, please.”

      He didn’t hold out much hope, unless he’d piqued her curiosity enough to get her to stop dodging his calls. Maybe her sister would be able to reach her, he thought. Just then, his phone rang, with Emily Drake’s name on the caller ID. He shook his head as he took the call. Those Drake girls really were uncanny.

      “Hey, Emily, what’s up?” he asked.

      “I was wondering if you could look after Beau for me. I probably won’t make it home between the matinee and the evening show, and I might go out tonight. I don’t want to leave him there alone all that time.”

      “No problem. I’ll stop by and get him when I get off work.”

      “Thanks, you’re a lifesaver.”

      “It’s funny, but I was just about to call you. Have you talked to Sophie lately?”

      “We mostly exchange voice mails. But she hasn’t forgotten you. She is working on it.”

      “I know.” He’d found the baked goods left on his kitchen table several times a week, noticed the missing wedding photo with a note left in its place. He had evidence that Sophie was still around. He just never saw or spoke to her. “But that’s not why I wanted to talk to her. I’m working on a case that falls into her area of expertise, and I wanted to pick her brain.”

      “Homicidal ballerina?”

      “No, her other area of expertise.”

      “Huh. But I wouldn’t be surprised if one of those bunheads went postal. They’re pretty highly strung. If you can’t reach Sophie, maybe you could talk to Amelia and Athena. They probably know as much as Sophie does in that area.”

      “Good idea. Thanks. And how are you doing? I hardly see you anymore, and you live right below me.”

      “Well, you know, being a superstar keeps me busy.” He’d have bought that, considering that she was Broadway’s latest sensation, but her tone was a little too bright. She sounded like someone working hard to fake a normal good mood and overshooting the mark by a mile. That worried him. He’d promised Sophie to keep an eye on Emily after her sojourn in the fairy realm, and he didn’t think one could break a promise to Sophie Drake and escape lightly. He’d just recovered from one critical injury. He didn’t want to sustain another.

      “Okay then, but take care of yourself, and let me know if you need anything other than dogsitting. If you talk to Sophie, ask her to call me.”

      “Will do!” As he ended the call, he made a mental note to leave Sophie a message suggesting she check on her sister.

      “You okay, Rev?” Mari asked, startling him out of his thoughts.

      “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “You look a little pale.”

      “And you sound like your mother.”

      “Ouch, that’s mean. But seriously, are you okay? Do you need to sit down and take a break?”

      “I’m fine. Back to one hundred percent, cleared by the doctors and all. You don’t have to worry about me.”

      They started heading toward the car. “Oh, but now that I’ve seen you bleeding and gasping for breath, the light fading from your eyes, there’s no going back. You’ll always be helpless and vulnerable to me.”

      “Helpless, vulnerable, and armed,” he warned. “You know, if you went through the same thing I did, it would be a real bonding experience for us as partners. I could arrange that if you keep this up.”

      “Yeah, but you’d try to counsel me and save my soul before you pulled the trigger,” she said, opening the passenger door of their sedan for him.

      “I did that once. And it worked,” he shouted while leaning across to open the driver’s side door as she came around the car.

      “And that’s why you’ll always be the Right Reverend Saint Michael,” she said, sliding into the driver’s seat. He braced himself as she took off and joined the flow of traffic. She was a native New Yorker who navigated the city streets like a veteran cabbie, so he never bothered asking to drive.

      “So, whattaya think about this case, Rev?” she asked, expertly steering around a stopped bus and ignoring the symphony of car horns that followed her maneuver. “Murder or natural causes?”

      “I suspect this is going to turn out to be a case for the fashion police, not us.” At least, that’s what it would look like to normal people if it turned out to be what he thought it was.

      “Still, you’ve gotta love finding a geezer in disco gear in Central Park. I wonder if any clubs are doing a seventies night tonight. I’m suddenly in the mood for that. Want to join me?”

      “No thanks. Not really my scene.”

      “You know, it wouldn’t hurt you to get out. You’re only an old married man on paper.”

      “It wasn’t my scene when I was single. And I do have plans. I won’t be sitting at home alone.”

      “Yeah, I bet you’ve got a really rocking Bible study going on.”

      “Something like that.” He couldn’t help but smile at the thought of how she’d react if she knew what he did have planned.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          2 MAYBELLE, LOUISIANA

          12:20 P.M. (CENTRAL TIME)

        

      

    

    
      Sophie Drake was on her way down the stairs when her phone rang. She paused to look at it, saw Michael Murray’s name on the display, winced, declined the call, and dropped the phone in her purse. “I’m working on it,” she muttered as she continued downstairs.

      The coast seemed to be clear. She stuck her head into her grandmother’s room, saw that she was asleep, and nodded silently to the nurse before heading toward the kitchen. She had to suppress a groan when she saw her mother there, between her and the back door.

      “And where are you off to?” her mother asked.

      “I have some errands to run on the way to work.” Before her mother could come up with any questions, Sophie kissed her on the cheek and made for the door. It was true, technically. She’d just neglected to mention where the errands were. She was far past the age when she should be expected to account for her comings and goings to her mother, but it was easier than the scene that would result if she refused to explain.

      She threw her dance bag into the front seat of her car, drove a mile down the road, and pulled off onto a dirt trail into the forest. She parked in a small clearing, took her bag, veiled the car with a glamour, and opened a gateway into the fairy realm—her Realm.

      Sophie was still getting used to the idea that she was queen of the fairies, thanks to a distant ancestor who left the throne to become mortal. When the Realm needed a queen again, Sophie found herself on the throne, due to her blood and the knowledge passed down through generations. Until a couple of months ago, she’d been little more than a frustrated ballet teacher and a small-town society queen bee. Now she was the fairy queen and an enchantress on top of it. That was why she gave her mother excuses. This wasn’t the sort of thing that was easy to explain.

      Her gateway took her to the gardens of a palace—her palace, she supposed, since that was where her throne and crown were. But she didn’t live there and had no desire to do so. In fact, once she’d fulfilled a promise, she doubted she’d come back, other than to make enough of an appearance to remind the fairies who she was.

      Not that it was a bad palace. It was luxurious beyond imagination, as long as she didn’t look too closely. The throne room doors opened for her and she entered the vast space. The ceiling soared above her, the tall, narrow windows cast light on the marble floors, and far ahead stood the silver throne she’d won with her blood.

      She spared a passing glance for the servant scrubbing the floors. Maeve’s golden beauty had dimmed somewhat, and Sophie would have felt at least a little bit bad for her if Maeve hadn’t been the reason for all this trouble. Maeve didn’t even look up from her work, but the other courtiers and servants all stopped at Sophie’s approach and bowed. There seemed to be fewer of them than on her last visit. She wasn’t sure how many of them were bound to the palace because of consuming enchanted food or drink there, since Maeve was the only one she’d seen drink, but it made sense that those who weren’t bound would drift away once they realized the palace wasn’t going to become the hub of power and social life in the Realm.

      Most of the courtiers went back to what they were doing after she acknowledged them, but Sophie was gratified to see that one remained, smiling eagerly, like she was truly glad to see Sophie. She appeared to be a couple of years younger than Sophie and was much taller, but she still looked like she could be a distant relative. They had similar coloring, with reddish hair, fair skin, and blue eyes (half blue in Sophie’s case). That was what had got Jennifer Murray into this situation, when she’d been mistaken for Sophie’s sister and kidnapped to bait a trap for Sophie. “Your majesty, you’ve come back to us!” she said.

      “Sophie,” Sophie corrected automatically. “And, yes, I want to have another of our chats.” She waved away the fairy man who hovered at the woman’s side and hooked her arm firmly through her elbow to lead her out of the throne room and down a hallway to a modest bedchamber. “Now, Jennifer, let’s have tea,” she said, once they were inside with the door closed.

      “Emma. My name is Emma,” the woman corrected stubbornly.

      “No, it’s not, and you haven’t even been using that name very long. Before you met my sister, you’d forgotten your name entirely. Your name is Jennifer, but people close to you called you Jen.” Ignoring Jen’s pout, Sophie took a thermos from her bag and poured cups of tea, then opened a small tin of cookies. “Here, drink your tea,” she said, her tone turning the invitation into an order.

      Sophie made sure Jen drank at least one full cup of tea and ate several cookies. She thought while observing the other woman that it seemed to be working. Jen looked more human, more substantial after consuming the human food. If only her mind were changing, as well. Sophie noticed Jen’s gaze straying to the photo sitting on the table. It showed Jen in a bridal gown and veil next to a tall, dark-haired man in a police dress uniform. “Do you remember him now?” Sophie asked gently.

      “I remember he was in the market, and he came to help take Emily home,” Jen said, but Sophie was sure she was lying. Jen had a touch of fondness in her eyes when she looked at the photo.

      “He’s your husband. He misses you. Don’t you remember marrying him?”

      Jen’s face softened further. “I–I don’t know,” she whispered, her voice distant. Almost as though she was channeling a spirit from the ether, she said dreamily, “It took him three tries to get the wedding ring on my finger, his hands were shaking so badly. I thought he’d drop it.” The faintest trace of a smile crossed her lips. “He’s so brave about things like murderers and criminals, but a wedding terrified him. His brothers teased him about being afraid of commitment, but I think he was scared because he takes commitment so very seriously.”

      That he does, Sophie thought to herself. It was a rare man who’d remain faithful and keep wearing a wedding band nearly seven years after his wife’s disappearance. But she didn’t dare speak out loud. She didn’t want to break the spell. This was what she’d been working toward for the past two months. She’d never be able to get Jen out of the Realm if she didn’t want to go, and Michael was the one thing that might make her want to leave.

      “I wonder what he thinks of me,” Jen asked, her voice cracking.

      “He wants you back home with him,” Sophie said. “I could take you to him.” She held her breath, waiting for the response. Was this the moment of truth?

      “I—I don’t know,” Jen stammered, looking away. “I don’t think I can go.”

      “I could help,” Sophie said gently, leaning forward and placing a hand on Jen’s wrist. Jen seemed so close that it wouldn’t take much to push her in the right direction, just a little mental nudge. It was so tempting. A few months ago, she wouldn’t have thought twice about it—wouldn’t even have realized she was doing it. She just took it for granted that people did what she wanted. Then she’d learned that her other notable ancestor had been the enchanter for whom the fairy queen left her throne, and that one of his legacies was the ability to bend things to her will. Now she felt acutely conscious of the effect she had on people.

      No, it wouldn’t be right, she decided. The only way this would work was if Jen decided of her own free will. How much free will she actually had while in the fairy realm was another question entirely, but Sophie was fairly certain that the magic that might allow her to return to the real world wouldn’t work if she hadn’t truly made the decision on her own. It might be worth looking into, just in case. She was running out of time and needed to cover all possible angles.

      “You don’t have to worry about that today,” she said lightly, lifting her hand from Jen’s and pulling away. “Think about it, though. Try to remember Michael. I could bring you more pictures.” Unfortunately, that would mean talking to him in person. She didn’t feel bad about taking something that was in plain view on a bookcase, but she drew the line at rummaging through his apartment when he wasn’t there.

      “No, this is enough,” Jen said, her eyes straying to the wedding photo. “I remember this.”

      “You could remember more.” The urgency in Sophie’s voice surprised her and seemed to startle Jen, and Sophie forced herself to dial it down a notch. She was so close that it would be a shame to sabotage her own efforts by scaring the poor woman. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly before nudging the tin of cookies across the table. “I’ve got to go now, but you can keep these. Have one whenever you like, and if you want more, I can bring some.” They were her very best recipe, and she’d never met anyone who could stop at just one. She hoped they’d be enough to tempt someone accustomed to fairy food. Maybe if Jen ate them regularly instead of just during Sophie’s visits, it would help.

      Jen looked up at her like she knew there was something she was supposed to say, but then her eyes clouded. “You’re welcome,” Sophie prodded, adding, “It’s okay to thank me. I’m human, so I don’t have issues with that.” She gave a little laugh that she hoped didn’t sound as fake as it felt. “In fact, I’m from the South, so I expect to be thanked. A written note wouldn’t be entirely out of place. Now, I’ll drop in on you tomorrow, if I can.”

      “Th–thank you,” Jen whispered, choking out the unfamiliar words.

      “You are so very welcome,” Sophie said, fighting to dampen her enthusiasm. She felt like jumping in triumph. In fact, she did so as soon as she was well clear of the palace. For the first time, she started to allow herself to believe that she might actually pull this off. Then she immediately felt a pang of regret that she brutally brushed aside. She paused for a moment to collect herself before opening a gateway and stepping through.

      She came out into a wooded area within Central Park in New York City and stopped to take her jacket out of her bag and put it on, since it was cooler here than back home or in the Realm. The biggest perk so far from being queen of the Realm was the ability to travel within the Realm to anywhere else in the world. That had done wonders for expanding the boundaries of her life. Once her cell phone had a chance to connect to the local network, she checked it and made sure she had just enough time to get to her professional-level ballet class.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          3 NEW YORK CITY, THE UPPER WEST SIDE

          4:00 P.M.

        

      

    

    
      The bell over the door jingled as Sophie entered the little basement antique shop. “Why, this is a surprise!” Athena Abercrombie said when she saw Sophie. “Amelia! Sophie’s here!” she called toward the back of the shop. In deference to the upcoming holiday, the tiny old woman wore a sweatshirt with a giant jack-o’-lantern appliquéd on the front. “It’s funny, I was just talking about you with Detective Murray. He called us with some questions.”

      “Oh, lovely,” Sophie said, her smile feeling tight.

      “Come, now, he’s a perfectly nice young man, and he knows you’re doing all you can to get his wife back,” Athena soothed.

      Sophie hoped that the red flush she felt spreading across her face would be excused by the fact that she’d just been walking outdoors on a crisp fall day after taking a strenuous dance class, but no such luck. Amelia Abernathy, Athena’s sister, joined them and picked up the conversation as though she’d been there all along. “You know, dear, it’s him falling in love that would jeopardize our efforts to rescue Jennifer,” she said. “You falling for him doesn’t matter.”

      Arching an eyebrow, Sophie sat in one of the bentwood chairs by the table in the corner. “I’m enchantress and fae. If I want him to fall for me, he will. I may have a lot of self-control, but the fae aren’t known for resisting temptation, and I’m still learning to use my enchantress powers. There’s a risk that if I want something, I could will it to happen without even realizing what I’m doing.” She shook her head. “No, it’s safest if I just avoid him for now and not encourage any little crush I might have developed.”

      Athena’s face softened, and she reached over to pat Sophie’s knee. “So you are in love with him.”

      Feeling her face grow warmer, Sophie looked down and slipped off her shoes to flex and stretch her feet. “I wouldn’t go that far. I hardly know him. Maybe it’s just that I finally got away from my hometown and met a man who’s not a dancer.” She straightened, absently tucking one foot under her, and said with great resolve, “It doesn’t matter, because nothing is going to happen and I’m going to get his wife back for him in the next couple of days, and besides, my position in our little trio rather precludes that kind of relationship for me for the time being.”

      She was currently serving as the “maiden” in the “maiden, mother, crone” trio of enchantresses, thanks to having had so little life of her own that she still counted as a maiden after the age of thirty. She’d barely noticed that aspect of life passing her by until a night spent holding a grief-stricken, semiconscious Michael Murray had awakened her long-dormant libido and left her with a raging and very inconvenient schoolgirl crush. She hadn’t yet written “MM+SD=true love 4ever” on the cover of her notebook, but otherwise she was belatedly living her teenage years suddenly and all at once. Next thing she knew, she’d be screaming her head off at boy band concerts.

      “I’m sure you’ve got it all under control,” Amelia said in a way that made Sophie feel like she was being humored. “You’re close to getting Jennifer out, aren’t you?”

      Sophie sighed as she gratefully took the cup of tea Athena handed her. “I think so. She seems so very, very close. Today, she even remembered her wedding to Michael.” She tried to will away a pleasant little frisson at the mental image of Michael’s hands shaking too badly to properly put the ring on Jen’s finger. It was so adorable. “I was wondering, would there be any benefit to giving her a tiny nudge? I know it wouldn’t work to put her under a compulsion and force her out, but she seems to already be heading in that direction. It wouldn’t take much pushing at all, and we’re running out of time.”

      The sisters exchanged one of their glances that made Sophie wonder if they could communicate telepathically. “It’s never come up,” Athena said at last. “But then, I haven’t found any stories about enchantresses or other fairies freeing a fairy captive. Religion seems to work in some stories. Do you know if she’s religious?”

      “Michael is, and he’s a minister’s son, so I’d imagine she’s at least not hostile to religion. Thanks, I should have remembered that. The Lord’s Prayer comes up in a few of the stories, but I’ve never been sure if they’re inspired by true events or are meant as morality tales—knowing your prayers could save your life, so learn your prayers, and all that. It’s worth a shot the next time I see her.” She pulled her foot out from under her and felt around on the ground for her shoes, preparing to leave, but Amelia cleared her throat.

      “There’s something else you need to know,” Amelia said, her face and voice grim enough that Sophie automatically tensed. “There may be an impostor queen. If you had a message from Detective Murray that you’ve ignored, that’s what it’s about. He called us about a case that turned out to be someone who’d been forced out of the Realm after decades in captivity.”

      “Ouch,” Sophie said, wincing.

      “Exactly,” Amelia said. “There was a fairy nearby who claimed they were cast out of the Realm by the queen. Detective Murray was sure that wasn’t you.”

      Sophie tried not to sigh wistfully and grin like an idiot when she said, “Well, at least he gives me the benefit of the doubt.” Then she did sigh, but wearily. “And that’s one more item for my to-do list, but I’ll deal with it next week.”

      The sisters exchanged a glance. “There’s more,” Athena said with a wince. “Detective Murray is worried about Emily. He thinks she’s acting strange, like she’s trying too hard to sound normal.”

      Sophie nodded. “Lately, she’s been avoiding me as badly as I’ve been avoiding Michael. Something must be up. I’ll check on her.” She glanced at her watch. If she got another teacher to cover her first class, she could meet Emily after the matinee and still get back in time for the rest of her schedule.

      As she left the shop, Sophie reflected on the irony of trying to reunite the man she loved with his wife and fighting to keep a throne she’d never wanted. When would she ever get to fight for something she wanted for herself?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          4 THE THEATER DISTRICT

          4:45 P.M.

        

      

    

    
      Emily Drake reveled in the applause as she took one last curtain call. She’d always lived to perform, but never more so than in the last couple of months. Only when she was onstage did she truly feel alive. But the applause eventually died, and the last members of the audience trickled out of the theater. Still, she hated to leave the stage. She stood there for a long moment after the curtain fell for the last time, until her friend Olivia gave her a nudge.

      “Getting a bit greedy with the curtain calls, are we?” Olivia teased. “You’d better hurry and change before the crowd at the stage door gets ugly.”

      “Ugly?” Emily asked as she allowed Olivia to steer her toward the wings.

      “They’re waiting impatiently for you to make an appearance. You’ve got them eating out of your hand. You’re on fire. Say, you aren’t taking secret music lessons from some scarred guy who lives in the basement, are you?”

      Emily twitched. “Why? What makes you think that?”

      Olivia paused, frowning, and stared at Emily for a long time. “Are you okay?”

      “What makes you think I’m not?”

      “You’re a theater geek and a Phantom of the Opera joke just flew right over your head.”

      Emily shook her head. “Oh, sorry, now I get it. It’s funny, really.” She held still while the sound tech removed her body mike. “I’m just off in la-la land, I’m afraid.”

      “You’ve been spending a lot of time there lately.”

      “Well, it’s not like I have time to take a real vacation. Not that I’m complaining about eight shows a week. It beats not working.”

      One nice thing about being a star was not having to share a dressing room with the rest of the girls in the chorus, so she was able to ditch Olivia and get some peace while she removed her stage makeup, took down her hair, and changed into her street clothes,. She put on enough ordinary makeup to make herself look vibrant instead of drained and pulled her red curls back in a scarf before putting on her jacket, throwing her bag over her shoulder, and heading to the cast exit.

      She paused for a moment before opening the door, bracing herself for the crowd that would be waiting outside. The surge of applause that hit the moment she opened the door gave her a lift, so she was able to smile and wave enthusiastically, even though she felt like she was watching an old movie on faded film stock. It wasn’t quite black-and-white, but the colors had washed out to the barest tint.

      There was one person in the crowd who stood out in sharp contrast, like fully restored Technicolor. Her strawberry blond hair seemed to burn, and her odd eyes, one blue and one gray, were bright enough for their color to be visible even at this distance. The blue eye was a vivid blue, and although Emily wouldn’t have thought gray could be bright, the gray eye had a silver gleam. Emily didn’t understand why the crowd was so focused on her when Sophie was standing right there, so radiant that it was impossible to look away from her.

      Emily signed a few Playbills as she worked her way through the crowd to her sister, who shone like a beacon against her drab surroundings. “Hey, this is a surprise,” Emily said, hugging Sophie and making a concerted effort to look as normal as possible. If Sophie thought she had reason to worry, there was no telling what she might do, and she usually went for the nuclear option at first strike.

      “I was in town to take a class, and I got Deb to cover my first class in Maybelle, so I thought I’d stop by before I headed back. Do you want to grab a bite? I’m starving.”

      “I don’t have a lot of time between shows, but I’ll join you for coffee.” Emily draped her arm across her much-shorter older sister’s shoulders as they headed for the nearby diner Emily and her cast mates frequented. “You know, one nice thing to come out of all the fairy stuff is you being able to just stop by like this. I’ve missed hanging out with my little big sister.”

      She knew Sophie was worried about something when that description didn’t get the usual reaction out of her. But what was she worried about? Had Michael said something? No, he’d said Sophie wasn’t taking his calls. Maybe it had nothing to do with her. She decided to pretend that was the case so she wouldn’t look like she was hiding anything.

      Once they were in the diner and seated, Emily ordered coffee and Sophie ordered a soup, salad, and sandwich combo with a cup of tea. “I thought ballerinas didn’t eat,” Emily joked.

      “When you take a class, walk all over the city, and open a couple of portals between worlds, you work up an appetite,” Sophie said dryly. “And I still have to teach a couple of classes tonight.”

      “I don’t know how you do it. Just doing a show every night and taking a couple of classes a week is about all I can manage, and I’m not even putting up with Mama and looking after Nana. How is she, by the way?”

      “Mama or Nana?”

      “Either. Both, I guess.”

      “Both are pretty much the same.” Sophie sighed and rubbed her temples, and for a moment she looked like an overwhelmed young woman with way too much on her plate instead of like an almost invincible fairy queen. “I hate to put Nana in a home, but she’s reaching the point where she needs more care than we can give her. And then a part of me wants to do it because it means I can get out of there, and I hate myself for that.”

      Emily reached across the table and patted her sister’s hand, then squeezed it, unwilling to let go when it was the strongest physical sensation she’d felt in at least a week. Lately, her senses had been so dulled that it was like living inside a cotton ball, and being around Sophie was like having the cotton stripped away. “You’ve done so much, more than anyone else. Look at me, I left the state. I bet Mama’s driving you crazy.”

      “She’s treating me like a teenager, even though I’m the one more or less running the household. She seems to know something’s different, even if she doesn’t realize I’m ruling the fairy realm.”

      The waitress brought the tea and coffee. Emily dumped two packets of sugar into her coffee, took a sip, and added two more packets plus a package of artificial sweetener. Finally, she could almost taste the sweetness. She looked at Sophie over the rim of her mug and realized that Sophie had noticed. Of course she had. She noticed everything. It would have been easier if Sophie had remarked on it because then Emily could have responded and made some excuse, but since Sophie said nothing, responding would only make matters worse.

      “I talked to Michael today,” Emily said, picking a topic sure to put her sister on the defensive. “He said he’s been trying to reach you.”

      Sophie focused on swirling the tea bag around in her mug. “I know. He called Amelia and Athena, and they told me.” It was hard to tell, because from Emily’s perspective Sophie was already glowing, but she seemed to glow brighter. “There are some things I’ll need to look into for a case he’s working on.” Yep, she was definitely glowing brighter. Emily thought she knew why Sophie was dodging Michael. Well, whattaya know, she thought, resisting a smile. Sophie was human, after all. Mostly.

      Sophie wasn’t the type to remain on the defensive for long, and she struck back quickly. “How are you doing?” she asked.

      “I’m great!” Emily said, then realized she’d probably said it a bit too brightly. “Why do you ask?”

      “Because I’m your sister and I haven’t seen you in a couple of weeks. It’s not that odd a question. Then there’s that ordeal you went through a couple of months ago that was partially my fault.”

      “How was that your fault?”

      “I should have seen it sooner.”

      “Oh, get off the cross. We need the wood.”

      In spite of herself, Sophie smiled. But she got serious again very quickly. “I did notice that you moistened the sugar in your cup with a little coffee. I thought I was the one with a sweet tooth. Are flavors seeming dull to you? That’s a common effect of time in the Realm, but I would have thought you’d be better by now.”

      Emily tried to come up with an explanation, but everything sounded lame even before she said it. “It’s nothing,” she said with a shrug. It was actually driving her crazy, but at the same time she was performing at a level she never could have imagined before her visit to the Realm, so it was a trade she was willing to make. She didn’t even want to contemplate what might happen if Sophie insisted on fixing her and ruined everything.

      Sophie’s meal arrived, and that paused the interrogation. Emily launched into a diversionary campaign, telling Sophie anything she could think of about backstage shenanigans, that afternoon’s performance, Beau’s quirks, and Michael’s recovery. She noticed her sister glowing a little more brightly when that topic came up. “You might not even recognize him,” Emily said, enjoying Sophie’s discomfiture. “No sling, and he’s even put some healthy weight back on so his face doesn’t look so hollow anymore.”

      “That’s good to hear,” Sophie said primly, but the intensifying glow surrounding her gave her away.

      Emily took mercy on her sister and changed the subject. “How are you holding up in real classes?”

      “I thought I was still in pretty good shape, but the first few weeks were brutal. It’s getting easier, though, and I’ve had a couple of people talk to me about auditioning for companies. There’s even a choreographer who wants me for a showcase he’s doing.”

      “That’s awesome! You should do that.”

      “I’m not sure I could take a job here without looking too suspicious. Surely Mama would notice if I quit my job and was still gone every night.”

      “You have got to get out of that house, Soph. Seriously.”

      Sophie set out cash for the bill and gathered her belongings. “I can’t quite yet, but there are times I consider staying in the palace overnight. What do you think Mama would say if I told her I had a boyfriend in Shreveport and was spending the night with him?”

      “What’s she gonna do, kick you out so she’s stuck taking care of Nana by herself?”

      “It is tempting to test her.”

      They walked together out to the street. “I’d better get back to the theater,” Emily said. “It was great seeing you.”

      Much to her surprise, Sophie stood on tiptoes to hug her. Sophie wasn’t usually much of a hugger. “Be good,” she said, releasing Emily somewhat reluctantly and waving as Emily walked away. Emily felt a great sense of relief when she rounded the corner and her sister couldn’t study her any longer. She had no idea how well she’d pulled that off. Was she safe a little longer, or would Sophie be on her case?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          5 THE THEATER DISTRICT

          6:15 P.M.

        

      

    

    
      Sophie normally preferred to walk such a short distance, but she didn’t have a lot of time, so she raised her hand and added a tiny extra dose of intention. A second later, a cab stopped for her. She got out at the park entrance on Columbus Circle. The instant her feet hit grass in a place that wasn’t surrounded by people, she created a gateway and stepped through, coming out in front of what looked like a small forest hut. She pounded urgently on the front door.

      A moment later, a tall, silver-haired fairy opened it. “Your majesty,” he said.

      “Sophie,” she corrected, resisting the urge to roll her eyes. She might be in the throes of a crush and had her mother questioning her comings and goings, but she didn’t have to act like a teenager. “May I come in, Eamon?”

      He stepped back. “It’s your Realm. You don’t need to ask.”

      “I’m being polite.” She followed him into a library that couldn’t possibly have fit into the small hut. He gestured her toward an overstuffed chair in front of a blazing fire. She didn’t wait for him to sit before she asked, “Have you seen Emily lately?”

      He sat and leaned back in his chair like he was relaxing, but he gripped the chair’s arms. “I have seen her,” he confirmed, “but I do not know if it has been lately.”

      She held back an exasperated sigh. Fairies and their inability to perceive time were enough to drive someone who lived by a rigid schedule mad. “How does she seem to you?”

      “I’ve never been around a human returned from the Realm, so I do not know how to judge.”

      “Does she seem better, worse, strange?”

      He narrowed silvery eyes in thought. “I thought she was getting better. That is why I have seen her less often. Our plan was for me to help wean her from all things fae, including myself.”

      “Yes, that was the plan,” Sophie said. “But I don’t know if it worked. She may be worse now than right after she got back. It seems to me that she’s craving sensation, that our world is losing color and flavor to her. I think she’s under a kind of thrall. There’s a trace of magic on Emily, and I think it’s holding her to the Realm.”

      “Maeve must have put chains on her to keep her bound,” Eamon said. Sophie was a little alarmed at how worried he looked, as though he truly cared. She still hadn’t reconciled herself to the idea that her sister had formed a friendship with a fairy—never mind that she and her sister had some fairy blood, themselves.

      “I think she might even be aware of it, but she doesn’t seem to want to do anything about it.” She leaned back in the chair. “And I don’t know what to do. But I’m afraid she might do something stupid or crazy in order to feel something.” She hated to make this next request, but she didn’t feel like she had any choice. A fairy might be the only person other than herself who could handle this situation. “Do you think you could keep an eye on her?”

      “I can do so at night.”

      “That’s when I’m most worried. But in case you need the extra strength …” She took the remaining bundle of cookies out of her bag. “Please accept this offering.”

      His eyes lit up. Eamon was awfully fond of humanity, as could be seen in his huge library of human literature and his old-professor wardrobe. He was as much of an oddball among fairies as he was among humans. He’d developed a particular taste for human food, which gave fairies power to function in the real world when offered as a gift, but which was poisonous otherwise. “I will do what I can for her, your majesty,” he said fervently, taking the cookies from her.

      “She’ll be at the theater tonight.”

      “I will go to her there.”

      She stood and picked up her bag. “Then I’ll leave it in your capable hands.” It went against her Southern-bred manners not to say “thank you,” but that was taboo among fairies. Eamon was enough of a human-phile for him not to mind, but she didn’t think it was a good habit to start in the Realm, even if she was the queen.

      That reminded her… “Have you heard anything about a queen forcing captive humans out of the Realm?”

      “You wouldn’t do such a thing.”

      “I know I’m not doing it, but apparently someone is.”

      “I’m afraid I’m out of the loop—that is the right way to say it, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, it is.” Eamon’s grasp of human slang wasn’t always so accurate or timely. He was as likely to use hot expressions from the twenties as today. To him, it was like last year’s buzzwords.

      “I have been avoiding the courts.”

      “Oh well, thought I’d give it a shot. I’ll check in on you later. And try not to let Emily know I sent you. I don’t want her to think I’m suspicious.”

      Though she was pretty sure Emily knew she realized something was wrong. The thing that bothered her was that Emily wasn’t asking for help. What could be worse than being so chained to a magical world that you couldn’t live properly in the real one?

      Once she was outside Eamon’s hut, she decided to make one more stop before leaving the Realm. While she was here, time didn’t have to count in the outside world, so she might as well make the most of it. Forming the mental image of a clearing in the woods, she stepped out and found herself in a space that looked like a ruined temple, with fallen or falling pedestals surrounding a marble floor. The wind blowing through pine branches had a musical quality that sounded perfectly natural until one listened for a while and discerned melody and rhythm.

      She knew Tallulah would expect her to dance before they spoke, and she might not even appear until Sophie had paid the price for an audience, so since she was already dressed for class, she removed her cover-up and put on her slippers. She paused to listen to the music of the trees before she picked up the subtle beat and began dancing.

      It came as a surprise when she heard the sound of applause. She came out of a turn to see a tall, flame-haired fairy with a gauzy dress floating around her. “You wanted to speak to me?” Tallulah said.

      “Yes. Do you know anything about putting humans under a thrall to tie them to the Realm?”

      “I know about it.”

      “Do you know who’s done it to my sister?”

      “She is not my affair.”

      “Do you know how to break such a thrall?”

      “Why would I? It is something that affects humans, not fae.”

      Trying not to show her growing frustration, Sophie asked, “Then who would?”

      “You need to ask those in your world.”

      “The enchantresses?”

      Tallulah made a dismissive gesture. “This is not enchantress magic. You need a fairy doctor or a wise woman—a human touched by the fae, with fae knowledge.”

      Sophie shook her head in confusion. She’d thought those were just folklore, ways to explain people who knew a thing or two about herbs. “They exist? Here and now?”

      “I do not know. I do not frequent your world. You would find them on the boundaries between worlds, in places where they intersect.”

      “Like the markets?”

      “Yes, the markets would be a good place to look for them.”

      “You wouldn’t happen to know when or where the next market will be?”

      Tallulah gestured, and a small, wild-looking fairy appeared from among the trees. “The next market?” she asked. He ran back into the trees. “My people seldom venture out, so he will have to ask around.”

      Sophie started to ask how long that would take, then remembered that any answer would be meaningless. This was why she could never live in the Realm. She’d go mad surrounded by people who didn’t understand time.

      “I’m surprised your ancestor’s knowledge hasn’t given you the answers you seek,” Tallulah said.

      Had it? Sophie hadn’t thought of accessing the former fairy queen’s knowledge that had come with the crown. It wasn’t like searching a database, though. If she needed the answer to something, it usually just came to her. “Nothing has come up,” she said. “Either she was like you and it wasn’t something that concerned her, or it must have come up after her time. I understand how the Realm works, but
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