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			The bolt of energy was a crackling beam of blue-tinged lightning, and it arced through the air as it caught Lucee off-guard and sent her flying backwards. She hit the ground with an audible “oof” followed by an exasperated groan. That groan didn’t come from Lucee, though. It was an expression of long-suffering frustration from the one who had blasted her, and she knew she merited it. 

			She used to hate seeing the look of disappointment on her boyfriend Cullen’s handsome face because she was afraid he’d realize that she was nothing like how he saw her. Now, she was just tired of being a failure, and even more exhausted by his efforts to teach her how to handle magic. She couldn’t seem to get a grip on how it all worked and the longer it went on, the less she felt motivated to try. That lack of motivation was starting to show in their practice sessions, and Lucee felt like she was trapped in a loop of diminishing returns.

			Cullen crossed the yard to her and offered a hand up. Lucee took it ruefully and pulled herself up off the ground. She sighed as she caught a flash of pink on the warm brown skin of her arm, and realized she’d scraped herself up nicely from her fall.

			“You’ve got every right to be angry with me. I just can’t seem to get this. I feel so stupid,” she confessed.

			“Lucee, you are not stupid! That is what is so frustrating. I know you can do this.” Some of his blond hair had escaped the loose ponytail at the nape of his neck, and he moved it out of his eyes, tucking it behind one pointy ear. “It feels like you have not improved at all since we started these sessions. Tell me the truth—are you practicing?”

			She sighed, a long exhale, hating every moment of this conversation. “Remember when we used to flirt, Cullen? That was fun. Even when things were the worst, you always believed in me.” 

			Lucee turned away from Cullen and focused on the ground. She didn’t want him to see her self-loathing, her disgust at her lack of ability to grasp what he was trying to teach her.

			“Hey.” He touched her shoulder tentatively, but she wouldn’t meet his eyes. “Hey now, Lucee. I still believe in you. That is why I asked if you have been practicing, because I know you can do this. And I know you hate feeling inadequate, you will do anything to avoid that feeling.”

			 “Ow, that was uncomfortably close to a direct hit. I know you didn’t mean it that way. I know. But could you just—could you just not?” She tried to hold back tears, and mostly succeeded.

			Cullen’s shoulders sagged a little. “The last thing I want to do is hurt you. I wish I understood you better, so I could just tell you how to overcome this and be your hero when you did it perfectly. I do not know how to teach you, I’m afraid. I thought I could do it; I even risked angering The Ladies by insisting that I was up to the task. They will gloat when they hear me admit that I was wrong and they were right. That will perhaps make them more charitable with you, at least.”

			Lucee sighed and twirled one of her acid green and black braids of hair around her finger, tugging it lightly. It was a nervous tic, but one that never failed to make Cullen smile. She finally managed to meet his gaze and decided humor was the way to break the tension.

			“I’m not looking forward to switching teachers, you know. The current one is much handsomer than the alternatives.” 

			It worked; his smile widened and he pulled her into a hug. Lucee let it happen, grateful for a moment where she felt secure and confident. She took a deep breath and rested her head against his shoulder. He smelled of oakmoss and lavender, as always. It was a soothing scent that she knew she would smell on her own clothes later.

			He kissed the top of her head, and she gave him a gentle squeeze. He was always doing his best to support her, she just wished that she could live up to that. 

			“I hate to break the mood,” she sighed, “But a responsible version of me would be insisting that we go talk to The Ladies now, before she lost her nerve. And I guess that responsible version had better be in charge right now.”

			The first time that Lucee met The Ladies, she had been afraid of them.

			Her best friend, Merrick, had tangled with The Ladies on the first day he met the Eleriannan, after crashing a Halloween party at their house. One of them had forced her way into his head and tried to push his boundaries so that he would submit. He told Lucee that it had felt like a fight for his life, and he had basically spent the entire time trying to hide his secret thoughts. After Merrick had shared this tale, Lucee had been understandably wary. The Ladies would have agreed with her fear, had she revealed it to them. They were small in stature, but quite intimidating.

			At first glance, they appeared to be young women, about twelve years of age, dressed in clothes that were wholly inappropriate for their youth. They favored corsets, plunging necklines, and dresses that might be considered High Gothic in style. That was the first unsettling thing about them. But only when you got closer to them did things really start to get weird. For one, their skin was covered in hairline cracks. It reminded Lucee of old porcelain dolls, with the crazing that happened with age. Their eyes were also a bit creepy. Sometimes they were dark pools that felt like you could fall into them and never escape. Other times, they were as green as a slime-covered pond.

			The Ladies were always found together. Lucee and Merrick had often wondered if they were actually one being split into three bodies, each with their own names. Most often Morgance was the leader with Morgandy and Ula following and adding commentary. Morgandy was least likely to speak, but she was uncommonly insightful when she did. 

			After some searching, Lucee and Cullen found The Ladies in the Tower room, sitting in three chairs of green velvet that were arranged to face another similar chair. It seemed to Lucee like they had been waiting there for a while, and they made it clear immediately that she was correct.

			“It is about time you thought to come to us,” Morgance said. “We knew it would have to be this way. This one,” she gestured with a small hand in Cullen’s direction, “is never going to be able to tutor you properly.” Her expression held a whisper of contempt, as if she found it insulting that he’d even thought to try.

			Lucee sighed, and glanced at Cullen. He was wisely keeping his expression neutral, but she knew how much he wanted to help her and how frustrating it was that she didn’t seem to respond well to his lessons. 

			“It’s not his fault. I seem to be a terrible student,” Lucee admitted. 

			“Knowing one’s weaknesses is an important part of being teachable,” Morgance said. She addressed Cullen. “And as much as it pains us to admit it, you are wise to bring her to us for these sessions. You are too close to her to be an effective teacher. She needs someone who will push her in ways that you will not because of your feelings for her.” 

			Cullen’s handsome face stayed free of emotion, which impressed Lucee. 

			“As always, you are correct, Morgance. I did my best, but she needs someone more experienced than I, and less emotionally connected. And you have already stood with her to support her, so she knows you are on her side.” He was referring to Lucee’s initiation into the court of House Mirabilis, after their leader Fallon had chosen Lucee to be her heir.

			The Ladies nodded in agreement, and Ula stood to speak. 

			“When we said that we would be by Lucee’s side when we brought her into the Eleriannan, we meant in every way needed. That includes tutoring her in how to use magic and control her power, as well as protecting herself and others.” She spoke directly to Lucee. “You observed how we instructed Merrick in how to use his powers, so you are familiar with the process. Sit you down now and we will decide how to proceed.”

			Lucee did as she was told, and asked nervously, “Will Cullen be able to stay, if he’s quiet?”

			Morgance considered this for a moment. 

			“I am unsure what he could bring to this task, other than distractions. Yes, you will say that he shall lend support, but was that not a failure when you worked together? No, he may support you from another room.”

			Lucee looked as if she wanted to argue, but Cullen ignored the small dig from Morgance and gave Lucee an encouraging smile. 

			“You may find me on the balcony porch when you are finished. I will try to gather up some snacks for you in the meantime. You will do much better with The Ladies, I know.”

			“Sit before us. We are going to assess you now. You will not enjoy it.” A sly smile played across Morgance’s lips. 

			Lucee was not excited at all by this idea, but did as she was told, trying to keep her face as expressionless as possible.

			For a moment, it felt like nothing at all was going to happen. She sat there in front of the three tiny, witchy women while they stared at her, which was uncomfortable, but hardly a challenge. Her mind started to wander a bit, and she began thinking about what they might teach her. Could she be a shapeshifter, like Merrick or Cullen? Would she get a talent like Vali’s graffiti—

			WHAM!

			She found herself on the floor, her head spinning and shrill laughter ringing in her ears.

			“What—what happened?” She tried to sit up, and the room tilted, making her stomach flip-flop.

			“You stopped paying attention, and we took advantage of that! Surely you know better than to daydream in front of your opponents,” Ula scolded her.

			“Do not let your guard down for a moment with us. Ever,” Morgance added.

			“Use this as your first lesson. When your enemies are distracted, it is a fine time to throw them off guard,” Morgandy advised. Out of the three, she seemed the least terrifying, Lucee decided.

			“Message received, Ladies. My apologies,” Lucee said as she picked herself up off the floor, righted her chair, and sat back down. “Can I try again?”

			Morgance grinned one of her alarmingly toothy grins. “You are at least as brave as you are foolish. Let us see how you handle yourself now that you have been shown the folly of your ways.”

			In what felt like a heartbeat, Morgance was across the space between them, and she grabbed Lucee’s arm to pull her out of the chair and down to her knees. Her small hand fastened around Lucee’s chin, forcing her to meet Morgance’s gaze.

			Then she was in Lucee’s head.

			Lucee was hiding in her room again, listening to Ma and Da arguing in their bedroom. Their words were muffled by the wall but still clear enough for her to know that they were talking about her. There were some shouts and thumps, and then her bedroom door opened with a slam, and Da stood there towering over her as she cowered on the floor.

			“I know she bought it for you. Where is it? You both know that you can’t keep wasting your time on this nonsense. You need to concentrate on your studies if you’re ever going to get into college. Look at you, you’re a mess, you look ridiculous! I’m embarrassed to even take you to university functions!”

			He began to tear through her room, starting with the closet, throwing clothes everywhere as he searched for the one thing that mattered to Lucee—her guitar, the one Ma had secretly saved up to buy for her. It wasn’t much of a guitar, but when she’d played it, she felt more whole than she ever had in her life. And now Da wanted to take that from her. 

			“You can’t have it. It isn’t yours.” Her voice shook, but she stood her ground anyway.

			He turned on a dime to face her, his entire body tense, his eyes reflecting disbelief that was turning to rage as she watched.

			“What did you say? Every single thing in this house is mine, young lady, including you. You will give it to me, or I’ll take everything in here until you do.”

			A feeling started in her center, expanding out and filling her with an energy and clarity that she’d never experienced before. This was the past! She was not this child anymore, forced to live in a room without a door, in a life where she wasn’t allowed to make her own choices. She wasn’t powerless at all.

			She scrambled to the bed and pulled the guitar from under the covers where she’d hidden it. She held it in one hand, her arm outstretched before her, a gesture both defiant and challenging.

			“You can’t have it. You can’t have me. But you are welcome to try and take us both.”

			The figure clothed in the likeness of Da lunged forward, and Lucee took the guitar by the headstock and swung it in an arc in front of her. There was an unearthly sound as the instrument smashed into the man, and everyone flew back—

			She gasped as she fell backwards, away from Morgance’s grip, and Morgance staggered back a bit. Lucee felt tears on her face and wiped them away with a trembling hand. For a moment, the room was unbearably quiet, and then all three of The Ladies started cackling and clapping their hands in appreciation.

			“Well done, Lucee Fearney! I dare say that you did better at that than our Blackbird did when I challenged him. Quite impressive!” Morgance seemed as pleased as Lucee had ever seen her, and a feeling of relief washed over her.

			“Does this mean that I could have magic abilities too?”

			“Pssh, child. When Fallon gave you her essence, she imbued you with magic. You just need to learn how to trust yourself. Today’s work should go far with that, yes?”

			“I suppose?” Lucee blushed when The Ladies cackled at that. “How do you do that, though? How do you reach into my mind and pull out memories like that?”

			Ula was thoughtful. “I believe you could learn this skill, you were so comfortable in it once you realized what was happening. Mind connecting is something all Fae have the ability to do, but not all are skilled at it. You have had several experiences with it now and seem to move naturally in that space.”

			“Feelings bring memories, and those memories are easy to enter for those who do not school their feelings carefully, or protect themselves well,” Morgandy added, her eyes focused tightly on Lucee. 

			“I hear you, Morgandy. I need to work on protecting myself, as I am excessively full of feelings,” Lucee agreed. Morgandy held her gaze for a moment more, then slowly nodded. 

			“Yet you must remember: your feelings are your greatest asset. Guard them well,” Morgandy intoned, and the other two sisters turned to stare at her, surprised. 

			“You may be the first and only one to have such advice from one of us,” Morgance said, sounding a little shook. “As always, Morgandy has the wisest words. Heed her well.”

		

	
		
		

	
		
			Music: Flowers

			Not My Kind
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			Sometimes, Cullen thought, Food is the best comfort I can offer. Which is a sad state of affairs.

			If there was one thing that held true about working magic, it was that it generated a ravenous appetite. Cullen went to the kitchen in search of whatever might help Lucee recover once she was finished with her lesson.

			The secretive Fae that managed the domestic details of House Mirabilis were quick to know what the residents needed at any given time. Cullen found a tray of little sandwiches made with soft cheese and vegetables waiting for him on the counter, along with pastries, and a pitcher of something purple that Cullen couldn’t name. He trusted that it would be delicious, as was everything that came out of the kitchen. 

			“Hmm, three plates, that is odd,” he said to himself, then he heard the loud voice of the unexpected third party.

			“Helloooooooo, who’s around?” 

			“In the kitchen! I expect you are hungry?” Cullen grinned as Sousa came into the kitchen. “I see you did not dress up for your visit,” he joked.

			Joseph Sousa, Souz to his friends, usually described himself as a dirty punk, and he was not wrong. He also happened to be Fae, and the owner—although he referred to himself as the caretaker—of the giant brick building known as The Maithe in downtown Baltimore City. For the longest time, it sat mostly unused, seemingly abandoned, and ignored by the Mortals who lived around it. It wasn’t until recently that it came to light that Sousa had, in the late 1800s, built the building to protect a magical forest space that he referred to as the Heart of the City. The personification of that entity now used his girlfriend Vali as a conduit to speak to the Fae.

			All of these things had done nothing to refine Sousa, who was unrepentant and comfortable in his guise as a dirty punk. He hadn’t even wanted to become friendly with the more lordly Eleriannan of House Mirabilis until his mortal friend Merrick had forced his hand when he swore a seven year bond with them. 

			He’d eventually gotten over it. It didn’t hurt that Lucee was now the leader of House Mirabilis, since she was also a close friend and bandmate in The Drawback, along with Merrick.

			“What? I put my hair up, that’s damn festive!” Sousa patted his rooster--comb hair, then glanced at the tray and frowned. “This looks great. Except where’s the beer? Do you need help with this?”

			“Grab beers for you, and the pitcher, and I will take the rest. I am meeting Lucee on the balcony after she finishes up with The Ladies.”

			Sousa cringed a little, then looked confused. “I don’t envy her, but weren’t you going to teach her?”

			“Let us get this upstairs and I will tell you about that,” Cullen sighed.

			The balcony porch was at the front of the house on the second floor and faced the road. The magic that surrounded House Mirabilis did a fine job of obscuring the intrusive traffic passing by, which made it a peaceful retreat. It was a beautiful space, exuding charm the entire Queen Anne-style house had, with gingerbread trim around the edge of the roof and a lovely hardwood floor. Cullen placed the tray on a café table and Sousa did the same with the pitcher and the beer he’d grabbed for himself. They settled down and Cullen leaned back in his chair before he told Sousa the whole story about his attempt to train Lucee.

			“Oh damn.” Sousa winced. “That definitely did not go well. At least she willingly switched to training with The Ladies. She’s not giving up. Though our Lucee, she’s not a quitter. She just needs to be challenged the right way.”

			Cullen tilted his head, considering, and then said, “I am not sure I know what you mean by the right way to challenge her.”

			“Look, man,” Sousa said around a bite of sandwich. “It’s like this. Lemme tell you a story.”
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			Here’s the thing you don’t understand about Lucee: she needs nurturing.

			She’s the boldest, most authentic person I know. But, as you know, she sometimes suffers from a lack of self-confidence. And when she doesn’t feel adequate, or she’s faced with a situation that feels stacked against her, she’s liable to act rashly. She’s really good at recovering in a way that makes the end results pay off for her, but she does so much better when she’s supported in a way that keeps her hand from being forced, y’know? If you give her a little room, you’ll be amazed at how she blooms. 

			Let me tell you about how we met, and you’ll see what I mean.

			I had decided on a whim to check out guitars at Tom’s Music. I can play passably, but usually on acoustics, and I wanted to try an electric out and see if one felt good to me. I don’t know how familiar you are with places that sell instruments, but a lot of those shops are a testosterone-and-ego pageant. You walk in and there’s a wall of glistening guitars, all ready for anyone to pick them up and try them out. But what I’ve experienced is that you get a bunch of guys who come to drool over axes they can’t possibly afford, and show off how badass they are at playing. Basically to weep and wank, I like to say. 

			So here I am, eying all these guitars, and the guy working there is this third-rate musician who plays in a couple of bands I can’t stand, and he’s trying to sell me on the most expensive guitars there. He puts this gorgeous white hollow body with a vibrato tailpiece in my hands, and I’m thinking to myself, do you even see me, dude? What part of me looks like I can afford this beast? I mean, of course I could afford it, but he doesn’t know that. I’m my usual dirty punk self, and in no way should I have this guitar in my hands. 

			It plays beautifully, but there’s something not quite right with it for me, and I can’t figure out what that is. Dude is pitching it to me like his life depended on it, and I guess it’s all about his commission, which I get, but it leaves me feeling dirty. Especially since this guitar and I aren’t talking to each other the way we should be if I’m going to drop that amount on it.

			Guy turns away to talk to another potential sale, and I hear this small voice behind me.

			“Try that one to your left, on the bottom. It’s not a looker, but the tone is amazing.” 

			I bend down and see a grey knockoff brand hollow body, not as fancy but with the same basic setup. No vibrato, though. It wasn’t pretty, but the details were all there, and when I picked it up and strummed, the tone was fantastic. 

			“This is really nice!” And I mean it, it feels as high-end as the other guitar, and sounds better by far.

			“Well, I’m not trying to make money on you. I come in here and play all the guitars, just to see what they’re like. These guys quit trying to sell me anything a while back when they realized they couldn’t dupe me into spending a fortune on a guitar that doesn’t suit me.”

			I turn to see this young woman standing there, I guess she’s maybe twenty-two, and nervous as all get out. Not only do I not usually see women at Tom’s, I definitely do not see young Black women who obviously know their shit about guitars. Like I said, that place is a testosterone pit. And I could tell that she probably didn’t talk much to those dudely dudes because they weren’t going to be interested in what she had to say. Those types really only like hearing the sound of their own voices or the coos of women swooning over them. And I assess immediately that the woman next to me is not a swooning type.

			I decide to address her nervousness by asking her more about guitars.

			“So, which one do you play? I’d love to hear your style, if you’ve got the time.” I make sure to give her an out, as she strikes me as the type who needs an escape plan if she feels trapped.

			“Eh, mine’s too cheap for Tom to carry it here.” She shrugs, trying to hide her embarrassment with nonchalance. I’m not fooled.

			“Okay, which one would you play if you could afford it? Like, if you had all the money in the world to spend on guitars, which one here would you pick for yourself? I really wanna hear what that one sounds like.” 

			She bites her lip for a minute, and at first, I think she’s considering which guitar to choose. But no, she’s weighing how she feels about playing in front of a stranger because once she decides, she immediately stands up and reaches up for a guitar on the top row. It’s a solid body, not flashy in the slightest at first glance, just a basic, warm maple wood with a matching neck and headstock. It’s got two pickups and a pearly pickguard, and clear knobs with a slider underneath to switch between pickups. It wasn’t until she sits with it that I notice that it has this sparkly clearcoat over the maple on the body and headstock that glints with purple and green. It’s so subtle that I almost miss it. 

			And then she plugs into a nearby amp, and starts playing, and it’s like the whole shop comes to a screeching halt.

			I know you’ve seen us play with The Drawback, and you probably think you know what I’m talking about. But this was different. She starts off with this quiet fingerpicking, a version of a Nick Drake song without using the capo. The music begins to build speed and intensity, until she’s riffing her own tune, changing keys. It finally ended in a wild solo that has everyone in the shop staring at her with their mouths open. She lets the last note fade out, then looks up at me and said, “You see why I like it, right?”

			I manage to blurt out, “Are you in a band?” 

			She was not. I stand there and wait for the other clueless dudes in the room to speak up and try to impress her, to snatch her up for their projects, but mysteriously, as soon as I break the spell with my question, they all turn away and are deeply interested in anything but the female guitarist who obviously can musically kick their asses.

			“You have a thing going already?” She looks dubious.

			“I’m wanting to start something. I usually play drums. I need everything else. I’m starting from scratch, so if you know anyone good you like to play with, you can bring ‘em along.” 

			She raises an eyebrow at that. “Drums, huh. Any good?” 

			I have to laugh at her sudden shift in attitude. It was like I kick-started her confidence just by letting her jam for me and responding positively, which I guess I had. So, I sit down at one of the drum kits they have set up on the sales floor, go at it like the beast I am for a bit, and she jams with me after a while. We rip that place up, let me tell you. No, not literally, you Fae numpkin! “Ripped up” means that we were playing so well together that we left everyone impressed. We were completely in tune with each other. I’ve jammed with a lot of people in my time, but I hadn’t felt that sort of energy in ages. 

			“At this point, she has the full attention of everyone in Tom’s Music. I suspect that some of those doofs had never expected that they could be outplayed by someone like her, and they wandered over just to verify that she was the one making all that noise. Lucee, to her credit, doesn’t shove it in their faces, doesn’t gloat or showboat. She just grins at me and says, “I guess we’re in a band now.” I had to agree.

			“I know a guy you need to meet,” she tells me. That turned out to be Merrick, of course. As we exchange info, I tell her we should get together immediately because I don’t want her to get all twisted up and talk herself out of it. 

			And I have her hand the guitar to me, telling her I’d hang it back up, that I want to check it out first. 

			I’m going to tell you something that no one else knows, and I’m trusting you to keep this a secret, Cullen. I bought both those guitars that day. I put the one she played in storage because I knew if I gave it to her then, I’d scare her off, or make her feel like I was trying to buy her. And I wouldn’t have blamed her for feeling that way. But that guitar was hers from the moment she started playing it, and I didn’t want anyone else to grab it, after she blazed on it like she had. I bought it, and I’ve been holding onto it all this time. I’m thinking that I’m going to have to give it to her soon because she needs something to remind her of how powerful she actually is. 

			So yeah. Nurturing. That’s what I’m talking about. I gave her a little room to show what she could do, and she blew everyone away. And I invested in the long game of being able to remind her of that in the future. That, my friend, is how you handle Lucee Fearney. You believe in her, and you invest in that belief. 
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			Cullen listened to his friend’s story intently, but at Sousa’s last words, he frowned and leaned forward, clearly agitated.

			“I do believe in her! She is brilliant, in every way possible.” 

			Sousa said nothing, choosing to simply raise an eyebrow before tilting his head back to take a long draw from his beer. Before Cullen could protest further, Lucee showed up, flashing a tired smile at both of them as she walked in. 

			“Hey Souz, what a surprise!” She turned to Cullen after glancing over the refreshments on the table. “Oh Foxy, these look so good. I’m starving and exhausted!” 

			She flopped down on the chair next to Cullen and he poured her some of the purple beverage. She seemed suitably impressed. “Whaaaat is that? It has to be so refreshing!” 

			“It seems to be lavender lemonade. It is quite a treat. The sandwiches are very good, we made sure not to eat them all,” Cullen told her. She smiled at his affectionate tone and grabbed one of the sandwiches. 

			“So… don’t suppose you’re still up for band practice today, then?” Sousa asked her, once she’d inhaled some of the food before her. She screwed up her face and groaned in disappointment.

			“Awwwwww, man. I definitely do want to practice, especially since we’ve got big gigs in our future. I’m just so tired! Can we raincheck until tomorrow? I won’t push myself trying to do magic until after we’ve got a band practice done, I promise. I just need some rest.”

			“Hey, I don’t mind just dropping by for some excellent food with my friends.” Sousa grinned, then added, “And beer, of course. Tomorrow, though, I’m not driving. You’re gonna have to walk yourself there.” 

			“I need more practice with the gates, anyway,” Lucee agreed. Each of the Fae houses had a unique portal that connected to each other as well as many other, unexplored places. They were highly efficient methods of travel, but they required one to learn the magical signature or vibration for the gate that corresponded with where they wanted to go. Lucee had only been led through them so far, so her experience was still at a beginner’s level. 

			“I’m gonna see if Merrick wants to come to The Maithe and hang, I’ll catch you tomorrow,” Sousa said and left the balcony, making sure to grab the other beer before he did. Lucee shook her head at that, amused.

			“It’s a good thing he’s got Fae-level tolerance, I swear,” she said, then her face became serious. When she turned to Cullen, there was a haunted look in her eyes.

			“Hey there, my beauty, is all well? You look like you have seen a ghost. Was it the training?” Cullen tried to keep his tone light, but his concern seeped through his words.

			“Can we go lie down, and I’ll tell you all about it? I just want to be close to you when I relive all of that.” Her smile wavered, and Cullen, seeing that, immediately agreed.

			“Nothing would be better. I want to hear everything you choose to share, always.” He stood, and offered her a hand up, which she gratefully took.

			“Friends,” he addressed the air, knowing that those who were meant to hear his words would get the message. “The meal was perfect. I can return to clean up after I care for our Lady. Please forgive the mess.”

			“You are aware that they know you never actually come back to clean up, right?” Lucee chuckled.

			“I always mean to, but circumstances often prevail. But I do my best to atone with gifts of fine chocolate whenever possible.” He winked at her and continued as they walked to their room, “It never hurts to add an extra bar or two when I know I have been particularly negligent.”

		

	
		
		

	
		
			Music: Sextile

			Visions of You
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			The room that Cullen and Lucee shared was technically Cullen’s. Lucee had her own room at The Maithe, which had been a point of contention for the Eleriannan of House Mirabilis. Their view was that as the leader of the House, she should be living there. While Lucee did find that reasonable, she also knew that it was still too early in her relationship with Cullen to share a room full time with him. Even having her own room at House Mirabilis felt like it would push those boundaries too much. She also thought it was good for her to have a place where she could retreat from everything and just think or have time to herself. Even Sousa would leave her alone at The Maithe if she told him to, and it was his house. Well, his and Vali’s house.

			Although Cullen generally dressed like a dandy, with richly colored fabrics and well-tailored fits, his room was a soothing wash of white, with voile sheer curtains and a crisp white comforter on the bed. It was sparsely furnished and open, and next to the balcony porch, it was Lucee’s favorite place in the big house.

			She sat on the bed and before she could start unlacing her boots, Cullen had already knelt to do it for her. He was so good at smoothing out the little details for her. She dug in the pockets of the cargo mini skirt she was wearing, pulled out the contents—her phone, a small bag with a couple of charms that various Eleriannan had given her, wax paper wrapped lemon drops from Tully—and dropped them into one boot. Cullen chuckled at that.

			“You know I could have put that on the bedside table for you, right?” He waited for her to stretch out on top of the covers before he laid down next to her.

			“Sure, but old habits die hard. I bet Vali does something similar,” she agreed, snuggling into his arms. She took a deep, calming breath, then added, “Why do you always smell so good? Sorry that I’m sniffing you all the time, but I guess that’s the price you have to pay.”

			Cullen grinned. “You must have had some success with The Ladies, considering the mood you are in. I would love to hear all about it.”

			“Can I ask you something?”

			“I would be a terrible boyfriend if you could not. You know you can ask me anything, Lucee.” He squeezed her lightly to reassure her.

			“Would it hurt your feelings if I have more success working with someone else? I mean, it wasn’t Merrick-levels of magic, but something happened and I don’t think I could have done it with you.” She hid her face against his chest, holding her breath as she anticipated his answer.

			“First of all, I want you to succeed! Yes, it makes me a little sad that I cannot be the one to teach you, but that is neither your fault nor mine. I am just not the one for this task. The Ladies were correct when they said that I am too close to you. I cannot push you the way that is needed. This is a healthier arrangement for us, as well. I do not want to be in a position of authority over you.”

			Relieved, Lucee slid up enough to kiss his cheek. “I think I didn’t like that, either. The Ladies scare me enough to make me pay attention without getting mad. When my concentration did drift, they called me out on it and I knew they were right without feeling like I needed to defend myself.”

			“Oho! You were daydreaming?”

			“Nothing was happening, or so I thought. I was shown the error of my ways.” She waited for Cullen to stop laughing at that. “Look, Morgance went into my mind and something happened. Can I just—can I just show you, rather than trying to explain it?”

			He was quiet for a moment, long enough to make Lucee wonder if he was going to deny her.

			“I have not been in your mind since the day we were attacked by the ArDonnath. And I only did that because we were scared that you were hurt worse than we had realized. Are you sure? This is a very… It is an intimate step.” 

			He sounded nervous, and she didn’t understand why. It wasn’t like he hadn’t already been in her mind twice in the time they’d known each other! She sat up, pulling herself gently out of his arms enough to meet his gaze and spoke forthrightly.

			“You and I have got to stop this dance.” 

			He started to speak, and she gently put a finger on his lips to silence him for the moment. 

			“Let me finish, okay? Cullen, we spend almost all our time together. I guess I don’t tell you everything because you’d be bored out of your mind, but I would if you asked. I respect how you give me room to make my own decisions. Honestly, you’ve been the best boyfriend I’ve ever had, and the best addition to my inner circle. You support me even when I’m being difficult. And I don’t want to have secrets from you or have you feel like you don’t know me completely. I love you. I trust you with my life. I think you and I can move forward with confidence to whatever level of intimacy comes next.”

			Cullen sat there, wide-eyed, and Lucee’s brow furrowed. 

			“Did I break you?”

			“That is…You are…You always know what to say to me. And I realize now that sharing this way has always been a part of who we are, from the first day that we met.” He leaned forward to kiss her, then pulled her back down into his arms. “And this is also a way for your skills to grow, one that The Ladies cannot fuss about us pursuing together.” 

			“I think you should try to lead the connection this time,” Cullen advised Lucee as he moved himself into a slightly more comfortable position on the bed. 

			“I think that, for once in my life since I’ve met the Fae, I can handle this sort of magic,” she agreed. “But what do I do?”

			His voice was soft and lulling, which helped her relax even further.

			“There are a few things we use to build the connection between minds. We are already touching, so that is the first step. We ask permission, and I give that to you. And we find our own personal way to visualize how we enter the shared space between us - that is a thing you must decide for yourself. My personal visual key is imagining a shadowed space between two rooms. When I see myself crossing it and arriving into the next circle of light, I am there in the mind of the person I am connecting with.”

			She thought about it for a moment, then asked, “What about a door between rooms? I know Merrick saw doors in his mind when Morgance attacked him, and shut them against her.”

			“If that speaks strongly to you, then give it a try. You will know if you succeed.” He squeezed her arm lightly in reassurance.

			She closed her eyes and took a few deep, slow breaths. I can do this, she thought. We have made this connection before. She tried to imagine what a door that connected to him would look like, and found herself painting it in her mind.

			The door was old wood, a light color like oak, with inset panels and an ornate doorknob made of brass. She realized there was a knocker on the door, with a brass plate. The knocker itself was made like a bouquet of flowers, and that made her smile. She decided to use it, because it seemed polite, and because it was too pretty not to use.

			Instead of the loud rap she expected, it made a sound like a bell being struck, pure and clear. She gasped in delight, and when Cullen opened the door, he was laughing.

			“What is this that you’ve dreamed up, my love?” He looked at the outside of the door and smiled at her, and it felt like she’d stepped into a sunbeam. “This is beautiful imagery, Lucee! I am so impressed.” 

			She felt the elation rise in her. He had praised her, and she was managing something Fae. Finally! He was looking at her with such affection. Was that just how her mind painted him?

			“You know that your thoughts and feelings are right on the surface here, yes? I don’t mean to be intrusive, but this is the very definition of intruding, and I am not sure you meant to share these thoughts with me. And before we go any further with this, you need to know that I am always impressed with you. You leave me in awe, Lucee Fearney. I am sorry if I ever gave you the impression that I felt differently.” His mind-avatar stretched out hands to her, and she took them and stepped closer to him.

			“I’ve just felt like such a failure lately, until I worked with The Ladies today, and now here with you. It wasn’t you; it’s been me—I guess me fighting myself, making it harder than it needs to be. I’m not going to be like Merrick, or Vali, because they’re different people. And you’re so supportive, but you’re never going to push me out of my comfort zone, and it was wrong for me to look for that from you.” She leaned forward and kissed him, then pulled back with a grin.

			“That is the kiss I tried to steal when first we met.” Cullen laughed. “I might deserve it more now.”

			“That you do! Hey, so I connected with you, but what next? Do you, um, do you wanna come over?” 

			That made him laugh again. “You wanted to show me how your first day of—what did Merrick call it, when The Ladies taught him? Oh, magical bootcamp. How did that go?”

			When Lucee had finished showing him the replay, he pulled out of the connection and pinched the bridge of his nose while making a pained noise. 

			“Your visuals are so vibrant that it actually hurt a bit when Morgance walloped you! You really are quite talented at this.” He took a moment to massage his forehead. “Did you truly hit your father with the guitar? Or was that just how you broke through the illusion with Morgance?” 

			“I wouldn’t have wasted a guitar on him if we were face to face. When it really happened, when I was a kid, he took it away from me. And he tore the door off my room, and confiscated all my clothes that weren’t school uniforms. Ma took the guitar and all of my clothes back from him, and all of her things. And then she left him. She wanted to take me too, but he petitioned the court and said that I needed to stay in school since I was on the fast track for college, which was already paid for because I was destined to go to the university where he taught. Everything fell apart for me that day.”

			She stopped for a minute and wiped away some tears, then smiled when Cullen offered her a lace trimmed handkerchief, which he pulled from wherever he hid his perpetual supply of such things.

			“If it hadn’t been for Merrick, I don’t know what I would have done,” she continued, her voice unsteady. “I was super annoying and clingy, because at that point, he was the only stability I had left. He actually kept a closet of clothes for me to wear when we went out, and he ended up keeping my guitar eventually—all the stuff Ma rescued. He bought a bass because he knew we were ‘destined to be in a kickass band’ and I think also because his parents hated it. We’re both huge disappointments to our families, ha.”

			“Little do they know how important and successful you both are now,” Cullen told her. “You should be proud because you are actually doing work that makes a difference.”

			“Look, Da, I’m Queen of the Fae!” Lucee snorted. “Yes, but will it get you tenure and awards?” she added, taking on her father’s Irish accent. Cullen wrinkled his nose and she snorted again, this time at his reaction. 

			“It’s allll about the acclaim and peer respect for him. He doesn’t even love education that much, except as a vehicle for success. But at least his insistence that I stay in private school kept me connected to Merrick, and gave me some space away from Da’s control. But let me ask you something,” she said, switching topics. “What did Morgandy mean about my feelings, do you think? It seemed to throw Morgance and Ula pretty hard, and I’m not sure if that was because they didn’t catch whatever she did, or because it seemed weird, or what?”

			Cullen thought about it for a moment, stroking her arm idly with two fingers, which made her sigh happily. 

			“I think that maybe—and this is me attempting to interpret The Ladies, so let us take that with a large grain of salt—maybe she meant that your passion is what gives you power, but it also can make you vulnerable if you are careless. You must admit, Lucee, you care about things wholeheartedly.”

			“Hmm. So, I should beware of letting my feelings spiral out of control or risk being exposed?”

			“It is solid advice. You may find that when you do let loose your emotions, the power you can draw from them will be impressive. However, you will need to guard yourself well. That is a skill you can work on, and The Ladies will be fully on board for that sort of training, trust me.” 

			Lucee chuckled. “Knowing them, they’ll probably squeal with glee at the prospect of attacking me again. It definitely seems like their idea of a good time.”
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			It had been a long afternoon at The Maithe, and the light coming through the library windows had shifted from a rosy-purpled tone to a proper dusk when the doorbell rang. It startled Vali so hard that Sousa and Merrick had both laughed at her.

			She’d been concentrating on drawing in her black book, the collection of sketches she made for her tags and bigger graffiti pieces. She was trying to work out the concept for a tag that would magically ward community gardens to keep them free from pests—both rodents and humans—and it was a frustrating process. Merrick and Sousa had been planning ideas for the stage setup for The Drawback’s upcoming show, a local summer festival called ArtPark. It wasn’t the biggest festival to happen in Baltimore, but it was one of the wilder ones, and they thought their band would be a good fit. The tagline for this year’s fest was “Anything Can Happen!” 

			“It’s almost like they wanted the Fae to show up,” Sousa had quipped.

			The doorbell rang again, and Vali muttered, “Sure, sure, I’ll get that, don’t everyone get up at once.” She sighed dramatically as she stood up. 

			“You’re the best!” Sousa yelled as she headed down the stairs to the first-floor entrance. 

			“Yeah, yeah,” she grumbled, then came to a sudden stop, shocked at what she saw through the glass of the door.

			“Hey Souuuuuz… you’re gonna want to come down here.”

			Sousa and Merrick, prompted by the tone of her voice, ran down the stairs as fast as they could. They turned the corner just in time to see Vali open the door to a tall, handsome man. He was very pale with silver hair that gleamed like starlight. 

			Camlin of The Grimshaw, their sworn enemy, stood at their door with an unconscious mortal woman in his arms. This was the foe who had led an army against them, who had captured Vali and used her as leverage to try and gain The Maithe. Worse yet, he was the villain that had almost killed Merrick in that battle, and had slain their ally Genaine. And for some reason that Merrick and Sousa didn’t understand, Vali was pulling them inside The Maithe.

			“What the hell, Vali?!” Merrick yelled, and Sousa surged forward to push Camlin back out, but Vali got in his way.

			“Can’t you see that she needs help? He can’t hurt us. He’s weak as a kitten—look at him!” She ushered Camlin past the gawping pair and into the ballroom, directing him to put the unknown woman on the couch nearest the door. He nodded nervously and laid her down across the cushions as if she was the most precious cargo in the world. Merrick and Sousa stared from the entryway. It was obvious that they had no clue what was happening or how to handle it. 

			Camlin turned to them, desperation written all over his face, and tried to appeal to them.

			“I did my best to heal her. I just don’t have enough power left in me, not right now. And she can’t wait.”

			Merrick looked perplexed. Sousa stood there with his hands clenched into fists.

			“I came to offer myself in exchange for your help. I know you hate me; you should hate me,” Camlin said, his voice trembling. Softer, he added, “I even hate me. But for some reason, she saw someone worth caring about. That’s worth saving, someone who can manage to care about a lowlife like myself.”

			“Is that supposed to excuse your sudden appearance here?” Sousa barked, followed closely by Merrick exclaiming, “I thought you were dead! I killed you—when you were trying to kill me, I might add!” 

			“I should be. I wished myself that way more than once,” Camlin admitted. “And healing myself used up power I could have used on Emmaline, if only I’d known her then. But I don’t have time to explain all that now. Would you please just do something to help her?” He turned to Vali. “Surely you have the ability?”

			Before she could answer, the woman on the couch—Emmaline—groaned and tried to sit up. Camlin wanted her to stay prone, but she waved off his concern.

			“I’m not dead yet. I’ll be fine for now, Camlin, let me sit up and speak to these kind people.” Her voice was soft, but with the sort of steel that said she was much stronger than her appearance let on. 

			Vali was surprised to notice that the woman was older than she’d originally thought—closer to forty than thirty, though she wore her age well. Her hair was long and thick, a dark brown with red strands throughout, and she was the sort of pale that Vali associated with chronically ill folk. She was so sickly that she was practically translucent, with dark circles under her eyes. She wasn’t thin, but she seemed brittle.

			“I’m Emmaline—Camlin told me that giving you my name is important, even though I shouldn’t do that to just anyone? It wasn’t my idea to come here. I’m not even sure what you’re expected to do. I’m dying and even the doctors can’t fix that. And Camlin tried and couldn’t, either.”

			“Camlin brought you here because though he wasn’t able to heal you himself. He knows this house is full of powerful people. And the house itself is…well, it’s a sort of power nexus. Do you understand that he came here to basically trade his life for yours?” Vali said the last part while watching Sousa glower, standing near the doorway with his arms crossed. Merrick seemed more sympathetic, despite his shock at seeing Camlin alive and in front of him. 

			Emmaline looked around the room, taking a second to meet the gaze of each person there, saving Sousa for last. When she spoke next, she kept her eyes on him.

			“I would have said no, had he asked. I’ve become resigned to my fate, and I wouldn’t have traded a chance to live on the risk of him being hurt, or worse—dying.” She paused to catch her breath. “I can see that you find that hard to believe, as you know him in quite a different way than I do. Look, I don’t want anything from you. Camlin acted before asking me what I wanted, which isn’t like him, but he acted in fear and from kindness, and now he’s being asked to pay a price for goods I never requested. Can I at least explain why you should give him some consideration of mercy? Let us tell you our story. If nothing else, indulge a seriously ill woman. Please?”

			Sousa made a noise that sounded to Vali a lot like someone had punched him in the gut. She knew why. Even if Emmaline didn’t know it, she’d hit some of the words that most triggered Sousa’s sense of responsibility. Certain things mattered to Sousa, and justice and hospitality were at the top of that list. He was angry, and now he felt trapped. This didn’t bode well, but Vali intended to hear this story, and she knew that Sousa was going to have to go along with it.

			Emmaline sat back, looking tired to the bone. She managed to smile weakly at Camlin, who had been hovering protectively. He turned to Vali and spoke to her in a quiet but urgent tone.

			“You owe me nothing, and I have no illusions of that, but can’t you see that she’s worn down? Can you convince her to rest and continue later?”

			Emmaline held a hand up and spoke loudly enough that Camlin turned away from Vali to listen to her. 

			“Let me do this. They need to understand why I defend you, why you are defensible. I’ll be all right.” 

			She smiled at him, and Vali could see a depth of emotion on her face, tempered by exhaustion, but obviously that emotion was what powered her to keep going. Vali nodded in agreement.

			“I trust her to know her limits,” she said to Camlin. “I understand you’re trying to protect her, though.”

			“Will you let me be by her side when we tell our tale?” His tone was stoic, but his eyes were pleading with her to grant his request. “Let me lend her some of my energy, as meager as it is now. I can help her. If you fear my interference, she can ask me if I am dabbling. I cannot lie to her.”

			He looked ill when he confessed this to Vali, and the thought occurred to her that he meant something much more concrete than a basic declaration of respect.

			“You swore an oath.”

			He looked trapped, but he nodded in the affirmative.

			“You gave her that much power over you.”

			He glanced over at Emmaline, then back to Vali. He straightened up a bit, and looked Vali in the eyes as he explained.

			“She has never, not once, expected me to be anything more or less than what I’ve presented to her. She has never demanded anything of me other than to be myself and to be utterly and completely honest. This was the way I could assure her that I would deliver on that request. I wanted to level the field between us. I have so much power, and she had very little. At least this way, we could be equals.”

			Vali felt something loosen inside, a tension that had felt knotted up for a long time. This enemy was so tender with the woman he had brought here to the house of his foes, knowing that he would certainly be the price for any help she received. It was nearly impossible to reconcile. But here he was, showing them how he had willingly made himself vulnerable in order to care for Emmaline. He had already weakened himself deeply by trying to heal her when he had hardly any energy to spare. But he was ready to give her more, and Vali was finding that her sympathies were leaning toward helping her former adversary.

			She wasn’t sure she liked that feeling. But she saw shadowed pain change to relief and comfort as Camlin sat next to Emmaline and took her hand. She saw Merrick’s face was reflecting the sort of emotional turmoil that Vali herself was feeling, and she was reassured that at least she wasn’t the only one to have those same reactions. 

			And then she looked to Sousa, and when she saw the hard set of his jaw, her heart sank. He didn’t get angry often, but when he did, it was an epic, slow burn, and talking sense to him was difficult at best. Her shoulders slumped at that a bit, even as she registered surprise that she was quietly rooting for Camlin and Emmaline’s plight to succeed with the group.

			“Merrick?” He snapped to attention, like he’d been lost in thought. “I think we need to bring some folks from the other houses to hear this story and weigh in on what to do. What do you think?”

			“I—You’re right, of course. I can round up Lucee, Cullen, and Aisling, and Daro and Karsten from Tiennan House should come, at least. Who else?” Merrick looked to Sousa, recognized his fuming state for the dangerous situation it was, and mumbled, “Never mind, I’ll figure it out myself.”

			Sousa’s jaw worked for a moment, his brows knitted together, then he finally spoke, in a much calmer tone than one might expect if they didn’t know him well.

			“Ask The Ladies if they will join us. Explain the situation to them, if you would.”

			After Merrick left the room—and he looked extremely grateful to get out of The Maithe for a while, all things considered—Sousa turned to Vali and summoned her in the most controlled, tight voice she’d ever heard come from him.

			“Vali? A word?”

			He strode off to the opposite side of the ballroom. She followed, a feeling of dismay settling into her guts. He’d never been angry with her before, and she didn’t like being on the receiving end of it.

			“What is it exactly that you’re doing here?” His ire was barely contained.

			“I’m waiting until I have all the information possible before I do anything, Sousa. That’s how I always try to operate. You know that.” She kept her voice even, trying to project calm.

			Sousa clenched his fists, closed his eyes, and took a few deep breaths. Vali said nothing, letting him take that moment to try and rein in his anger. Finally, he opened his eyes and met her own with an intense gaze.

			“I know you’re a kind person, Vali. I mean, you took on all of this at the House, you nurture people and gardens and the neighborhoods that need it most. But why, of all people in the world, would you want to give the man who threatened to slit your throat if I did not do as he said the benefit of the doubt?” He hissed the last words, his voice betraying his confusion and frustration at her stance.

			“Look, Souz. I want to hate him. I do. But have you watched him with that woman? He’s ready to give up his life to save hers. He didn’t even hesitate to offer it. He came here knowing that we could, and probably would, punish him and possibly kill him. But he felt that was a fair trade for saving Emmaline, who, I might point out, is a mortal.” 

			Vali took a second to gauge his reaction. Sousa was still staring at her intently, and she couldn’t read him. 

			“What I need to know is this, Sousa. Do we have room in ourselves to allow others to grow, to change, to become better people? Can we allow our enemies to repent and absolve themselves? And if not, can we live with ourselves?”

			Her eyes were welling up, and she realized that she was shaking. Sousa blanched and looked as if she had punched him. He looked past her to the couple on the couch, watching as Camlin put an arm around Emmaline protectively and let her head rest on his chest. 

			“I need to think.” He frowned, then, unsure of what to do. Vali reached over and touched him gently.

			“Maybe take a walk to the gate and meet everyone when they get here? I can watch over these two until you return. And Souz?”

			“Yeah.”

			“No matter what, we’ll get through this. We always do.”

			Impulsively, she threw her arms around him and hugged him. He didn’t hug her back, but she could feel the stiffness of his back and shoulders ease just a little. That was enough, she thought. He hadn’t totally shut her out.

			He strode off, leaving her to watch over their unexpected guests. Vali noticed that Emmaline was shivering and huddled up to Camlin, so she found a throw stashed away inside the storage area of one of the window benches and brought it to them.

			“Here, this might help a little,” she said to Camlin, who gave her a grateful look and carefully, if a bit awkwardly, draped it around Emmaline. 

			“She gets really cold when she’s tired,” he explained, and glanced down at her with such affection in his eyes that Vali had to comment.

			“Is she asleep?” 

			He nodded in confirmation.

			“She doesn’t know, does she.” 

			Camlin narrowed his eyes and cocked his head, confused.

			“She doesn’t know that you’re in love with her.”

			Vali watched Camlin’s emotions play out across his face—panic, anxiety, a touch of hopelessness. She didn’t say anything, she just let him decide how he was going to answer.

			“I can’t—I shouldn’t answer that. Just being near her puts her in danger.”

			“We wouldn’t hurt her. But you don’t necessarily mean us, do you?”

			Camlin shook his head. It was obvious to Vali that he didn’t want to use any names, just in case he somehow conjured up The Grimshaw.

			“It didn’t matter when I first met her, there was no reason to care about the consequences. And now it does.”

			Vali said nothing. What could she say? Camlin knew what his history was with all of them. When he’d held her captive, he had tried—unsuccessfully—to break into her mind and control her. He had used her as a bargaining chip to try and force Sousa into ceding The Maithe to him. She certainly wasn’t going to gush over Camlin’s seemingly newfound ability to love. 

			Yet… there was something inside her that urged her to weigh the possibility of change, just as she had asked Sousa to do. She had seen people grow and redeem themselves in her time on the street, even folks who she knew had done heinous things. And she certainly wasn’t innocent. Living on the street and trying to survive opened one up to making choices that were often questionable at best.

			But she’d never killed anyone. Camlin had killed. He had led an army against the Eleriannan and Gwyliannan factions. People had been hurt. Some had died. 

			Vali knew she needed to reconcile all of this soon because when the Fae showed up, things were bound to get heated fast.

			As she had predicted, no one was happy when they walked into the ballroom of The Maithe. 

			Sousa had wisely waited until the
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