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Chapter one

The full moon glared over the edge of the office buildings in new downtown. Ander picked his way over broken concrete and pointy rebar, heart racing as the beam of his flashlight illuminated the debris of the ruined Langport Financial building. 
“Someone else could have found your compass since we’ve been here,” Sashen insisted from behind him, her tone urgent.
He chose his next step carefully. “In this world, that’s not a long time, a handful of hours.” And the compass had fallen between the cracks. The chances of someone discovering it without knowing it was there in the first place were slim.
“Is it really necessary we find it?”
His gut instinct told him yes, but then he glanced at her. Really looked at her. 
The brightening sky highlighted the strain on her face. His Sashen, the warrior who stood her ground against dinosaurs, was worried. She turned her head toward the noise of the rioters on the other side of the debris. It had gotten louder since they’d arrived. 
“You’re probab—” The screech of tires cut him off, and he spun in the opposite direction. “Shit.”
Three black SUVs stopped at the edge of the cordoned-off area. His stomach dropped. 
“We have no time.” Sashen reached for a sword, unsheathing it with a shick and squaring to face the threat.
A dozen FBI agents burst from the vehicles, people he knew, his colleagues. They waved and shouted for them to stop. He didn’t see Basham among them. Or Stolly and Hoig. What had happened after they’d left the warehouse?
Sashen met his gaze with narrowed eyes.
It doesn’t matter. He needed to get her to safety, even if it meant prison time for him.
He steeled his jaw, his eyes landing on the ring-like jinculous in her hand. “Do it. You need to get out of here.”
With one more glance at the agents fanning out along the edge of the road, she passed Ander her sword and stepped close to the flattest piece of cinder block nearby. 
“Stella said to spin it,” Ander said, Sashen’s sword both familiar and heavy in his hand as he balanced the flashlight alongside it.
She ran her fingers over the top of the jinculous and set it against the concrete. The flashlight’s beam highlighted her actions, the brass-like metal glinting. Her eyes flicked up to his for a moment, then she spun it.
It twirled for three rotations, tipped, then settled on its side with a clatter, inert.
Panic surged up his throat. “Try again.” He settled deeper into his stance, fingers flexing around the hilt of the sword and flashlight as he watched his fellow agents pick their way up the debris one broken block at a time.
Sashen spun the jinculous again, and it flopped over. A frustrated moan burst from her chest. “It did not come with instructions.” She stood and faced the advancing agents. “We will fight.”
“No!” He stepped in front of her, fearing what that finality in her tone meant. “Too many guns.” He would take every bullet for her if he had to. “I won’t lose you that way.” 
Her eyes flashed. “What other options do we have?”
A roar from the other side of the rubble pulled their attention—and that of the agents scaling the debris. 
The rioters had arrived. 
A massive crowd surged between the buildings, spilling around the rubble. Their rabid shouts echoed off the surrounding structures. They had burning torches like the last crowd. Probably guns too. His fellow agents had paused in their climb, this volatile addition splitting their focus.
Ander cast Sashen a quick glance, then refocused on the mass of people. She needed to get out of here.
“Stella also said something about mixed fae and human blood,” he said, keeping the rioters in his peripheral vision. “And a spell.”
Her brow furrowing, she reached and grabbed the sword he held, slicing her palm along the blade. His heart leaped as a red line bloomed against the brown of her skin. 
“Fuck, you’re intense.” 
Meeting her gaze, he tucked the flashlight under his armpit and grabbed the sharp blade. A hiss passed his lips, pain shooting through his palm. He let go. Two lines marred his skin, one across his fingers and one across his palm.
Sashen grasped his hand with hers. The emotion in her eyes made him swallow, and the rest of the world faded while their blood mixed and dripped on the broken concrete beneath their feet, speckling the jinculous. His palm throbbed in time with his heartbeat. The magical tattoo on his back tingled, enjoying this new exchange of information, their lifeblood. Or maybe the bargain mark remembered the first time they exchanged blood, when it came into existence. 
More of the mob spilled onto the road below, breaking the moment. Some climbed the rubble pile toward them, their expressions unhinged.
With one last squeeze, she dropped his throbbing hand, squatted, and picked up the ring. Ander turned toward the mob, sword in front of him. Most of the agents had split off, heading toward where the rioters scaled the rubble, but a few still headed toward them, determination on their faces.
Sashen spoke aloud in Ondosian, words Ander couldn’t understand. Her movements sharp, she spun the jinculous on end.
The world around them quieted, followed by a deep sound that punched him in the gut and made his molars ache.
Bang.
The force knocked them both backward. The flashlight flew from his fingers. Concrete dug into the cuts across his hand as he landed on his ass, Sashen right beside him. His breath left his body.
A never-ending, swirling beam of purple and black shot up into the sky. His heart pounded hard. It worked. Wind whipped against his clothes and hair. Dust lifted from the broken concrete and hovered, defying physics.
A shout from below snapped him out of his daze. Ander scrambled to his feet and reached for Sashen. 
“You need to go!” he yelled through the wind swirling around them. As soon as she regained her feet, he pulled her close, his body aligning with hers.
Their eyes locked and his mouth went dry. There was so much he wanted to say, wanted to do, but there wasn’t any time left for them. The wind tossed her flame-red hair around her face.
The force of the incursion had knocked over the agents too, but they scrambled to their feet, aiming their weapons, shouting, their words lost to the noise of the vortex. She had to go through now, before any of his people could detain her again. He would stand here, protect the vortex until it collapsed so no one could follow.
Sashen stiffened, her gaze catching on something over his shoulder. With a swipe, she took her sword from him, brandishing it in front of her like she faced a new threat. He looked to where she stared, then froze.
Two creatures stood a few yards away. Grotesque beak-like noses protruded from dark hoods shrouded in shadows.
An ache pierced through his forehead as memories slammed inside him, accompanied by a strangely sweet scent. He pulled his gun, aiming at them. They’d seen these creatures before. When they’d crossed into the past and back again. He and Sashen were being manipulated with no way to fight it.
What the fuck were they?
Bang. A gun fired from below. 
Ander ducked, but didn’t know if the threat came from the mob or his fellow agents. Or the…
The thought disappeared as fast as it came, his fingers flexing around his weapon.
Sashen moved with lightning speed, stepping in front of him, battle-ready. The vortex continued to pulse and swirl at his spine, but it wouldn’t stay that way forever.
He reached, intending to push Sashen through, but she stepped back, her body slamming into his. Heart in his throat, Ander lost his balance, his heel catching on a block of concrete. His gun flew out of his hand. Sashen followed him down, and he instinctively wrapped his arm around her waist to take the brunt of the fall.
Darkness enveloped the edges of his sight. The world turned upside down.
A word ripped from Sashen’s mouth. “Loula!”
The name entered his ears before whispering to nothing. The portal compressed his body into the space of an atom, then spread him across the solar system. He couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think, his brain a tangle of threads and mush. Tears pricked his eyes, then released through his nostrils. He was a bird, a whale, and a cheetah all at the same time.
Then he was nothing.
Crack.
The noise went through his skull and down to his toes right before his shoulders slammed against an unforgiving surface.
His feet fumbled for balance as stars spotted his vision. His arms clenched around Sashen, holding her close. Keeping her safe.
He blinked, trying to figure out where they were. Sashen’s hair blocked most of his view, but darkness stretched above them. Blue light came from somewhere, highlighting the undersides of tree branches. Silence pressed against him, his eardrums throbbing.
He turned slightly, feeling a wall at his back and dirt beneath his feet. Sashen shifted in front of him, balanced her own weight, then stepped away. He got a better view of the world around them.
They definitely weren’t in Wickwood any longer. Trees stretched far overhead, both familiar and not. The air was moist, tingling in an intangible way, warmer than in Wickwood. He unzipped the casual jacket he’d stolen from Lucas. The sliver of a bright white moon poked through the branches above.
He leaned against a building, the blue light coming from inside. Sashen faced him, and the light illuminated her stark expression.
“Where are we?” he pushed away from the wall to stand before her, catching his balance when the world tilted.
When he refocused on Sashen, her throat bobbed in a swallow. “This is Fey. We have arrived at the portal wheel, though we did not emerge from it.”
Fey. He spun around, searching the surrounding area. Where the torchlight stopped, darkness oppressed. He could barely see a few yards in front of him.
“Ridon!” he called into the night, cupping his hands to his mouth. “Wiley!” His hand stung and bled, and he pressed it against his pants. 
Nothing answered him. Not a whisper. Not the wind. Not even birds.
He shouted their names again, louder this time. The only things he could hear were his own ragged breaths and the shuffling of Sashen’s boots behind him.
He faced her, and the hard set of her jaw confirmed his worst fears.
They’re not here.
Where the hell had they gone if not here? He was sure they would have landed wherever Sashen had come from, and this was it.
Her lips pressed together in a hard line, she rushed inside the small stone building through an arched doorway. Throwing a glance at the darkness behind him, Ander followed, his heart heavy. They’d escaped one problem, but had solved none of their others. 
Worry for his colleagues squeezed his chest as he stepped inside the small, decrepit building. A stale scent filled his nose. Torches lined the inside walls at intervals, lighting a platform in the center. His feet froze and his breath left him.
Circles of metal overlapped each other, the smallest a yard wide, the tallest above his head. It reminded him of a wicker ball. Different metals gleamed in the light, with one circle resembling pure gold, and the others silver, bronze, and platinum. Engraved symbols etched their widths like on the jinculous.
Shit. The jinculous. They hadn’t been able to take it with them, and those agents probably had it in their custody again.
Maybe that was the best place for it. Maybe.
“This is the portal wheel?” His throat had gone dry, and he swallowed. His feet wobbled beneath him, still not solid after their journey.
“Yes.” 
Thunk. She stepped onto the solid platform, then set her hand against one ring next to a gap as long as his forearm.
“But it is broken,” she said, finality in her tone.
He shook his head, nausea churning in his stomach. “We’ll fix it.”
She kept her gaze on the wheel. “The broken ring is the one made of epocite.” Finally, she turned and met his eyes. “We do not have a source of it here. It’s only found in the Travellers’ realm.” Her hand tightened on the broken ring before she lowered it. “I’m sorry.” 
A negative sound emerged from his throat, but she continued anyway. “I don’t know of another way to return you to your world.”
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Chapter two

Sashen watched the play of emotions across Ander’s face while her insides twisted with remorse. 
She’d trapped him here.
Their last moments in Wickwood ran through her mind, when his people advanced and so had the mob. There’d been no way out except through the portal.
Doubts assaulted her as Ander’s expression changed from horrified to panicked. Then a steely determination settled over his features. She braced herself for his anger.
It would not be misplaced.
His jaw clenched and he straightened, but he did not rail at her. Instead, a blank expression smoothed his brow.
She would have almost rather he raged. 
Lifting her chin, she sheathed her sword on her back, her palm twinging with its fresh cut. “We must return to the witch’s hut.” She lifted an enchanted torch from its holder near the doorway, and walked into the night. “If your colleagues crossed over at the same time as Loula and I, then perhaps the witch brought them to her home.”
It might not have been an official part of their fae bargain, but she’d assured him she would do everything it took to find his friends.
The same stillness that had covered the forest on their way to the portal wheel blanketed the area. Sashen scanned the trees and shadows, regaining her bearings. The overgrown path bored a line through the foliage. She headed toward it.
Ander’s footsteps thumped behind her as he caught up. “Did you bring me through with you on purpose?”
She did not look at him because she could not bear to see that flat expression on his face again—the one he’d worn at the warehouse when she thought he’d turned on her.
“Or was it an accident?”
She increased her pace, cutting through the brush and bramble, listing her imminent tasks in her mind: return to the witch’s hut to collect her horse, report to her mother, and confess losing Loula to the human realm.
Her heart clenched. She’d failed in keeping them together, but worse, she’d failed Loula.
Wouldn’t Loula have done the same? Uncertainty made her frown.
“Sashen?”
Ander’s insistent question stabbed her between the shoulder blades. She did not want to tell him the truth, and he would know if she lied through their shared mark. So she kept walking, repeating her goals to herself: witch’s hut, castle, report. Her torch lit the path, casting the forest in blue light.
“Sashen!” he barked, the sharp sound bouncing off the trees. 
She spun to face him. “It was no accident!” Her chest heaved with the need to scream and beg forgiveness. “And I would do it again.” Despite what she’d cost him, she would do it again.
“Sashen.” His voice had softened, and so had his expression. 
He took a step toward her, but she shook her head. She could not take his softness in this moment. “I would rather have your hate than have left you to die.”
“Sashen.” Her name was a whisper on his lips, and the light from the enchanted torch illuminated his face, his expression tender.
Her heart clenched. “I could not leave you alone to face death at the hands of your people or the insurgents.”
He closed his eyes, and an icy sensation shivered over her skin. “I’m sorry,” she said, though her bargain mark twinged. 
When he opened his eyes, she clarified. “I’m not sorry that I saved your life, but I am sorry that you might not see your family again. That you might not return to your world, and that it was my fault you weren’t given a choice.”
And she was. It wasn’t what she wanted for him. 
He stepped toward her, into her circle of light, and she held her place.
“You’re right,” he breathed, and her heart jumped. “You’re right that I wouldn’t have wanted to leave my world if I knew I would never see my family and friends again.”
Stepping closer, he took her injured hand in his. 
Sashen’s throat tightened at the simple gesture, painfully so. Something they’d done many times shouldn’t affect her, but she felt on the verge of tears.
She swallowed them back, then almost lost her composure when he added, “But I’m not sad or angry or disappointed to be here, in your world, with you.”
Her mark did not itch with the declaration, proving he spoke the truth.
“And I definitely don’t hate you.” His fingers squeezed hers.
She returned the gesture, her cut pulsing at the pressure, then dropped his hand to face the pathway. 
“Come.” The word came out hoarse. “Hopefully, your friends are sipping tea with a witch.”
Her mark itched, but she ignored her rising doubts. Where had his friends gone if not acting as a balance to their crossing to Earth? She had fully expected them to have landed near the portal. Had they come to Fey? Or somewhere else? Would they have gone to the witch’s hut? 
If she could not return Ander to his home, at least she could search for his people.
The crunch of leaves behind her told her he followed.
“You shouted Loula’s name as we crossed over.”
Her heart skipped a beat. “I saw her. At the last moment.” She cast a glance toward him over her shoulder. “She was standing with a man on the opposite side of the ruins from the mob.”
If only she’d seen her sister sooner. They could all have crossed together.
But Loula was strong, resilient. Deadly. She could take care of herself, and it appeared as if she’d had aid.
“A man?”
“Yes. He appeared human, dressed in black.” A pair of assassins hiding in the night. Her forehead pulsed with a phantom pain, and she rubbed the sting from her temple. “He had short black hair and was only slightly taller than her.” And Loula was fairly short to begin with.
Another bone of contention for them. Many times, Loula had accused Sashen of taking all the nutrients when they shared a womb.
“If your sister was in my world,” Ander said, recalling her focus, “that makes it more certain my friends came here.”
An edge lived in his tone, and she glanced at him over her shoulder. Blue torchlight emphasized the frown marring his brow.
“We will check with Kamerin, the witch.” She stopped to face him and nodded for emphasis. “If they traveled through, she would most likely have seen them at the same time as when my sister and I left.”
His frown intensified, so she grabbed his hand. He entwined his fingers with hers and squeezed.
Her heart warmed. “If they are here, we will find them.”
She waited until he gave her a small nod before letting go and continuing through the path. The sound of their movement echoed off the trunks of the trees. 
All at once, old magic pressed upon Sashen, making her ears pop. Her steps faltered, but she pushed through, intent on getting to the witch’s hut as quickly as possible.
“What was that?” Ander asked, catching up with a sudden burst in his steps.
“The magic that protects this place. If a person does not know it is here, or expecting it, they would travel in another direction without knowing why.”
“Then it would have affected my people, too.”
She sent him a glance over her shoulder. His scowl had returned. She nodded once, then refocused on the bramble path. “That is true.”
Conversation lulled as they concentrated on their trek. The longer they walked, the more the silence of the forest pressed upon Sashen’s senses. She kept alert for beasties, but like the last time she’d walked here, nothing moved or crept within the trees.
Ander remained a solid presence at her back, each of her steps matched by his. An owl hooted and her shoulders relaxed knowing that they were close enough to the edge of the forest for animals to thrive. The tightness that had aggravated her skin and bones after crossing into the human world slowly dissolved. Her body settled into this realm like a long bath after a hard journey, magic seeping into her bones.
A dim light broke through the trees. Sashen picked up her pace, heading to the witch’s hut and the welcoming warmth of the lamp shining through the window. 
They cleared the last of the trees, and all three moons beamed their light high in the sky. Nao, the smallest in its crescent shape and rocky surface, took the lead, followed by its sister moon, Neam with her stripes. Osian climbed behind them, full and larger than the first two together, its warm yellow glow saturating the white light of the smaller moons.
As they neared the hut, horses nickered from the shed on the left. Chaxon was safe and sound, relaxing her spine further. All was as it should be.
Except for Loula. And Ander’s people.
She circled around to the front of the hut, slid the torch in the bracket beside the door, then knocked softly. 
A shift of movement rustled from behind the closed door, which opened a slice, light spilling onto the ground to reveal Kamerin of Gliath, her hair silver and her face etched with age.
“You have returned already?” Her eyes landed on Ander standing behind Sashen. The witch straightened, the door opening wider. “And swapped one for another.” Her eyes grew serious, her face paling.
Sashen glanced at Ander before refocusing on the witch. “We have need of your assistance, if we may enter?”
The witch hesitated, then opened the door fully. Sashen stepped inside. Built with a low ceiling, the hut was a assortment of wooden furniture and shelves of supplies. A pot boiled on the stove, scents of game and vegetables filling the small room. A table and two chairs sat in front of the stove, laid out with two bowls for dinner. Two round windows graced the walls opposite each other; plants in pots crowded on the shelves beneath. 
Though rustic, the home was well-kept, with very little grime to be found. Sashen’s focus jumped to the back of the dwelling as Malkin, the apprentice boy, scurried from one side of the hut to the other, diving behind the curtain that separated the living area from the bedchamber. 
Ander followed her inside, and the door closed with a quiet thunk. The pair of them took up the entire foyer space.
“Have you not just left?” Kamerin asked, a quizzical line marring her brow as she stooped before them. “I had thought for certain you could not return with the portal broken.”
“I have been absent longer than that, though no one else will notice.” She glanced at Ander briefly, where he surveyed the inside of the hut from top to bottom, his eyes landing on where Malkin hid behind the curtain. 
“Do you have two clean cloths?” Sashen asked, revealing the wound on her hand. The bleeding had slowed, but the wound still seeped.
The witch’s eyes narrowed. She crossed the room and opened a drawer beside the kitchen basin. Heading back, she passed each of them a folded brown towel.
“Thank you,” Ander murmured, pressing the cloth to his palm, and Sashen did the same.
“Why did the portal break?” Sashen asked. “Will you be able to fix it with a piece missing?”
The witch was already shaking her head. “I have no replacement for the piece.”
Sashen’s stomach sank, and she resisted the urge to look at Ander. 
“And as to the why…” Kamerin shook her head again, rubbing her temple with two fingers. “That I cannot say. A loud noise overtook the momentum and the whole thing almost folded in on itself. It stopped too quickly, then the piece flew off, disappearing behind you before the portal shut down.” She dropped her hand and nodded once. “I had feared for your safety.”
Sashen swallowed the growing unease in her chest. “Did two others journey here after my sister and I crossed?”
Kamerin glanced at where the curtain fluttered, hiding the boy. “You are the only two I have seen since your departure.”
Ander stepped close behind her, and Sashen braced herself for the turmoil she would see on his face if she looked.
“Ask her about my people,” he said.
She met his gaze over her shoulder, his expression mild but his eyes imploring. And she realized then that he couldn’t understand their conversation. The platinum translation bracelet was dead on his wrist.
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Chapter three

The concern in Sashen’s eyes made his heart race. “Have you asked already?” 
God, he hoped not, because that look on her face could mean nothing good.
Sashen nodded once, and his stomach dropped. “She did not see them,” she said in English.
“Are you sure?”
His stomach surged, acid churning, when she murmured, “I’m sorry,” and refocused on the hunched woman in front of her.
His mind raced for solutions, for possibilities. Ridon and Wiley weren’t gone forever. He wouldn’t accept that. They’re safe. They’re together. He kept repeating that part to make himself believe it. The portal bubble sent them somewhere. He just needed to figure out where.
They’re safe. They’re together.
Ander cleared the hard lump in his throat. “Would there have been more than one destination?” he asked the witch. “Either on this side or mine? Could they have traveled to another realm when they crossed?”
The old woman stared at him, confusion etched on her weathered face. Fuck, she didn’t understand a word he’d said. He rubbed a frustrated hand over his face.
Her gaze skimmed downward. He still wore the borrowed clothes he’d taken from Lucas’s closet, ill-fitting and entirely North American, an empty gun holster at his hip. His shoes were so worn from running from dinosaurs that they felt like a second layer of skin. And he was missing one sock, having left it shoved in Basham’s mouth when they fled the warehouse.
The witch’s gaze traveled up, then settled on his ears. His fingers twitched to touch their rounded tops. 
Sashen spoke quickly in her language, and the old woman fired back an angry response, their exchange too fast for Ander to pick up anything. Then Sashen gestured to his bracelet, and he got the gist of it.
Setting the towel aside on the table, he unclasped it, but the witch shook her head when he stretched it toward her.
Sashen spoke again, a hard edge to her tone as she threw her towel beside his. The old woman shook her head, a similar bite in her response.
Ander dropped his hand. “What’s going on?”
“I’ve asked Kamerin to re-enchant the jewelry. She refuses because it wasn’t her enchantment to begin with,” Sashen explained, her eyes meeting his briefly. “The older generation is concerned over such matters.”
“If it goes against her beliefs, then—”
“It contradicts her sense of compensation. She did not receive payment for the initial enchantment, and would not be equally compensated now.”
“She wants money?”
“It is more than money.”
Anders shook his head, not understanding.
“The magic is tied to the original contract.”
“Would the witch who did the original care?”
Sashen tilted her head from side to side. “She might. But it does not matter. You need it re-enchanted now so you can understand and ask your own questions.”
Her expression settled into that stubborn one he knew meant she would not budge on the matter. He couldn’t argue with her logic, though it felt like there was more going on in their conversation than just the re-enchantment.
Sashen said more to the witch, her tone sharper than before. The more she spoke, the more Kamerin’s expression closed off. The curtains twitched at the back of the main room where the boy hid. He seemed afraid of them, and Ander didn’t like that at all.
Loudly, he cleared his throat, and Sashen’s argument died mid-sentence. Her gaze snapped to his, her eyes narrowed in annoyance.
He set his hand on her arm. “Why don’t I try?” he offered, stepping between her and the witch.
It took a moment, but Sashen’s posture relaxed, and she gave him a tiny nod. He squeezed her arm briefly in thanks before turning to the witch.
“I know you don’t understand a word I speak, but please believe me when I say, helping me with this will be invaluable beyond words.”
The witch stared at him, her eyes squinting with skepticism. He held her gaze. “Please,” he added again, clasping his hands together in the universal symbol of pleading, the bracelet pressed between his fingers.
Her eyes squinted further, her lips pressed tight, then she flicked her wrist toward the inert jewelry.
He stretched it toward her with a wide smile. “Many, many, thanks,” he said with as much gratitude as possible, hand over his heart.
Color bloomed on her cheeks as she snatched it out of his hands. She spun away quickly, then placed the bracelet on the table behind her with a clink. Stretching, she took a candle from the wall and set it beside the bracelet. She spoke a few words and nothing happened. Ander glanced at Sashen, but she returned his stare, unbothered. The curtain behind her flicked shut when he caught the boy staring.
The old woman said something else, and the pressure in the room dropped into his toes, like jumping at the top of an elevator while going up. A flame flared from the candle and arced into the witch’s hands. Ander sucked in a breath. Fire witch? She twirled the single flame between her palms, and pushed it into the bracelet.
Ander expected the table to catch fire, but the flame disappeared in a shimmer of white and gold.
Another murmured incantation, then she leaned forward and blew the flame out like a birthday candle. Straightening, the witch picked up the jewelry, turned, and extended it to him.
Hesitating briefly, he took it. The metal was hot in his hand, but not uncomfortably so. When he looked at Sashen, she tipped her head in permission. 
He put it on and gasped. Unseen warmth spread up his arm to his head and through his ears like a living thing, an invisible snake trying to burrow into his brain. His heart raced at the intrusion, and he wondered if he should be freaking out.
“Have no fear,” Sashen said, her eyes crinkling. “That is how it felt for me the first time as well.” Her words carried no accent, the bracelet working again as it translated Ondosian for him.
“All good,” he murmured, but knew he hadn’t convinced her when his bargain mark itched and her eyes crinkled with mirth. Why hadn’t it felt like this the first time he’d worn it in the jungle?
“It had already learned your language by the time you wore it,” she answered his silent question aloud. “This is starting over.”
The serpentine warmth leaked from his body, and he returned his attention to the witch. “Thank you. I appreciate this more than words can express.”
She tilted her head before setting her candle back in the sconce on the wall.
He cleared his throat. “You were there when Sashen and her sister left, right? Are you sure no one else crossed over at the same time? The vortex took two of my people, a man and a woman.”
Kamerin’s eyes jumped to Sashen, then away. “The royal highnesses went through the portal, but no one emerged in their stead.”
He clenched his hands in frustration, then swiped the towel from the table when the action aggravated the cuts on his hand. “Where else could they have gone?”
The witch stared at him, her eyes thoughtful. “My ancestors have studied the portal wheels for many generations. None have written that more than one pathway can be opened at a time. If it pulled your people through, they were either brought here or remain in your world.”
Relief burst through his chest, quickly replaced by confusion. Could Ridon and Wiley still be on Earth? Ander rubbed his temples. He saw them pulled inside. If they’d stayed near the ruins in Wickwood, he would have seen them. That meant the only place they could be was in this world.
And Sashen’s sister had traveled to Earth even though they hadn’t exited the portal in the same way at the same time.
He looked at Sashen. “They’re here somewhere. We have to return to the portal and search for them.”
Conflict swirled in Sashen’s eyes. “The forest of Gliath spans a great distance, and we are only two.”
Protest rolled to the tip of his tongue, but she continued, “Once we return to Ashentreach, we can organize a search. Many soldiers together can accomplish more than two of us alone without proper supplies.”
He wanted to argue and return to the portal wheel immediately, but saw the logic in her plan. A needle in a haystack. She didn’t say how big the forest was, but from what he’d seen, they couldn’t search effectively on their own.
The confidence in her tone swayed him. Sashen knew this world. He needed to trust her expertise. She was the heir to the throne, for fuck’s sake. She had to know what she was doing.
“All right,” he agreed, though it killed him to abandon his friends yet again.
Sashen’s shoulders relaxed like she’d expected him to fight her. 
He released a puff of breath. It’s Ridon and Wiley. They knew how to take care of themselves. Alone, they were capable. Together, they were a force to be reckoned with. They’re safe. They’re together.
He remembered what Sashen had said about this forest. The deeper a person traveled, the more dangerous it became. He was about to ask for more details about these dangers when another thought occurred to him.
He faced the witch. “How long has Sashen been gone?”
The witch’s eyes bounced from him to Sashen, then back again. “I’d only returned a span when you arrived.”
He faced Sashen. “What’s a span?”
Her eyes had widened. “A short time.” She stepped toward the witch. “Be more specific,” she ordered.
The old woman’s posture hunched further. “I returned, finished helping Malkin with the horses, and came inside only long enough to remove my cloak when you knocked upon the door.”
“That’s an hour. Maybe two,” he added, thinking the woman might walk slower than they had.
“Yes,” Sashen agreed, realization pulling at her features. “And I was in your world much longer.”
Dread pooled at the bottom of his stomach. “Time moves slower here.”
How much time would pass on Earth before he’d find a way back home?
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Chapter four

She hadn’t known. 
In all the reading and all the research she’d done on the portal wheels, Sashen had never come across anything that stated time passed differently in other realms.
A new sort of panic took over Ander’s features, and with it, grew her urge to do something to help him. It was her fault that he was here. She would remedy it in the ways she could.
An urgency took over her limbs, and she could no longer stand still.
“We cannot worry about this now. We must get to the castle, report to the queen, and orchestrate a search for your people.” Though his colleagues hadn’t been here long, the amount of danger they could discover traveling deeper into the forest of Gliath was immense.
She held those thoughts inside, not wanting to alarm Ander further. 
Turning to the witch, Sashen pulled a coin from her belt kit and extended it. “Thank you for your aid with the enchantment.” She pressed her fist over her heart, then nodded at the twitching curtain. “Your boy will assist us with our horses.”
The witch stiffened, eyes turning wary, then agreed with a sniff. Malkin scurried from behind the curtain, his gaze shifting to Ander cautiously as he hurried outside.
Sashen cast a glance first at Ander, then at the witch who’d gone to the hearth to stoke the fire, before following.
Crickets chirped between the buildings as they made their way to the horses’ shed. The three moons had barely moved in the sky while they’d been inside, lighting the path as brightly as a torch.
“It’s unreal,” Ander said, making her pause.
She turned to find him staring up at the sky. 
“I know you said you had three moons, but it’s different seeing them with my own eyes.” He shook his head. “Unreal,” he repeated.
“As unreal as you having only one,” she agreed.
He jogged to catch up with her. “And none of yours have faces.”
“Maybe if you squint.”
He snorted as they arrived at the door to the shed, ajar where Malkin had entered. 
The scents of hay, manure, and dirt surrounded them. Four stalls split the interior, three of them in use. Two held Chaxon and Loula’s horse, Reaper, while the last had an old nag who looked about to fall over with age.
Clack. Malkin lifted the latch for Chaxon. “They have not rested long, Highness.” The door opened on creaking hinges. “They’ve had water, and I picked their hooves. Didn’t know you’d be back so soon.”
Chaxon whinnied a greeting, and Sashen’s heart lightened. It had been a month since she’d seen him. Malkin had done a good job of taking care of her horse, wiping him down and hanging his tack on the hooks outside the stall, but the boy had more potential than this life if he had magic in his blood.
She gave Malkin a nod of approval, and he dipped his head.
“What are your plans for your training?” she asked, grabbing the bridle he passed her.
He stiffened, then continued assisting her with Chaxon’s tack. 
“Only to learn from Kamerin.”
It was as she had expected. The witch would hoard this boy’s talent for herself instead of sending him to the castle for training as she should.
“The next time I return, I will ask you again. And if you have no plans, you will report to the castle for tutelage from the masters.”
His eyes widened. Perhaps he didn’t know his options. There were many who sought to conceal their powers from the monarchy, not wanting to be beholden to the greats of the craft for their education. But Ondoshan law stated that all witches must present themselves for training in Ashentreach in order to protect the common population from unmanaged magic.
“Yes, Highness.” He ducked his head and finished helping with Chaxon’s saddle.
Sashen turned and found Ander watching her with a furrowed brow. 
“You will take Loula’s horse,” she said, squeezing past him to get to the other stall.
“I’ve never ridden a horse.”
She paused. I should have thought of that. There had been no liveries in his world, only cars and trucks that ran on gasoline. She and Ander could double on Chaxon, but it would be an uncomfortable ride with her saddle only made for one.
Reaper stared at her over the top of the stall. He was a formidable steed, trained for war, though Loula had never taken him to battle as far as Sashen knew. Reaper was not a beginner’s horse.
But neither was Chaxon. And her horse wouldn’t take kindly to having a novice on his back. Also, Reaper kind of hated her. Just like his owner.
She stared at the nag in the corner.
“If I sit on that horse, I will break it.”
A peal of laughter erupted from Malkin at Ander’s words, and Sashen’s lips twitched with mirth.
He was probably right.
She moved into Reaper’s stall to saddle him. “We will take a cautious pace. Reaper should follow along behind Chaxon, even if you do not know how to ride.” She hoped. It was just as likely he would not stop bucking until he threw Ander from his back. 
Her chest twinged at the thought of Ander getting hurt, but she pushed the worry aside to take the horse. “It is not a long journey on horseback, but it is a distance,” she added. “We cannot make haste on foot.”
“Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” Ander muttered under his breath, and she didn’t have to turn around to know he wore a self-deprecating expression.
The horses tacked, Malkin led Chaxon out, and she guided Reaper. The horses tossed their manes, eager for another journey despite such a brief rest.
“Do you think you can mount without assistance?”
Malkin snorted, and Ander sent Sashen a scathing glance. She tried to keep her face blank, but he knew her too well for her to hide her amusement at the boy’s mirth.
“I think I’ll do fine, thanks.” Gripping the saddle’s horn and placing his foot in the stirrup, he swung his leg over. 
Reaper pranced sideways, startled, his head angled to inspect this new, uneducated rider.
Sashen clucked her tongue for the horse to settle, then gave him a stroke in apology. Ander wore an uneasy expression as he stared down at Reaper’s head, looking as out of place on a horse as she probably had in a truck. He shifted forward, pulling his cell phone out of one back pocket and his wallet out of the other, tucking each into his jacket.
“Posture straight,” she said, tapping his thigh once he’d resettled. “Roll with his movements instead of resisting.”
When Ander nodded, she passed him the reins. “I have a lead I can attach to Reaper, but I do not think Loula’s riding gloves will fit you. Apologies.” They would have protected his hands, especially the injured one.
She found her own gloves and the lead in her saddlebag, clipped the rope to Chaxon’s bridle, and gave Ander the other end. When Reaper still didn’t offer protest, she strode to Chaxon. A hop and a sweep of her leg, and she sank into the comfort of the saddle.
“The lead,” she said as she maneuvered closer, holding out her hand. When Ander hesitated, she added, “Since you do not know how to ride, I will keep hold of it and pony him to Ashentreach.”
“Insult to injury,” Ander muttered, but handed it over. They both ignored Malkin’s snicker.
Sashen stared toward home. A sense that she was leaving something behind itched at the back of her neck. Loula. Ander’s colleagues. Even the boy who should train at the castle. All of them felt like abandoned tasks.
Not forever.
All of these matters would be resolved in due time.
With a farewell nod to the boy, they set off into the night under the glow of three moons. She kept their pace at a canter, and every time she observed Ander, he bounced around in the saddle.
“What is that glow in the distance?” Ander asked over the noise of the hooves beating against grass and dirt.
She slowed their mounts. “The Cassad Forest. It burns with the scourge of Peril. I should be there leading the fight.”
Another thing she’d abandoned. When would she actually accomplished a mission? Not today.
She urged Chaxon to resume a canter, and Reaper matched him.
“I think you scared that boy earlier,” Ander said after a few minutes.
She sent him another glance. “How so?”
“By saying he could train at the castle. I don’t think he wanted to.”
Sashen looked away. “All young witches are to be trained at the castle. It is the queen’s edict.”
“Even if they would rather not?”
“Why would they not want the best education they could garner from the most talented witches on the continent?”
“I don’t know, but I’m pretty sure that kid wasn’t enthusiastic.”
She thought of the boy’s reaction. “He was timid, true. But he would shed that once learning from the masters.”
“Maybe. It might be more than that.”
“He was more scared of you than me.”
“But I’m a big, scary human, so that’s understandable.”
She hummed, refocusing on the path ahead. “If I scared the boy, then you charmed the witch.” A bite came to the words she hadn’t intended.
Ander snorted. “I can’t help it if I’m charming, Sashen. It’s in my blood.”
Now it was her turn to scoff, a smile twitching at the corners of her mouth that she forced back. It was nice to speak Ondosian and have Ander understand it. Though English was a simple language, speaking her own eased a strain.
A cluck of her tongue, and she urged the horses faster. The coolness of the night pressed against them, less intense than the biting wind in Wickwood. The moons lit up the main road in the distance, a lighter line amid the darkness of the grass and brush. As they neared, glowflies burst from the ditches. She slowed her mount to climb the swell of the road, then encouraged a quicker pace with a press of her calves to Chaxon’s flanks.
The road was empty of travelers, and a quiet hush blanketed the darkness. It wouldn’t be long until they reached Ashentreach.
I’m home.
Shivers broke over her skin at the realization. After spending so much time in the human realm, she could now feel magic in the air and scent its vitality. Of course she’d known they were in Fey, but with everything else, she hadn’t fully acknowledged it. 
The back of her neck prickled with awareness before she saw it. Ander must have felt her reaction through their mark because his head snapped toward her. She slowed their mounts. Illuminated by Osian’s light, the fissure spread across the road, extending as far as the eye could see in both directions. 
She brought them to a stop, and Ander let out a loud exhale.
“That looks a hell of a lot like the one in Wickwood.”
“Yes. I have had the same thought.”
He followed its path, staring at the red glow from the Cassad forest. 
“And you said demons come out of this crack?”
“Yes. Sometimes many. Sometimes a few. But it never stops.”
She thought of that moment when she had to follow her mother’s decree and abandon her men to General Istrang. The edict hadn’t been correct then, and it still didn’t feel right, despite everything that had happened in between.
Chaxon whinnied, sounding as unsettled as the first time they’d crossed the fissure. Reaper pawed at the ground.
She nodded, impatient too. “The faster we return to the castle, the sooner I can return to my soldiers.”
Ander’s head jerked toward her. “What do you mean?” His tone carried an edge.
Her stomach squeezed. “I need to regain command of my troops and aid in the fight.”
He didn’t respond immediately and a strained silence spread between them as wide as the fissure was long. Sashen fought the urge to fidget and didn’t understand why.
“What about the search party you were going to arrange?” The question was soft.
She clenched her jaw. “Both things can happen,” she said. “The search party can return to Gliath while I return to my soldiers.” Her hands tightened on the reins. “I have been away too long already.”
“But for here, that isn’t long at all.”
That might be true, but a burning need swirled in her gut. She needed to rejoin the fight against Peril. 
“No matter. I will not allow the general to keep command now that I have returned.” Though perhaps her mother wouldn’t see fit to return her troops, considering Sashen’s failure in the human realm.
Ander clucked his tongue, regaining her attention. “So, this is a spite thing.” 
Perhaps. But she wouldn’t admit it aloud. “General Valenne Istrang was the one who trained me from the age of ten onward.”
“The one who sent you off into the forest on your own as a child?”
“The same.”
“Well, I hate her already.”
An involuntary huff of humor escaped her lips at his quickly given loyalty, her chest warming.
She could sense his continued irritation at her intent to join her army, but he wasn’t holding it against her. They had spent too much time together for their relationship to be anything but easy—even when they disagreed.
The thought made her tingle pleasantly, and so did the way he stared at her, his eyes narrowed. Awareness fluttered over her nerve endings, and his eyelids lowered. He probably felt her reaction through their connection, and she couldn’t find it in herself to be vexed by it.
Chaxon pawed at the ground. 
“Come,” she said, urging Chaxon forward. “We must make haste.”
No sooner had she said the words, when the soft echo of hooves rumbled in the distance, a lone rider traveling quickly from the direction of Ashentreach.
The muscles in her shoulders tensed. Sashen stared into the distance, searching for the person who would ride so fast in the dark, endangering themselves and their horse.
Squeezing Chaxon’s flanks with her thighs, she directed her mount to the side of the road off the main path, and unsheathed one sword.
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Chapter five

The sudden wariness in Sashen’s expression increased Ander’s own. He wished he had a weapon, either a sword or a gun. He didn’t care which.  
Ever since arriving in this realm, he’d been out of sorts and uneasy. And it didn’t fully have to do with his missing colleagues, or that he might be stuck here, or the lasting repercussions of what had happened in Wickwood before crossing to Fey. 
The air didn’t smell right, but neither did the dirt and grass. This entire world felt… off. The wind pressed against his skin in a disquieting way, like it was alive and trying to figure him out. The stars in the sky were in the wrong places too. Nothing about the constellations was familiar.
Having Sashen on edge added an extra layer of unease.
The hoofbeats grew louder as the rider neared. Their form was hard to distinguish in the dark—a blob on top of a fast-moving blob. Sashen clicked a sound at her horse, guiding it ahead of his.
Ander’s breath huffed from his lips. Always protective. It turned him on when it probably shouldn’t.
The rider straightened in the saddle. Their mount slowed and the pounding of hooves gave way to the clinking of buckles. The closer the person drew, the more Ander could distinguish their features. Leather armor covered broad shoulders and a masculine build, and a sword hung downward from his hip. 
“Tew,” Sashen murmured, her shoulders relaxing. She sheathed her sword and cast Ander a troubled glance.
Tew. Ander squinted, trying to get a better impression of this person in the dark, the frontrunner for her adviser, the person she’d known for a hundred years while she’d only known Ander a month. Sashen had always spoken positively about him, as a friend would, and now Ander wished he’d pressed her to tell him more. Never in his wildest imaginings would he have thought he would meet the fae.
“What is the matter?” she called to him. “Why are you here and not heading to Cassad with Istrang?”
The man stopped his horse in front of them, eyes jumping from Ander to Sashen and back again.
“I came to find you,” he said, his voice deep. “To stop you.”
Sashen’s eyes flew to Ander’s, then refocused on Tew. “Stop me?”
“From crossing to the human world.”
Her hands tightened on her reins, the leather squeaking. “What has happened?”
“You would not believe me if I told you,” he said with a shake of his head. “You must see it with your own eyes.”
She sent Ander another glance, and he knew what she was thinking. After everything they’d experienced together, nothing would surprise either of them. Ander’s lips twitched, but he kept the smile off his face.
Sashen returned her attention to Tew. “I am well-equipped for any peculiarities you came prepared to tell me.”
Ander’s neck prickled and he focused on the other man who stared intently at him. The moonlight highlighted short, golden brown hair above a pensive brow. A beard surrounded a mouth pursed with tension.
“Forgive me,” Sashen said, breaking their staring contest with a jerk of her head. “Ander Martinez, son of Tomas and Diane, agent of Earth and emissary from the human realm.” She tilted her head in the other direction. “May I present Tew Defaire, son of Ceryss and Powall, and my second-in-command.”
Ander inclined his head to the man, and after a hesitation, Tew did the same, though his brow furrowed with questions.
He didn’t blame Tew for his confusion. Sashen hadn’t been gone long from this world and had brought a human man back with her. Ander would have questions too.
“Now,” Sashen continued. “Tell me what has you racing here in the dark. It can’t be any stranger than what I have already experienced this night.”
Tew shook his head. “I will not have you sending me to a healer if I tell you instead of show you. You need to see it for yourself.”
Ander could tell the man’s resistance bothered Sashen by the way her eyes tightened and her shoulders rolled back. A silent conversation passed between the pair, one that Ander only understood half of—Sashen’s half. She willed the man to speak, but he remained tight-lipped. 
“Tew,” Sashen barked when her second-in-command turned his horse around.
“Let’s make haste,” he said over his shoulder. “The sooner we return, the sooner we can—” He didn’t finish his thought aloud, shaking his head.
She followed, then called, “We cannot go faster than a canter. This is Ander’s first time on a horse.”
The moons cast enough light for Ander to see Tew’s head jerk back as he halted his mount. He rotated slightly and shot them an incredulous look. “What grown man does not know how to ride a horse?”
Ander’s neck warmed with embarrassment. What an odd thing. Most people in Wickwood wouldn’t know how to ride a horse. There would be a few, sure, those who could afford the luxury of a horse and the cost of keeping it at a stable. He would never have thought he was lacking in skills until he met this beautiful, inspiring, breathtaking woman from Fey.
Before he could defend himself to the soldier, Sashen spoke up. “Humans use mechanical conveyances which run on electricity, a substance I can only call magic, though Ander insists it is not. They are truly marvelous inventions. And terrifying,” she added under her breath, sending him a self-deprecating smirk.
He would meet her halfway. “And in fae years, I’m like a teenager. Not a grown man, right?” Sashen lifted one eyebrow. “Still a babe?” Ander glanced at Tew, who stared at them with wide eyes. “Does the phrase ‘robbing the cradle’ translate here?”
“No,” Sashen said, her tone turning sharp. “And
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