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      “Autumn,” the voice, familiar but half-forgotten, came out of the darkness. Thousands and thousands of candles surrounded me, a sea, an ocean I couldn’t cross. I was naked, standing in their center, warmed by their tiny flames.

      Out beyond the ring of candles, the darkness writhed. Thick and heavy, like dense smoke. Like the coils of a massive snake twisting and tightening around me. And from that darkness, that vile, sticky, slithering darkness, came Lyle’s voice once more.

      “Autumn,” he said, and the candle flames bowed beneath the word.

      I woke, kicking and twisting to free myself from the blankets twined around my legs.

      “Fuck!” I said, my voice thick from sleep. Fuck, fuck, fuck the refrain continued inside my head.

      From the floor, two sets of doggie eyes looked up at me in concern, and as I swung my legs off the bed, I gave them each a little love. Then I turned off my alarm, which wasn’t due to start beeping for another fifteen minutes—thank you very much, nightmare—and got dressed.

      Unfortunately, getting dressed involved pretending to be an actual grown-up—complete with non-stretchy pants—and running a brush through my hair, because today River and their son were moving in. Soon enough they would see the real me, in sweat pants and tangles, but I figured it was probably good form to put in a little effort for day one.

      Omma had a fall a while back so we’d moved her out of this house and into a supported living facility—run by a frost giant apparently, though I didn’t know that at the time. And then my fiancé had been brutally murdered.

      He’d been a cop and the force determined—with a little nudging from his partner, Detective Tammalee—that he’d been killed on the job. That meant, as his beneficiary, I was entitled to a pretty substantial monthly payment because of his insurance or some shit. I didn’t know the details, to be honest, but the cheque was enough that I could afford to move back to the house I’d grown up in and provide in-home care for Omma so she could come back too.

      Which was simultaneously lovely and weird.

      Lovely for us to be back under the same roof again, as we had been when I was a kid, but weird because the dynamics were so different. It was a lot of adjusting for both of us on top of the adjusting I was already doing for other reasons.

      But River was going to help with that. I hoped.

      One of the problems between Omma and me was that I wasn’t a caregiver. Not really. And I sure wasn’t Omma’s caregiver. That was not how our relationship worked.

      But River was. A caregiver, that is. That was literally their job. They had come highly recommended by the agency, and when we’d met for the interview portion of the hiring process, I had been very impressed by their no-nonsense approach. It would not do to put someone who was easily swayed or too lenient in charge of Omma’s care because she would run all over them in no time.

      There was one complication, though. River was also a single parent to a four-year-old—which may be where some of their take-no-shit attitude came from—so if they moved in they came with an extra person as well.

      I didn’t see that as a negative, though, just a complication. I love kids and the house had been cloaked in mourning ever since Lyle died so, honestly, some pure, childish energy might do everyone a bit of good.

      Once I was dressed and somewhat ready to face this little corner of the world, I led the dogs to the back door off the kitchen. They jumped up and spun around, bumping into one another in the small entranceway, and then burst out into the backyard when I finally unlocked the door and opened it.

      The yard was beautiful. It had snowed overnight and everything was blanketed in an inch of fluffy white stuff which sparkled in the weak winter sunlight. The boys plowed through the powder, sending clouds up around them and disturbing the peaceful scene as they snorted and snuffled, rough housing a bit. I closed the door against the cold and scanned the treetops for ravens through its big window. There were none today, which was probably a good sign.

      The dogs retreated to separate ends of the yard to do their business and I ducked back into the kitchen.

      Omma shuffled in while I was leaning against the counter playing games on my phone and waiting for the tea to finish steeping.

      “Morning,” she muttered, actually rubbing sleep from her eyes like some sort of cartoon version of a sleepy grandmother. Hating mornings ran in the family.

      “Morning. Tea is steeping,” I said, though she could clearly see that for herself.

      “Yup,” she said, and then opened the fridge and pulled out a grapefruit.

      I looked back at my phone.

      “You excited about today?” I asked, eventually, not bothering to look up.

      Before she could respond the dogs jumped at the door, wanting back in, so I let them. As they barreled into the kitchen, their lithe bodies radiated cold, but I petted them anyway. Some sacrifices were worth making.

      “Ecstatic,” Omma said dryly as both dogs abandoned their “Good job going poop outside” scritches to sit on their haunches and look at me expectantly. They were nothing if not creatures of habit. But who was I to judge?

      I set their food bowls on the floor, watching as they buried their faces in them and wolfed down their breakfast.

      “It’s not so bad, is it?” I asked Omma, as though only a moment had passed between her answer and my reply.

      That was pretty normal for us. We’d occasionally go hours between question and response, and sometimes have whole other conversations sandwiched in the middle, but somehow we always understood what the other was talking about even when picking up after a really long time.

      First thing in the morning Omma could ask me if I wanted a perogie casserole for dinner, and four hours later I could wander out of my bedroom and say, “Yeah, that sounds good” and not only would she not take offense at how long the reply took—like the question got stuck in a buffer in my brain somewhere—she’d also know exactly what I was talking about without having to ask.

      “It’s not,” she admitted. “And I like River, but it’s going to be weird to have strangers in the house. All the time.”

      “Yeah.” I took the infusers out of our mugs, passed Omma her tea since she drank it black, and then fixed mine how I liked it. I took a sip while it was still steaming hot. “It would be easier if you didn’t have so many books, you know. Or secrets,” I added with a smile. Though we both knew I was only half-joking. Especially about that second part.

      Omma looked up, meeting my gaze for the first time that morning. She held it for a long time—I felt like she was searching for something but I had no idea what. Eventually, she nodded and looked away. Taking her half a grapefruit in one hand and the tea in the other, she slid into her spot at the table.

      I set my mug down in the place across from her but, before I could sit, the sick sound of our doorbell stretched through the house. The doorbell’s batteries had been lingering in that place between life and death for ages but no one had bothered to replace them. So, for as long as I could remember, rather than a light and cheerful ding-dong-ding, the doorbell had made long, drawn out sounds in a minor key. Diiiiiiiing dooooong diiiiiiing. It sounded like something the Addams family might have. I was used to it, but from time to time I became aware of how off—putting it could be for those who weren’t expecting it. Today was one of those “awareness” days as I realised it was probably River and their son on the other side of the door.

      “What must they think of us?” I said as I got up to answer the door.

      “I’m sure it’s not the first time they’ve seen an old lady in a robe,” Omma said. And then, a little bit quieter, “And besides, it’s not like River won’t be seeing a lot more of me than that before they’re done here.”

      I didn’t bother to correct her impression about what I was talking about, just shook my head and opened the door.

      River was tall and solidly built. Broad-shouldered, with short hair, a smattering of freckles and a warm smile. They turned the last on me as I swung the door open. “Good morning,” they said. “I hope you don’t mind that we’re a little bit early. I would have waited in the car but Finn really needs to use the facilities. If that’s okay.”

      As they talked they put a hand on Finn’s shoulder, steering him to stand in front of them. An adorable little boy with a shock of red hair, freckles smattered all over his face, and big, blue eyes. Finn stared up at me as though he’d never seen my like before, and then his gaze shifted over my shoulder and into the house as he bounced from foot to foot in the universal dance that meant “I have to go pee.”

      “Certainly,” I said gesturing them in. “Of course, come in, come in.”

      The boys, who had been waiting patiently behind me while I answered the door, became excited by the noise and motion and started to wiggle, jump, and twist around our feet. “To your beds,” I said, pointing in the general direction of the library where we’d tucked a couple beds in amongst Omma’s book shelves. As they obeyed me, slinking off like I’d shouted at them—which I hadn’t—I turned my attention to Finn. “Just leave your boots on, that’s fine. Let me show you the way to the bathroom. Omma is in there,” I looked at River and gestured toward the kitchen before turning my attention back to Finn. “This way.”

      He didn’t seem to hear me and I had to repeat myself. “This way,” I said again and his eyes shifted to me and focused on my face. He smiled as I led him down the hallway, opened the bathroom door, and reached inside to turn on the light. “There you go,” I said with a smile, stepping out of his way.

      He moved around me and into the bathroom but, stopping just inside the doorway, he paused, tilted his head, and smiled up at me.

      “Thank you,” he said, and then, “I really like your wings.”
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      Finn blushed, giggled, and shut the door as though embarrassed. Which was just as well because the air had left my lungs.

      How had he been able to see my wings?

      My wings, big white feathery things, had appeared back in November and usually only beings who were magical—gods, giants, or like in my case, interesting hybrids of a sort—could see or interact with them. Part of their magic was that they were there but also not. That solidity which varied depending on what it was interacting with was key to my being able to live something of a normal life. It meant I could sit on a chair and, unless the chair was magical, my wings would go right through it. Or that I could wear clothing that wasn’t specially designed to fit around giant, feathery angel-like extremities. And it also meant that only a select number of magical beings could see them.

      The trade-off was that if a creature could see my wings, my true form, I could also see theirs. Some were much bigger and stronger than they appeared to mundane people and some had a distinct physical feature, like wings or, like in the case of one of the women who worked at Better Days, solid gold hair. But they all had something. Some more obvious than others, but something.

      I hadn’t noticed anything at all about Finn. He simply looked like a normal little boy.

      Cute as a button though. Could that be it? Was being super adorable a superpower? I rather doubted it.

      I heard the toilet seat bang closed and then the sound of running water. When Finn opened the door again he was smiling, a smile that wavered a little bit when he saw me still lingering out in the hallway.

      “Hey!” I said, trying to sound casual but pulling it off about as well as Steve Buscemi pulled off being a teenager. Recognizing how creepy that was, I slid down the wall to sit on the floor so I’d be face to face with Finn. “I need to walk my dogs, would you like to come with me?”

      I needed to spend more time with him to figure out how he could see me. I may be kind of clueless when it comes to kids but even I knew that my initial thought of just asking him to keep my wings a secret was a bad idea. Asking kids to keep secrets is even creepier than hanging out in the hallway while they use the bathroom. Though, admittedly, probably not by much. I was relieved to see that something—my sitting on the floor or the mention of the dogs—seemed to have smoothed whatever feathers I’d ruffled by still being here when he got out.

      “Yes! Yes, please!” he said, actually bouncing from his heels to his toes and back again.

      “Go make sure it’s okay with your zeze,” I said, making a shooing motion.

      As he raced past me his shoulder brushed against the bottom tip of my right wing and went right through without even the slightest hint of resistance. So he was mundane. Ish. I mean, he was mundane enough he couldn’t interact with them, but he couldn’t be completely mundane if he could see them, right?

      Not for the first time I wished these wings, and everything that came with them, had also come with an instruction manual.

      As he asked his parent for permission to go for a walk, I tried to catch Omma’s eye over River’s shoulder, but it was impossible. Omma was all-in on the conversation between parent and child, swept away by Finn’s cuteness. At least I’d been right about that—having a young person in the house was definitely going to shift its energy.

      River looked from Finn to me, lifting an eyebrow. “You okay with this?”

      “Absolutely,” I nodded. “I’d love the company and it will give the boys a chance to get to know him a little bit.”

      “That would be wonderful,” they said. “The movers are going to be here any minute so...”

      So if they didn’t need to be dealing with the movers, Omma, and Finn all at the same time that would be awesome, I interpreted. I nodded again. “You betcha. We’ll go for a long walk, the dogs will like that.”

      “I’ll like it too!” Finn said. He leaned over, jamming his hands into his armpits, sticking out his butt and wiggling in place, like a cat getting primed to pounce.

      “Ready, set, go!” River said, and Finn burst forward, his arms bent into wings that flapped at his side. He ran past me toward the front door.

      The sudden blur of motion got the dogs excited, and they barked and whined but, as far as I could tell, stayed on their beds.

      “Right,” I said with a laugh and a wave. “We’d better get going! Hang on there, Flash,” I called out to Finn. “You might be super speedy but the boys and I still need to get ready.”

      “I’m a boy too,” he said as I joined him at the front door, his voice a cross between petulance and defiance.

      “Is that so?” I asked, neutrally.

      “Yup,” he said.

      “Well, then I guess when I say ‘the boys’ next time I’ll have to be sure and include you too.”

      “Yup,” he said again, with an exaggerated nod and a smile.

      “Okay then,” I smiled back at him. It was impossible not to.

      I stomped on my boots and shoved my arms into my heavy winter coat.

      “You got any mittens?” I asked, gesturing to Finn’s naked fingers.

      “Ta-da!” he said, pulling them out of his pockets and putting them on.

      “Ta-da!” I echoed, doing the same with my own. “Come stand behind me, please. I don’t want the dogs to knock you over—sometimes they get pushy when they get excited and their favourite thing in the world, except maybe food, is walks.”

      “Okay!” Finn tucked himself between me and the door. His hands were on the back of my thighs and he was peeking around me in a way that suggested he could see through my wings as well as walk through them. Which was curious. Was it possible to see things and not at the same time? It might be. It was possible for my wings to be solid and not at the same time. Another question whose answer was going to end up being above my pay grade, I figured.

      “Who wants to go for a walk?” I called to the dogs, and the resulting click and scurry of their nails across the linoleum made Finn giggle again and dig his fingers into my leg just a little tighter. With joy, not fear, I hoped.

      Moments later the dogs’ faces appeared around the corner followed by the rest of them. Bjorn lost a wheel coming around the corner, his paws slipped out from under him, and as he flailed trying to find his feet again, he took out Ulf, and the two of them slid, a bundle of fur and flailing limbs, into the alcove where the hallway, library, front entrance way, and kitchen all met.

      “What the—?” I heard River say from inside the kitchen.

      The boys eventually disentangled themselves, turned upside right, and came to stand in front of me. Well, not stand so much as circle and make little excited jumps. “I think,” I said to Finn, but loud enough for River to hear, “that means they both want to come.”

      I snapped their leashes on, and they both calmed somewhat so I opened the door, letting the dogs lead the way while Finn and I followed.

      It was still cold out, but with my winter gear in place, I was much better equipped to deal with it than I had been this morning in my PJs. The dogs snorted and snuffled through the snow, burying their heads in the mounds on the edge of the sidewalk, and then tossing them back so that the powder danced through the air, catching the winter sunlight and glistening like fairy dust.

      “Oh my,” I said, making a deliberate point to temper my language for little ears. “They sure do like the snow. Do you like the snow, Finn?”

      “Yup!” he said again. I was beginning to suspect I might know his favourite word.

      The dogs, who were usually quite good on their leashes—although it was possible that was mostly because I didn’t bother trying to get them to heel—were overly excited today. Probably both by the snow and Finn’s presence, and possibly exacerbated by my anxiety that one of them was going to knock him over, or he’d slip on some ice beneath the snow and fall or some other horrible thing would happen. Whatever the cause, they weren’t just walking straight ahead, but were wiggling and waggling, crossing over one another and tangling Finn and me up with their leashes. I wished that I could take them to a park so I could let them run, but that wasn’t really an option.

      There were two parks nearby. One was associated with the local elementary school so that wasn’t a good idea—they didn’t allow dogs on that field, for good reason. But the tricksy bit was that the other nearby space appropriate for the dogs to run around in was also where Hornhead lived.

      I called her Hornhead because so far she hadn’t bothered to tell me her name, even when I asked. She was some sort of nature spirit slash demi-god? I wasn’t actually sure of the details. And, though our relationship had started off really fucking rocky, over the past month or so it had evolved to be almost... dare I say, friendly? I actually enjoyed going to the park and talking with her, and I think she liked my company as well. But it was tricky because if she happened to show up and Finn saw her, that would complicate things more than it would answer any of my questions.

      So that wouldn’t work. Not just yet.

      Instead, we made a very slow circuit of the block our house was on, Finn and I doing our best to keep our feet under us as the dogs acted like they’d never been on leashes before. When we got back to the house, I led us through the gate and into the backyard, and I let the boys off their leashes so they could run around the yard. It was far from the long walk I’d told River we’d take but Finn and I could hang out in the yard with them while they finished burning off their extra energy running around and around the fence line. Which was exactly what they began to do.

      Finn’s nose was running a little bit, and before I could even think to check my pockets for a Kleenex, he just stuck out his tongue and licked most of it up. My stomach did a little flip, and for a moment, I thought I was going to be sick. But the feeling passed. “Do you like making snow angels?” I asked, pointing at a patch of snow the dogs hadn’t yet trampled.

      Finn nodded.

      “Why don’t you show me?” I suggested.

      He ran, moving clumsily in his big winter coat that wouldn’t quite let him put his arms flat against his sides, over to the clear patch of snow and then flopped down on his back. He started moving his arms and legs wide open and then tight against his body, and then wide open again, spreading the snow out around him.

      A little dusting of snow fell on his face, and I looked up at the tree which loomed over him just in time to see a raven perch on one of the branches. I narrowed my eyes at it, but Finn just laughed and ran his tongue up over his top lip once more.

      Then he turned over, looking a bit like a turtle trying to get back on its feet until I helped him up.

      “Look,” I said, oh-so-cleverly circling around to the subject I’d been trying to find a way to broach. “You have wings!”

      “I do!” he said. “And a dress,” he gestured to the bottom half of his snow angel where his legs had made a shape like the bottom of a bell, or the flowing robes of an angel.

      I was surprised he hadn’t walked through the door I’d opened for him, so this time I tried to nudge him a little more directly. “I like your wings,” I said, using the exact same words he had.

      He looked at them, tilting his head and tapping his forefinger on his chin as though considering something of great import. Then he nodded decisively and looked up at me. “Me too,” he said.

      Argh. He still wasn’t mentioning my wings and I didn’t know what to do. Should I let it go, because it seemed this wasn’t front of mind for him and he was unlikely to bring it up again, or should I ask him straight up about them? My experience with children was limited and I wasn’t sure what to do.

      He was looking at me, waiting for something. And I wasn’t sure what that was either.

      So I struck a pose exactly like his, with my head turned to the side and my finger tapping my chin. I let a moment or two pass while I considered my options, actually thinking just as hard as I was pretending to. One thing I often did when I was trying to choose a course of action was to consider the worst case scenario of any option I took. The worst case scenario of letting Finn’s giggly comment about my wings go was that I’d have to wait a little while to find out how he could see them, and also that he might mention them in front of someone else. But if he mentioned them in front of someone else they would either already know about them or they would think he just had an active imagination.

      Worst case scenario of me pushing him about them right now was that I’d upset him and he’d start to cry.

      Put that way the decision was easy.

      Especially with the raven looking down at us from the tree. This conversation was definitely not one I wanted reported back to Erik until I had a better handle of what was going on.

      “I like your dress too,” I said, with a decisive nod.

      Finn giggled, and then wiped his runny nose with the back of his sleeve, smearing the half-frozen snot across his cheek. I saw his tongue take a swipe at it again, decided we’d reached the tipping point between adorable and ick, and put a hand on his shoulder. “C’mon, let’s get the boys—all three of you,” I added to make sure he could see I’d remembered to include him this time, “into the house. It’s getting cold. And the dogs don’t have their boots on.”

      “Do they have boots?” Finn asked with wide eyes as we headed through the snow to the back door.

      “They do!” I said, with more enthusiasm than the conversation deserved, and definitely more than the dogs ever showed for their booties. “When it’s time to put them on next, I’ll let you help me. You can give them their treats.”

      “What do they get for treats?” Finn asked.

      I whistled for the dogs, getting their attention so they came trolloping back to us rather than messing around in the yard. “Dog biscuits. Should I give you one too?”

      Finn laughed, shaking his head, “Noooo...”

      “Oh, weren’t you a good boy?” I asked, opening up the screen door and then the one which led into the kitchen.

      “Who wasn’t a good boy?” River asked.

      “I was a good boy!” Finn said quickly.

      “Then why don’t you want a treat?” I asked, making sure not to keep the giggle out of my voice so River would have no doubt that I was teasing.

      The dogs raced past Finn and me, knocking into both of us and flattening him into the wall. He didn’t seem to mind, in fact, he hardly even seemed to notice.

      “I don’t eat dog biscuits!” he said.

      “Oh you don’t?” I asked, eyes wide in mock surprise.

      “No. Silly.”

      “I wonder,” said Omma, getting up from her chair and moving slowly over toward the cupboard which always, always, always had a bag of Chips Ahoy cookies—her favourite—safely ensconced within.

      Finn turned his attention from me to my grandmother, pivoting his whole body with it.

      “I wonder,” Omma said again, opening the cupboard. “If we have any treats that might be appropriate for a little boy instead of a dog...”

      “Do you?” Finn asked, kicking off his boots and shrugging out of his coat in the same awkward flurry of movements.

      I saw Omma make eye contact with River, who gave a little nod.

      “Oh!” Omma reached into the cupboard, carefully angling the door to be sure none of us could see what she was doing but we could hear the cookie bag crinkling. “Oh, I think we might have something.”

      “What is it?” Finn asked.

      I took off my outside gear, hung my coat up on a hook, added Finn’s beside it—tiny in comparison—and stacked our boots up on the boot rack near the door. Then I popped into the kitchen and gave the dogs their treats. I was unobserved the whole time because Finn was transfixed by Omma and what she might pull out of the cupboard. River looked on with a happy smile, watching them, not me.

      The room was very crowded with three adults, two dogs, and a child who somehow managed to take up more space than the rest of us put together, so I scooted off into the hallway to watch.

      “I think,” Omma said, giving the bag another dramatic rattle before pulling it out. “Oh it is! It’s cookies!”

      “Cookies!” Finn said, with a little bounce, and then clasped his hands together in front of him. “I love cookies!”

      “Go wash your hands and face,” Omma said, pointing past me and down the hallway toward the bathroom. “And I’ll get us some milk and cookies.”

      “Yay!” Finn actually jumped up to cheer, and I noticed that when he’d kicked his boots off one of his socks had almost come with it. Close enough that it hung halfway off his foot. And when he ran down the hallway the flappy bit of his sock led the way. I worried that he might slip and fall but he didn’t even seem to notice it.

      River seemed about to say something, but then the sick, elongated sound of our dying doorbell filled the house. “That must be the movers,” they said. “Excuse me.”

      While River answered the door, Finn splashed about in the bathroom, and Omma set out milk and cookies, the dogs and I retreated to my bedroom and shut the door behind us, blocking out the rest of the world.

      It was a lot of change, good change, but also exhausting change. And I just needed a few minutes to breathe and recharge my batteries before I sought out Omma and picked her brain about Finn and my wings.

      So, of course, that was when the Ice Queen decided to call me in for a chat.
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      The Ice Queen is what I call Ms. DeBall—the frost giant who runs the nursing home my Omma used to live in. When I’d given her that nickname, I had no idea how accurate it was—I’d mostly just been commenting on how she treated me, which was pretty coldly. She’d started to warm up to me lately. Or I’d warmed up to her? Or both?

      She had helped save me when the assholes from Vanir had kidnapped me and Lyle. Lyle didn’t make it out of that warehouse alive, it was true, but I wouldn’t have either if it hadn’t been for the timely arrival of a group of allies that included her. And then she’d helped me out a few weeks after that by providing me with a magic book when I needed to force Hornhead to swear an unbreakable oath. Unfortunately, the price I had to pay for borrowing that book was that I owed her a favour. 

      “I need a favour.” was the text she’d sent me, so I guess that had come due. On one hand I was pleased I’d be getting the favour out of the way so quickly—I thought for certain she’d hold that sucker over my head for as long as she could—but on the other hand, could she have picked a worse time?

      I mean, I suppose the answer was probably yes, but she’d have had to work at it.

      “BRT” I sent back. I wondered, with a bit of a smirk, how long it would take her to figure out what that meant—though she was positively progressive by giant standards she was still very old-fashioned when looked at through a human lens. She had come late to a love of cell phones, and I wasn’t actually even sure she’d reached the love stage—she seemed to be hanging on to the “will tolerate” step. Which put her in a similar position to Omma, really, who also mostly resented cellphones. 

      I felt my smirk fade when she texted back, almost right away, “kk”.

      Seemed like she was adapting plenty quickly after all.

      “Gotta go out,” I said to Omma, then waved at River and Finn over the heads of a pair of the movers. “If the boys get in the way just lock them in my room. I’ll be back before they need to go out again.”

      River nodded an acknowledgement and then went right back to directing the flow of traffic, steering Finn into the library with an iPad in his hand and the stream of movers through the kitchen to the basement stairs near the back door. There was a lot of stuff coming in, most of it boxed—I’d only spotted one armchair—but I wondered where they were going to find the space to put it. I’d cleaned out the basement as best as I could, but it still contained some of Omma’s furniture and wasn’t a huge space to begin with.

      “Not my problem,” I told myself under my breath as I awkwardly got my boots and coat on while trying to stay pressed up against the wall and out of the way. “At least not right now.”

      Unfortunately, it was not safe to fly in the middle of the day, and I’d sworn off unnecessary cab rides, so I had to take the bus over to Better Days. I went from being too cold while I waited for its arrival to far too warm and stuffy as it bumped and jostled along the road, jerking to a stop every few blocks. Public transit might be an ethical way to travel, but glamorous it was not. Not by a long shot. The ride took exactly the wrong amount of time—long enough for me to think about Finn and how I ought to approach that situation, but not long enough to come up with any answers.

      I supposed I could ask Ms. DeBall about it just as easily as I could Omma—she’d actually been who I’d come to for most of my information when Omma was in the hospital—but I’d like to avoid that if at all possible. I wouldn’t want to owe her again—one favour was more than enough. And besides, her advice and information always came with a double serving of snobbery. The woman actually sniffed—sniffed—like some snooty ass British aristocrat in a bad movie. So, yeah, I’d wait and ask Omma about it instead.

      Better Days was located on a big, green, park space near the river and felt more like a university campus than a supportive living facility for humans and magical beings. The main building looked like a ginormous mansion, something straight out of Downton Abbey, with immense, intricately carved wooden doors. Realising that I’d never done it before, I paused to check out the carvings. I halfway expected to discover they were filled with stories out of the Eddas—giants and monsters and gods, oh my! But they were not. Instead, fancy vines, leaves and flowers covered their surfaces. I spotted at least one little face peering out from behind the wall of foliage—a troll of some sort if I had to guess—but there was definitely no “ah-ha!” moment hidden in the artwork for me here.

      Though they were huge, the doors had some sort of open assist system that made them easy to open, and I soon found myself in the front foyer. Its marble floors were so highly polished that despite their light colour they still reflected everything around them, including me. It wasn’t a particularly flattering reflection, the puddle version of myself at my feet, and I wondered what it must be like to live here and to see this distorted version of yourself every single day.

      My footsteps echoed, even though I was wearing winter boots. It used to really bother me, but some of my “give a fuck” had gone with the discovery of all that had been kept from me over the years—swept away by my new wings, perhaps. I crossed the floor to the front desk. A glass wall blocked off the foyer from the rest of the building and the desk was centered in that wall between a pair of electric doors. 

      Margaret was sitting at the desk. She was wearing an old—fashioned uniform, like something from the Great War, the hat of which was perched precariously on her golden hair. And when I say her hair was golden I don’t mean blonde, I mean each strand was comprised of solid gold. It was creepy and beautiful at the same time. Her smile, which she turned on me, was just beautiful though.

      “Autumn, it’s been a while!” she said, her Australian accent lilting and lovely.

      “Yeah, since Omma moved out.”

      “It’s almost like you don’t want to come hang out at the care home without good reason.”

      I laughed. “Yeah, almost. How you been?”

      I leaned against the counter and we shot the shit for a little while, and Margaret caught me up on her Adventures in Dating. I had little to contribute to the conversation, though—no one really wants to hear about the details of mourning your dead boyfriend while moving your grandmother back
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