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			Praise for Pure: New World Magic Book 1

			 

			 “I love this story! It rivals the best urban fantasy books that I have ever read.” —Diana, Audible Reviewer

			“Kim embraces the writing style of Ilona Andrews and Jeaniene Frost with snarky heroines, exciting plotlines, and of course mythical creatures”—Nerd Girl Official

			“Captivating Read! Fantasy/Romance/Mystery writers, move over in a big way for the new kid on the dark street who can write plot and dialogue as clever and quick as Nora Roberts” —Rad Dad, Amazon Reviewer

			 

			 

			Praise for Kim Alexander

			 

			“Kim Alexander’s The Sand Prince is a thrill ride of fantastical proportion. Can hardly wait for the next wild installment.”  —David Baldacci, New York Times and International Best-Selling Author

			“The Sand Prince is a wonder — full of magic, drama and sly humor.  Kim Alexander might just be a wizard.” — Daniel Stashower, New York Times Best-selling Author

			 

			“I love these characters (even the horrible ones) and their growth and depth; I love the world(s)-building and the not-quite-hereness of it and the utterly beautiful and unique story.” —Tracet, NetGalley Reviewer 

			


		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			Dedication

			 

			This one is for Cait, Gen, and Other Jenn: you are my favorite. (Don’t tell the others.)
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			March

			 

			 

			 

			The woman walked right past the unicorn.

			“Can I get you another?” The bartender smiled at March, his hand already on the tap. He was about to agree when something caught his attention. A smell—delicious and familiar. Was it rosemary? Here, surrounded by plastic and metal and cold light, a delicate reminder of life and warmth. March raised his head in time to catch the woman wearing the fragrance reflected in the mirror behind the bar. She rolled her suitcase to a stop at an empty barstool and plopped down with a sigh.

			He went tense all over, but it only took a second to realize she was just a random traveler sitting down for lunch. Not Ruby.

			After all, why would Ruby be day-drinking at the Home Team Sports Bar in Terminal Two of Phoenix Sky Harbor Airport to begin with? And why was he?

			“Was that a yes?” the bartender asked.

			He’d forgotten to answer. “No, I’m fine. Thank you.” He kept one eye on the woman, in case she turned out to be Ruby after all.

			“Don’t want to miss your flight. Sure.” There were other people waiting for their drinks, but the bartender lingered. “Where are you off to? Someplace good?”

			“Um, not really. I’m not sure where I’m going, honestly.”

			The young man leaned on his elbows. “Yeah? Well, if you need a place to stay or anything...”

			“Thanks, but I’m fine. Maybe you ought to...” he indicated the waiting customers, looking increasingly impatient. The bartender reluctantly left to wait on them.

			He thought about how he’d gotten here; this bar, this place. Once, it would have been almost impossible for him to follow a map of time and place—points A, B, and C. It would all be happening at once. Now, he could picture each step in order, back to the beginning of this journey.

			After the Unseelie king Sasha “gifted” him with his sanity by fixing him in time, he decided the thing to do was to get back to his old life, and that meant the solitude of his forest. He hadn’t said goodbye to anyone, not even his old friend, the demi-goddess and therapist Bel. Not even Ruby, not that it would have mattered, because Sasha took her memories away. Her memories of March, the rocks blocking his river.

			He didn’t want to be distracted by human things.

			He started walking, away from the city, away from the cars and buildings and humans, but mostly away from Ruby. He told himself it was out of concern for her well-being—what would happen if she should see him again? Would it hurt her? But thinking of their last moment together, when thanks to Sasha’s intervention she no longer knew him, the way she’d glanced at him with the blank, dismissive eyes of a stranger—he finally had to admit that it was his own heart he wanted to protect.

			For a while he put his own body back on and slid through the nighttime streets like mercury, until there were no more streets, and briefly, his journey was over. But once home, he found he couldn’t keep still, and before long, his forest was far behind him again.

			Turning back into a man, he caught a ride on a ferry and crossed the big river. Then he walked, and when he got tired, he stood by the road until someone stopped their car. Then he’d sit in the passenger seat while they drove and try to keep their eyes on the road and off of him. It didn’t always work out that way. Once a man driving a truck stopped for him, and he let the man give him a blowjob. Afterward, the man gripped the steering wheel and cried, saying he had never done anything like that before.

			“Really?” March said. “I have. Lots of times. It feels good though, right?”

			The man wiped his face with the heel of his hand and said, “I need to pray now.”

			March nodded. He was used to worship. “That’s a good idea.”

			“You should leave.”

			March looked out the front window of the truck. The road shot straight as an arrow dividing the endless fields of corn until it disappeared. The last thing like a town they had passed—a gas station, a motel, and long rows of storage sheds—was over a half an hour ago. He understood, though. He knew he could be a little overwhelming. Just to be sure, he said, “You mean right now? I don’t—”

			The man pointed his shaking hand at the passenger door. “Please get out.” He never looked up.

			March fished his sunglasses from the wadded up fast-food bags and random papers on the dashboard and climbed down from the truck. He walked down the road a few paces and looked back at the windshield. The mid-day sun turned it into a mirror, and in it, he could see nothing but endless green with the briefly surprising dot of a man—himself—at the center. He thought there was a good chance that the man was saying a prayer of gratitude for what had just happened to him. Or maybe he prayed that he might see a unicorn, so he took a few more deliberate steps and with a sigh of relief, turned back into himself. Every time, it was like taking off a heavy backpack, and every time, he realized he had forgotten. He looked back at the truck one last time, then plunged into the cool and quiet of the cornfield. Surely, he thought, it must have been gratitude.

			After that, he avoided highways and walked through endless cornfields and cow pastures. Mostly, he was completely alone, although he opened his eyes one night to find another set of eyes looking back at him. He knew there were...entities? Creatures? Things almost as old as himself that called this place their home. The eyes held nothing he recognized—not joy or grief or mercy, only a sort of detached curiosity. After a while, they vanished. He went back to sleep.

			The landscape changed as he moved west, and the trees and green, growing things grew sparser, and then green things were gone, too. He spent a long while in the desert, and if he sensed that he had been spotted by something other than the odd lizard, he ran on his four strong legs until the feeling fell away.

			He stood on a hillside for hours and watched heat lightning silently tear apart the far distant sky. He listened to the love songs of the cicadas. He counted the stars, the same stars he and Ruby had looked at when they stayed at Bel’s cabin. That was a long time ago, he thought. A long time. He knew what that meant now.

			Solitude, he decided, was no longer what he wanted. He didn’t know what he wanted, only that he couldn’t stop moving.

			When streets and trucks and people started reappearing, he put his human body back on, and finally found himself here.

			“Where are you going?” the last woman who picked him up had asked him.

			“I’m traveling,” he had replied, ignoring the hunger and invitation in the woman’s eyes. He pulled his hoodie over his face and pretended to sleep, and she brought him here; an airport. He liked it here. Airports were full of motion and excellent for watching people, and mostly the people were in too much of a hurry to stop and take much notice of him. He realized it wasn’t isolation he’d craved after all, but he wasn’t too angry at himself. He was different now and of course he would get some things wrong. New things had begun to occur to him all the time. His latest new idea was to look at people because he must have missed something. Because it made sense that if he could fall in love with one human, surely that meant he could find another? That if he paid close enough attention, he would find someone else. This idea was proving sensible and comforting and also, at least so far, wrong.

			He took a closer look at the woman sitting down the bar, who had perched her sunglasses on her head and was reading something on her phone. She didn’t look anything like Ruby other than having long dark hair. The bartender set a beer in front of her. March wondered what her life was like, if she laughed or cried or had someone at home. She has a phone, he thought, so she must have somewhere to plug it in. He wondered if Ruby kept the little plastic phone she bought him or simply tossed it away. After all, it didn’t belong to anyone she knew.

			“Maybe you should go talk to her.”

			March jumped in his seat, and swung around to see who had spoken. People rarely approached him, mostly waiting respectfully for his attention or permission to speak. The man lounging against the bar next to him was tall and slender. His silvery hair was neatly cropped, and he wore a jacket of some crinkly looking fabric with thin white and blue lines. His eyeglasses were small silver ovals. March relaxed a bit when he realized the man was a djinn. He had that lick of fire about him.

			“I don’t think so,” he told the djinn. “She just reminded me of someone I knew, that’s all.”

			“Yeah,” he said, “I can see it if I squint. ‘Course, all humans sort of look alike to me.” He stuck his hand out. “Mathieu.”

			March took the djinn’s hand, which was hot, as he expected. “March.” Then he frowned. “What do you mean, you can see it? How do you know—”

			“Oh, sorry. Right. Yeah, I know who you are. And who you thought she was. It was a real pain in the ass finding you, friend. You have light feet.” He leaned against the bar, and the reflection from the bank of televisions, each showing a different sport game, flickered in the lenses of his glasses. “You made quite an impression on some humans. Uh huh,” he nodded, “you are putting off some wild energy. When I described you, they all asked me to make sure you were okay. I got a pocket full of phone numbers, if you want ‘em.” March didn’t respond, and the djinn nodded again. “Didn’t think so. I would have lost this bet, though, finding you here.” He pulled a notebook out of his jacket pocket. “Carol sends her regards and says you should come see her if you’re ever in...” he flipped the page. “Scottsdale.”

			March let his feet find the floor, in case he had to run. “So, you know me. Do I know you?”

			“Indirectly. Doesn’t matter. She’s fine, by the way. If you were wondering. Or she was when I left D.C.”

			He stared at the djinn; he could taste panic at the back of his throat, but he wasn’t sure why. “What do you want?”

			Mathieu laughed. “Fine, let’s just get right to it. Thought you might buy me a beer for my troubles, but okay.”

			“I don’t have any money,” March said. It sounded foolish and inhospitable as soon as he said it. “Um, I could ask the bartender to give you a beer. If you want.” That had worked for him all along. Bartenders were always so friendly.

			“Nah, just as well. The air conditioning in this joint makes me achy. Too cold. Listen. I also wanted to thank you. I hear you tried to find out what happened to my Michael.”

			Michael….oh. Doctor Mike, he must mean. Murdered for a piece of paper—the blood test that proved Marly was one of the fae. “The kitsune.”

			“Yeah. We’d been split up for a while, and I know humans are fragile, but…thank you.”

			“I wish I could have done more.” Like take off the fox man’s head. That would have been good. “What did you mean by also?”

			Mathieu reached back into his jacket and this time pulled out a stiff black envelope sealed with a blob of saffron colored wax. The wax had flower petals embedded in it in an elaborate pattern. He didn’t recognize the sigil. “Why I’m here. This is for you. I strongly, strongly recommend you don’t make her wait. Strongly.” He nodded at March and turned to go.

			“Wait.” Mathieu paused. “She’s...you said she’s okay?”

			“Well, I didn’t talk to her in person or anything, but yeah. Bel says she’s best left alone right now. Oh, you’ll want to give her a call. Bel, that is. She’s expecting to hear from you.”

			March looked at the envelope. “This is from Bel?”

			Matheiu laughed again. “Dude. Just read it. Gotta head out. Isn’t it cold in here to you?”

			March shrugged. “Whatever, boo. Good luck.” He watched the djinn stroll towards the row of escalators, presumably heading for the exit and the blast furnace of a Phoenix afternoon.

			March settled back onto his stool and tore the envelope open. It was an engraved invitation. He had never seen one before; he thought it was just a phrase humans said when they wanted their friends to hurry up and do something: “Are you gonna change the keg,” Ruby would say to Claudio, who was dawdling, “or are you waiting for an engraved invitation?”

			He scanned the raised golden script on the thick, silky black paper. Someone wanted him to do something, and they wanted him to hurry up and do it. He pushed away his empty beer glass and went over to the dark-haired woman.

			“Hi,” he said.

			She looked at him, wide-eyed. “Hi, uh, hello.” A faint blush rose up along her throat.

			“I was wondering,” he said, “can I use your phone?”

			


		
			 

			 

			 

			2

			 

			 

			Ruby

			 

			 

			 

			Time to get to work.

			The Hare won’t open itself, even if Claudio usually beats me to the bar. I’m technically in charge but he’s pathologically early, no doubt a result of childhood trauma. Sure enough, he was already back there slicing limes. I tossed my backpack into its nook and grunted a hello in his direction.

			“Uh, nice t-shirt,” he said.

			“Thanks.” I smoothed it down. “Got it at a yard sale. Three dollars and worth every penny.” It had a cartoon drawing of a blue unicorn holding up his hooved middle finger and said “I got yer magic right here,” in bubble letters.

			“Does it remind you of anything?” Claudio was looking at me funny, but everyone looked at me funny these days. Being best friends with Magical Fairy Princess Marly probably rubbed off on me.

			“Should it?” My stomach lurched, and I reached into my bag for some antacids. They seemed to help, but if I didn’t feel better soon, I’d have to break down and go to the urgent care. But every time I pictured the inside of the office—fluorescent lights, ice cold air conditioning, a room full of sick people...sick little girls...it just made me feel worse. The only times I felt really well was when I was working the bar or doing something that kept my brain too busy to think. And speaking of mindless amusement, I said, “Bobby’ll be here later. Can you let me know if you spot him first?”

			Claudio looked a hell of a lot like he wanted to say something else, but just shrugged and said, “Sure.” He usually called my not-quite-boyfriend not-quite-hookup Diet Coke Boy, so this was a cautiously optimistic step up. I didn’t know what Claudio had against Bobby—he wasn’t exactly a brain trust, but he wasn’t an axe murderer—or worse—someone who stole from the tip jar. And to make it worse, Claudio acted like I was imagining it. It made me feel contrary, but I’d already made up my mind. “I’m going to break up with him,” I said, “and I don’t think he’s expecting it.”

			Claudio’s face lit up like he just won a free puppy. “I want to watch! Can I watch?”

			“God, Clo, why are you so weird about this? You’ve been low-key shitty to him all along.” Claudio shrugged and tried to look innocent. “Don’t you want me to be happy?”

			“I remember when you were happy,” he muttered, turning back to the limes.

			I decided to let it go, feeling another wave of nausea threaten. I felt so crappy for the last few months that I finally drove the half hour up 270 to Rockville, where no one at the drugstore would recognize me, and bought a pregnancy test—nothing, thank God. But I knew if I got my ass busy and didn’t mull over the past (something’s wrong, there’s a hole in it), I’d feel better by the end of the night. As the bar got more crowded and I let the muscle memory of pouring, serving, making change, and swiping cards take over, I was proved right. By the time Bobby finally poked his head around the corner, I felt just fine.

			Was it shitty to break up with someone across a bar? Better or worse than sending a text? Better, I think. At least I was doing it in person. But then I started to back-pedal; should I make a date with him to break the news the next day? I didn’t want to take him home with me that night only to make him leave, and I sure wasn’t going to let him stay so I could tell him over breakfast. It wasn’t like I was mad at him or that he did anything wrong in particular. He just...didn’t do anything in particular. When I talked about it with Shanti a few days earlier, she had been quick to agree. Maybe a little too quick.

			“You don’t need a reason to break up with him,” Shanti said over dinner. She took a sip of her margarita. “The fact that you’re even contemplating it means he’s not right for you.”

			I had a strong feeling that if I had acted like I was on the fence, Shanti would have tried to talk me into breaking up. She never really warmed up to Bobby either, and I couldn’t figure out why. Maybe there was something wrong with him that I couldn’t see. Anyway, it was time to break it off. There didn’t seem to be any reason to drag this out.

			“Hey,” Claudio said. He poked me in the ribs, and I pulled my head out of the cooler.

			“What?”

			He jerked his chin to the right. “Diet Coke Boy’s here.”

			“His name is...never mind.” There wasn’t much of a point in correcting him, since Bobby would likely never come by again. I wiped my hands and met him at the far corner of the bar. He had a strange look on his face.

			“Hey, what’s up?”

			“You could have just told me,” Bobby said. “I mean, it’s obviously not working out, but why’d you have to get rude about it?”

			“Um, yeah. I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I was surprised but slightly relieved he’d beaten me to the punch. Still, this seemed weird. I hadn’t done anything but ask him to come by The Hare.

			He tossed an envelope on the bar. “I’m happy for you. I really am.” His voice sounded anything but. “It was obvious you were never really into it. I’m just glad you didn’t waste any more of my time.”

			“Now hang on. I was into it, for a while. I mean, yeah, I was going to break up with you but...why are you happy for me?”

			“Your lover boy sent a car to come and fetch you. The driver said you’d drop everything to see him. I just think it’s fucking rude that he had an errand boy came to my house with a letter for you.”

			Your lover. For a split second the room lurched sideways and I thought for sure I’d puke on the bar. But the sensation passed as quickly as it struck. “I don’t have a lover boy, an errand boy or any other kind of boy. Don’t be gross. And how do you know it’s for me if they came to your house?”

			The look he gave me screamed, Thank God I never have to see this person again. “Your name is on the envelope, dumbass.” I had to give him that one. “And the guy asked for you by name and said you’d ‘been seen’ with me, so thanks for roping me into whatever game you two are playing. Whatever. I’m done with you and this shitty bar.” Bobby glared at me like I threw his phone into the toilet, turned, and stomped off down the stairs.

			“Bye,” Claudio shouted after him. “See you never.” He turned to me. “Who’s it from?”

			I stared at him, then looked down at the envelope. It was heavy, silky cream-colored paper with no return address and no stamp. Just my name, in flowing script. “You know who it’s from, don’t you?”

			“No. No. I, um. No.” Claudio was a lousy liar.

			I turned away from him and opened it. “Oh, perfect. Now this bitch.” I thrust the letter at Claudio, who snatched it up and read it.

			“Can you say no?” he asked. “Do you want to say no?”

			I sighed. “I don’t think I can turn down an invitation from Sasha.”
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			March

			 

			 

			 

			The elevator hadn’t even slid shut behind March when Shanti swooped in (even in her human, non-harpy form, Shanti favored the Swoop) and hauled him through Dr. Bel’s waiting room and into her office. She often talked a little too fast for him to follow, and now she was rattling on at top speed. It seemed like she was pretty worked up.

			“Nice to see you again, too,” he said.

			“Ugh!” She shut the door behind him.

			“Above and Below,” Bel cried, “Finally!” and hugged him. Well, that was nice. Then she reared back and punched him hard in the bicep.

			“Ow!”

			“March, you jerk. Where have you been? Do you know how hard we’ve been looking for you? For months!”

			Now, that didn’t make any sense at all. They’d gone years without seeing each other. Decades. “Why?”

			She looked at him like he was crazy. “Because you’re my friend. And I am worried about you—we all are.”

			“Ruby isn’t,” he reminded her.

			She sighed. “No, she’s not. But that doesn’t mean the rest of us...March, we couldn’t figure out what happened. Shanti, Dafne, and I all left before Sasha...before he did whatever he did to Ruby. We’re still not sure. And then you were gone. I thought about contacting Marly, but she’s got her own thing going on, and I didn’t want to worry her, and now...well.” She took a breath and forced herself to settle down. “Please, sit.” She paused; her mouth twisted. “Unless you have someplace more important to be.” She was still angry with him. He sat on the ecru couch, and she perched on the edge of her desk.

			“Well, I did get a letter...” he said.

			“A what?”

			“A letter. From Mathieu, he delivered it. The djinn? Didn’t you send him?”

			“Oh, is that why he was looking for you? No, he contacted me, since he knew we know each other, and I told him that I needed to talk to you. But he didn’t mention a letter.” She folded her arms, taking a longer look at him. He wondered whether he looked the same, or why she cared.

			“I can understand why you’d be worried about Ruby,” he said. “She’s a delicate human. But why worry about me?”

			She looked at him, incredulous. “March, we all thought you were about to die, or lose your mind, or get lost in time, or something. When I tried to ask Ruby what happened to you, she’d get sick to her stomach and run to the bathroom. I couldn’t even say your name. I tried to...I don’t know, hint? But she acted like she didn’t know what I was talking about. Shanti said the same thing—she acts like she doesn’t know who you are.”

			“She doesn’t.”

			Bel waited. “That’s it? That’s the whole story?”

			He sighed. He didn’t want to talk about it because that gave it substance. “Sasha removed the thing that was causing me to come unmoored in time. That thing was Ruby. He couldn’t remove my memories of her, but he took away her memories of me. He said it was like pulling a rock out of the river, so the water could flow. She was my rock. So now, as far as she knows, I don’t exist. I guess she came up with stories to fill in the gaps about everything that happened.”

			Bel nodded. “She thinks Marly got bitten by a radioactive spider or something.” She shook her head. “I’m sorry. No wonder you wanted to get away.”

			“I love her.”

			Bel’s head jerked up. “You what now?”

			He did. He’d said it out loud—of course, there had never been anyone but the corn and a few curious cows to hear him say it. But based on what he knew—which he had to admit wasn’t much—about what feelings meant and what you were supposed to do with them, he understood that he loved her. “I love her. I figured it out, but by the time I did, it was too late to tell her. I think it’s possible she felt the same way.”

			“I think she did, too.” She ran her hand through her hair. “What a mess. Well, what happened next? What have you done to fix this? Is that where you’ve been?”

			Here came another new feeling—guilt. He didn’t care for this one at all. “I promised her I would. It was the last thing I told her, that I’d try to fix this. But I haven’t. I’ve been mostly not thinking about things.” The curious, pitying way Bel looked at him now made him feel worse. It made him wish he was still alone, walking through a moonlit field. “Just...she’s fine, though, right? She’s well?”

			“Yes.” Her tone softened. “You’ve been going through some things, yourself. I wish you’d stuck around. You have friends here. Maybe together we could have figured—”

			“No.” Another new thing surfaced. This one was already in his head, waiting for him to notice it. “I...” He struggled to find the words for what he’d realized. “It doesn’t matter what I want.” This had begun to occur to him while alone in the corn. He’d been alone most of his life, but he’d never before felt insignificant. A lot of new things in his head, most of them unpleasant. “She’s much better off without me. I have a feeling for her, but it doesn’t mean I’m good for her. It should stay this way. I have a long time—a really long time—to get over it.” He was stunned by the realization. “I don’t always have to get what I want.” This is what the corn, and the eyes in the corn, wanted him to know.

			Bel gave him an appraising look. “I never thought I’d hear you say something like that. You are changing, aren’t you?” She shook her head. “I’m not sure you get to make that decision for her. Also, I don’t know what tampering with her memories might have done to her. I don’t see Sasha as having been very concerned with side effects.”

			Bel was right. But then, she usually was. “I actually did not think of that.” He sat back. “So, getting her memories back might be better for her after all?”

			“And then, she can decide if she’s better off without you, or not. Until then, her life isn’t really her own, is it?”

			“You want me to try and fix this, but I’m not sure I should. I thought therapists were supposed to help you make your own decisions, not try and change your mind to match theirs.”

			She blew out a breath. “I’m not your therapist, March, and anyway, what do you want to happen? Do you want to spend the next thousand years being miserable?” She narrowed her eyes at him. “Maybe you do. Maybe it’s the easy thing to do. After all, it’s easy to say you love someone when there’s no chance of having to do the work.”

			He lifted his chin. “I remind you what I sacrificed for her, and that your sister is still out there. Ruby is safer without her connection to me, no matter what else happened in her head.”

			Bel looked chastened. “That’s not what I meant. I know what happened. And believe me, I appreciate that you’re thinking of what might be best for her. I know this is new for you, and I’m proud of you. You’ve come a long way. And of course, there’s the question of what would happen to you if her memories are restored.”

			He didn’t like to remember the confusion and frustration, the fear he’d felt. There had to be another way. “Can we leave it for the moment? As of right now, I can’t change it or fix it. She doesn’t remember me, and that is all.” She still looked unconvinced. “Is that all?”

			“Well, I don’t know. Like I said, I don’t know what else Sasha did to her mind while he was rooting around in there. I don’t even know if he created all that nonsense to fill in the blanks, or if she did it herself.”

			“I could ask him.”

			She stopped. “You could—how?”

			“When I go there.” He handed her the letter. “I’ve been summoned to the Unseelie Court.”
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			Ruby

			 

			 

			 

			The invitation noted that time ran differently in the Unseelie kingdom, so I wouldn’t have to worry about my life being too disrupted. Still, Claudio said he’d watch the bar and come around to mist my orchid if it turned out to be more than two or three days. Even so, I wasn’t sure how to pack to visit the king of the dark fae. In the end, I figured a couple of pairs of jeans, some t-shirts, tights, and a dress I inherited from Shanti would do the job, and I stuffed them all in my backpack. I remembered Sasha saying there wasn’t any cell service, so I left my phone sitting in its charger on the kitchen table. I decided “yes” on the allergy nasal spray and “no” on a third pair of shoes. I took a last look around and grabbed the medallion from my dresser. Tucked into the very formal invitation, Sasha included a handwritten note saying I’d need it to have it “on my person.” I hung it around my neck, hiding under the “nice” jersey knit blouse I picked to travel with. I turned out the lights and wondered how long this would really take, in either world. The letter had, in typical Sasha fashion, not been clear.

			“Good to see you again.” James was waiting at the curb, leaning against his Rav-4. I remembered his kindness and his great taste in music at the same time I had a wave of nausea. I took a deep breath and felt it fade away.

			“I thought you retired.” I gave him a hug. “Are you back working for Sasha?”

			“One a one-time only basis. Well, two times, since I’ll be taking you home when you’re done.”

			I got in the front, since we were friends. After all, he’d practically saved my life after I was attacked by the kitsune. “Yeah, about that. Do you know why I got this invite now? I mean, I’m glad I finally get to see Marly, but I was kind of wondering why the invite didn’t come from her. Do you know what Sasha’s got in mind?”

			James both shook his head and nodded in one awkward gesture. “Can’t say.”

			I figured that meant he literally could not say and let it go. “So, where are we going? I mean, I know we’re going to the Unseelie Court. Is it off 95? Is there a lot of traffic?”

			He smiled, probably relieved I changed the subject. “There won’t be any traffic where we are going. Visitors to the court are highly unusual. I’ll be driving a second visitor later today, which is a sort of record.”

			“Oh yeah? Do I know them?”

			He hesitated, then did that nod-shake of his head again. I laughed. “It must be so frustrating, knowing stuff that you can’t talk about.”

			“You could say that. I wish he would tell me less, but I think he enjoys my company.”

			I tried to picture Sasha enjoying someone’s company. Even eating pizza in his sweatpants he’d had a stick up his ass the size of a telephone pole.

			Once we got underway, we had one stop to make, one that Sasha was very clear about, and then we were back on the road.

			There may not be much traffic on the road to the Unseelie Court, but it was near rush hour on the Inner Loop, and we were crawling. With reggae playing on the stereo and the AC blasting, it felt like old times. “Hey, remember—”

			He glanced at me. “Hmm?”

			“So weird.” I shook my head. “Never mind.” I rummaged around my backpack until I found my trusty antacids. They wouldn’t help with lightheadedness, but they usually took the edge off my stomach trouble. Not for the first time, I wondered if something was seriously medically wrong with me. It began about six months ago, just after Marly left to go try her hand at being an Unseelie fae. While it was true that Sasha was genuinely concerned about her, and his offer to help her get used to her new fae biology probably saved her life, there was still something shifty about him. The whole business with him being tricked by the kitsune, there were still some parts of it I couldn’t get straight in my head. I even got a new journal, thinking if I wrote it down it would help me figure it out. But whenever I tried to unknot it, it just made me feel worse. Could a memory of an event make you sick? I guessed I could have PTSD, but other than a fistfight with a fox dude, nothing happened to me that was even close to being as dramatic as Marly’s trip from middle school English teacher to having something dormant in her blood suddenly activate and turn her into a fae. She should be the one throwing up, not me. I had a sudden, wild idea that I was somehow experiencing her morning sickness—that was why she was there, after all. But that was not only dumb, it opened a whole line of ‘they are doing it’ I was one hundred percent not prepared for. I supposed I would find out pretty soon what she was up to. Maybe she would have some ideas about me, too.

			“Ah, here we are.”

			While I’d been preoccupied by the idea of my best friend rolling around with Sasha’s scary ass, James had taken an exit off the beltway and onto a road I’d never seen before. It was two lanes wide, paved with gravel, and lined with huge, shaggy trees—beeches, maybe? Their branches met overhead and as we drove; it got progressively darker. I wasn’t sure if it was the trees blocking the sun, or if we’d entered a place where our sun didn’t shine, and James turned on the headlights. When we reached the other side of the tunnel, the sun was gone and I knew we were very far from home. It was quiet and almost as dark as the tree-lined road. He stopped the car in what looked like a medium sized pull-off for a scenic overlook, if you were vacationing on another planet.

			I got out of the car and walked to the edge of the clearing, then looked over the edge of the stone wall and whistled. Not too far below was a sea of dark gray, churning clouds.

			“I’m looking at a moat, aren’t I?” Far across the chasm I could make out a sort of shoreline. It was too dark to see anything other than what looked like a broad, flat plain with a line of mountains in the distance. As I squinted at them, one of the mountains moved, like the biggest inchworm in the universe. I blinked hard several times. Jeez, Rube, get a grip.

			I tore my gaze away from the definitely-not-moving mountains. The dark forest and the road were on one side, and on the other a hedge too tall for me to see over which stretched out of sight, broken only by a tall and delicately coiled black gate. I’d say it was wrought iron, but there wouldn’t be any iron on the fae’s home turf; to them it was poisonous. It wasn’t exactly a parking lot, although I noted several things I figured were probably vehicles. One of them looked like the carriage from Cinderella, except done in shiny black and dull silver, and no mice.

			“Is that Sasha’s ride?” James nodded. “Sweet.”

			He looked around cautiously. “We have only a moment.” He leaned in and whispered rapidly into my ear, “You must not apologize, not for anything. And you may know they can’t lie? That does not mean they speak true. Watch your back. Watch your front. Watch your words.” He took a step back and spoke in a more normal tone. “The king enjoys driving, he is quite accomplished.” He gave me a sort of owl-eyed look, and I nodded slowly.

			“Driving is very important. It’s great if someone teaches you the ins and outs. Much easier to get around.”

			He looked relieved. I hoped that was the end of the lecture, because someone was coming.

			The frothy wrought iron gate swung open and a young man (nope, not a man, best keep that in mind) hurried in our direction. He was tall and slender, with the same long, silky black hair Sasha had when I first met him in Lauren’s kitchen, over her dead body. New guy’s eyes were all black, with pinpoint golden lights darting in my direction. He pushed his hair back, looking a bit out of breath. “Ah, you’re the human. I mean, you’re a human. I mean, you knew that. Sorry.”

			James said not to apologize, but it looks like they could do it, just not me. So noted. He put his hand on my shoulder. “I’ll be seeing you soon. Don’t...” he paused. “Don’t worry. You’ll be fine. The king is an excellent host.”

			The young man said, “Thank you for your service to the king. I’ll let him know the, uh...”

			“Ruby,” I said, so he wouldn’t have to keep calling me “the human.”

			“I actually knew that,” he told me. “I will tell the king you delivered Ruby safely.”

			“Tell him I’ll be back for her. Tell him I’ll be waiting for the call.” We watched James get back in his car and slowly drive away until even the crunch of gravel under his wheels was gone. The man turned to me.

			“On behalf of the king, welcome to the Unseelie Court. My name is Aster.”

			“Aster. Like the flower?”

			He shook his head. “Like the fourth runner up of the eighth season of the Australian version of Gettin’ It. He had a most compelling story arc, starting as he did as a member of the crew...” He cocked his head at me. “Oh, I’m to see the medallion before we cross in.” I lifted it out from inside my blouse, and he nodded. “Excellent. Please do not remove it while you are visiting with us. It’s really quite important.”

			“Yeah, that’s what Sasha’s letter said. Why is that?”

			He looked at me for a moment. “Take it off.”

			“Really?”

			“You won’t want to do it twice, but you won’t understand until you do.”

			I lifted the chain from around my neck, and as soon as it cleared the top of my head, the assault of noise made me cry out and clap my hands over my ears, I almost dropped it. I was hearing the unfiltered sound of fae speech, I realized. I remembered the horrible car-crash noise when Sasha had tried to tell me his actual fae name—this was like that, only turned up to a thousand. Aster was saying something, and it was another layer of metallic shrieking. I fumbled with the necklace and got it over my head and down around my neck, and the noise cut off instantly.

			“Outsiders to our court, they tell us our voices carry.” He peered more closely at me. “Do you understand now?”

			“Y…yes.” I took a deep breath and tried to steady myself. The noise had been so overwhelming and so unexpected, it made me wonder what else was in store for me. This wasn’t going to be like a trip to a place with a new language, like Mexico City, or even somewhere like Bangkok, where I couldn’t even read the street signs. This was totally alien. “Thank you.”

			I must have sounded shaken up, because Aster, after only a second of hesitation, patted my shoulder as he had seen James do.

			“I’ve been assigned to you during your stay with us. I won’t let you come to harm.” He touched one of the coils on the gate—it turned out to be black glass—and it swung open. “It’s time. Let us go and see the king.”
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