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			Dedication

			 

			For the angry women. Marly and I can’t be the only ones.

			


		
			 

			Praise for Pure:

			New World Magic Book One

			 

			“This is the first title I’ve read by Kim Alexander, and it WON’T be the last! I enjoyed PURE. Ruby is feisty, but a little damaged and March is well... March. Fantasy, action, some sexy, steamy times, and a bittersweet ending has me really, REALLY hoping there’s a Ruby & March: Chapter Two —Summer Girl, Amazon 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 The March Effect:

			New World Magic Book Two

			 

			This continuation of Pure was simply outstanding.

			I really missed Ruby’s voice. She is sooooooo funny and clever and entertaining. I want to have a drink with Ruby. (She makes me snort-laugh.) Then, there’s adorably naive unicorn-man March who’s just sexy as hell and so freaking wonderful. Such a wonderful continuation of this series, and well, I gotta say: I need book three like IMMEDIATELY. —Sara Dobie Bauer, best-selling author of the Bite Somebody series and Escape Trilogy

			 

			Beautifully done…If you thought book one was a great start to this epic fantasy read you haven’t seen anything yet! -—Katy Packingham, Amazon Reviewer

			 

			I wanted to kill a fox. I wanted to slap an investigator. I wanted to cure Marly and make her whole again. I wanted to find a way to stop time and make March in the here and now. But most of all, my heart went out to Ruby.—Valerie Roberson, 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

			 

			The Sand Prince by Kim Alexander is a fresh and fascinating tale of skullduggery and romance, set against a backdrop of multiple kingdoms (only one of them human!) --Katherine Neville, NY Times and #1 Internationally bestselling author of The Eight

			 

			“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.” — Tracey, NetGalley Reviewer

			 

			“FIVE STARS! Unique characters and interesting writing.”— Mark, Amazon Reviewer
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			Ruby

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			“So let me get this straight,” Dr. Bel said to the three of us: me, Marly and Sasha all seated in a semi-circle in her office, “because I want to make sure I understand what happened. And remember, this is a safe space and there is no judgement, and no ‘wrong way’ to react.”

			“We are allowed to feel our feelings,” I added because I am her star patient.

			“Yes, Ruby. Correct. So. You—” she nodded at Marly, “wanted to murder this Madame person for spying on you with a...” she checked her notes, “stuffed animal?”

			“Clover isn’t—” she shook her head. “Yeah, it seemed like a good idea at the time. A great idea. But Sasha reminded me that while murder is one and done, humiliation lasts forever.” She smiled a pirate’s smile. “Shoulda been there, it was badass.”

			Bel cleared her throat. “So, you two decided the way to go forward was to, um, trick Madame into thinking she’d get the crown? And then turning around and giving it to Marly? In front of the entire court?” She looked at Marly. “Was that the badass part?”

			“You bet,” she replied. “I wish you could have seen the look on that miserable cow’s face.” Her smile faded. “She did promise she’d come for me. Guess she finally did.”

			I sat and watched and almost bit through my tongue trying not to say I-told-you-so. Their little bit of fun went a long way towards explaining the seething hatred Madame had for them. And how we all ended up here. From the day I met her, I didn’t feel like Madame was the kind who could take a joke.

			“That is correct,” Sasha said. “It was my idea.”

			“Well,” I said, “you’re right about humiliation lasting forever, pal.”

			“Ruby, what did we literally just say about judgement?”

			I mumbled an apology, but I could tell Bel agreed with me.

			She leaned forward in her chair. “One of—possibly the most powerful magic user in your kingdom, and your sworn enemy…who, according to you, repeatedly challenged your claim to the throne and repeatedly threatened you both… this public humiliation prank was your solution?”

			We all turned to look at Sasha. The way the color drained out of his already pale face let us know that maybe, possibly, he hadn’t really thought it all the way through. He cleared his throat and said, “It also seemed like a good idea at the time?”

			Marly came to his defense, of course. “Whatever we did, she’d still have been gunning for us. Are you saying we should have gone with Plan A and just killed her when we had the chance?” She got a distant look on her face. “What sort of weapon would have done it...?”

			That was an excellent question. I’d been asking myself the same thing.

			“I’m not suggesting anything of the sort.” Bel was furiously polishing her glasses. “But perhaps there was an option somewhere between murder and a prank?”

			“Can we all stop saying prank?” Sasha muttered.

			“After all,” Bel continued, “what did your prank accomplish?”

			Marly folded her arms and glared at the world. “You’re looking at it.” I could see she was trying to decide who to be mad at.

			Bel sighed. “Okay. Let’s move on. Why don’t we talk about how we are re-acclimating ourselves to this realm. Ruby?”

			I shrugged. “Since my trip was short—like, it was only a three-day weekend here, even though I was there for...longer, it wasn’t a huge thing. I’m back at work at the bar. My orchid didn’t even die.” Eventually, I’d have to talk about what happened to me. What happened to Aster. What I did to March. But for now, it was easier to let Marly and Sasha re-litigate how they ended up in exile.

			“We have to find a place to live,” Marly said. I started to tell her the two of them could use my place for as long as they needed, but she put her hand up to cut me off. “I love you too much to live with you. We need our own space.” She glanced at Sasha nervously. “I mean, I don’t know how long it’ll be before we—”

			“I have a job,” said Sasha, and that pretty much brought the room to a halt. After a minute it became apparent he was not going to continue.

			“As a...?” Bel said.

			“I saw a notice on a wooden post in the street soliciting drivers, no experience necessary. As I have no experience, it seemed ideal. I used Marly’s phone and called them.”

			“Honey,” Marly said, “you don’t have a car.” She cocked her head. “Do you know how to drive, even?”

			“I spoke to James, and he went and retrieved my vehicle from the kingdom. No one noticed, he said, and the gate was shut.” I figured he was talking about the sleek black and silver chariot-looking thing I’d seen parked in the area between the black glass gate and the moat. The moat made me think of the pulpos, and the pulpos made me think of Aster, and Aster made me think of March. I pushed it away. “After its journey to this realm it has transformed into a grey four-door 2012 Honda Accord with a tan fabric interior. And yes, because I knew how to drive it in its original form, I can drive it now.”

			“Well slap my ass,” Marly exclaimed. Sasha looked confused, and she added, “Not literally.”

			“The company is called RideMe,” he said, and Marly and I giggled because we are twelve. “All I have to do is allow passengers to sit in the backseat and then let them leave at a different location. No interaction is necessary. I don’t even have to ask where they’re going.”

			“You got GPS in-dash in that thing?” I marveled.

			He looked down his nose at me, and it felt like coming home. “If you wish to speak with me, you’ll use terms in our agreed upon language.”

			I turned it over to Marly, who gave it a shot. “How do you know where to take them?”

			He brightened. “Honda, Lady Accord tells me which way to turn. She has a very pleasant demeanor; I must seek her out and thank her personally for her service.”

			“Oooookay,” Bel said. “Well. Um, good for you.” She clearly literally did not know how to respond. She checked her watch. “I think that’ll do it for today. Let’s plan on meeting again same time next week.” As we all got up to go, she motioned me over, and once they had their coats and shuffled into the hallway, she said, “I feel like you’re not sharing what’s on your mind. The purpose of these sessions is for everyone to be involved, and you seem to be letting Marly and Sasha do all the talking. Am I right?”

			I sighed. “As usual.”

			“I notice someone is missing.” She knew, of course. Marly had lunch with Shanti and Shanti ran Bel’s office and she couldn’t keep a secret if you held a gun to her knock-off Versace handbag. “And I notice your stomach problems are gone.”

			My stomach problems were gone. March was gone. Everything I thought we were was gone. And it was all, entirely, completely my fault.
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			Marly

			
				[image: ch2.jpg]
			

			 

			 

			 

			It was cold, and Marly hated it.

			That was one of the nice things about the Unseelie Court—it was never anything other than room temperature, so while your friends were making plans to murder you and each other at least you were comfortable. The only time she’d felt the cold was her trip to Verdant Home, and that whole thing had been so vile that the temperature was the least of it. And she had gotten her fabulous white and gold cape out of it, the one she’d been wearing the night she and Sasha had been exiled. It wasn’t like Madame gave them five minutes to go pack. She’d walked out with only what was on her back: her favorite piece of clothing, her mother’s pearls, and her green boots. It was like, on some level, she had known.

			She hadn’t, though. She was so certain she’d figured Madame’s plan out—Aster, in exchange for fixing the glass and taking the throne. And she—Marly--had pointed March at Aster to make sure Aster knew it, too, since poor March had no concept of discretion. She’d been over and over it in her mind, picking at it, trying to figure out where she’s gone so horribly, cataclysmically wrong. And each time she came to the same conclusion; Madame was just better at this and had been a step or more ahead of her at every turn. Of course, Madame had been in the game for centuries, compared to her own—what, six months, give or take? In retrospect, she was lucky she and Sasha had gotten out of there under their own power, and she’d only caused one death.

			So lucky.

			She wondered if March realized what she’d done. She thought maybe he had.

			“Won’t get fooled again,” she sang-whispered the lyrics, feeling like Noisette. She looked around, but no one heard her. She’d been on this park bench for almost half an hour, and no one had spoken to her or looked her way at all. The oversized sunglasses helped. She’d take them off when school let out, when she spotted either Sheena or Nate or both. She felt guilty that she’d hardly given her kids a thought while she was away and figured one way to make it up to them was show them a real live fae. After her unapproved, unexplained leave of absence turned into a flat-out abandonment of her job, she doubted if it was worth it to even try and talk to the administrators, so just showing up seemed the sensible thing to do.

			Thinking about an awkward conversation with the school board made her think about the big hole in her resume. She figured people would either believe her or think she was nuts, but explaining why she no longer held the throne felt grimly exhausting. She might not have a choice; if they were to stay here, she needed to find a job. Sasha driving people around for a living was keeping them afloat, but they needed a place to live and the occasional sack of groceries, and D.C. hadn’t gotten any cheaper while she was gone.

			If they were to stay.

			She pulled the coat tighter around her shoulders. It had undergone a transformation as they entered the mortal realm, and instead of yards of creamy velvet with golden roses spilling down her back, it was just a long white wool coat with brass buttons. Nice and warm. Still  heavy, to be sure, but no longer fit for a royal banquet.

			Somewhere a bell rang, and a river of kids spilled out of the double doors and into the fenced off front playground. She lifted her glasses high enough to wipe away tears, hot on her frozen cheeks, and watched as Sheena and Nate—together 4EVA, it appeared—trotted down the steps and headed her way. She took a breath, shoved the glasses in her coat pocket, and got to her feet.

			“Hi, guys,” she said, but they didn’t look her way and were past her in a flash.

			“Hey!” she called. “Hey, it’s me. It’s um, Ms. Gonzales. I’m back.” Ms. Gonzales wasn’t her name anymore, but announcing the arrival of Lady Melis, Queen in Exile, seemed like something you shouldn’t do for yourself.

			Sheena grabbed Nate by the arm, and they swung back. Sheena squinted. “Daaamn. It’s really her.”

			Nate looked her up and down. “Been a while. You still the queen out there?”

			“No,” she replied. “No. I just got back. And I wanted to see you.” They stared at her. “And here you are. Um. How’ve you been?”

			“What happened?” asked Sheena. “Was there an insurrection?” The girl’s eyes went wide. “Was there like a war or something? Are you still a xen—are you back to being a human? Are they cool? Was it fun? Do you have powers? Are you coming back to school? Are you here for good?”

			“Sheen, ramp down,” Nate said. He looked at her closely. He could probably see she’d been crying. “Ms. Gonzales…you okay?”

			“Yeah, it’s the wind. Makes my eyes water. Let me see. It was fun, sometimes. Some of them were cool, some not. Just like in class, right? There wasn’t really a war, but the throne changed hands. It happens sometimes. And I don’t have hardly any powers right now, but I’m working on that.”

			Sheena scrunched her face. “Then you’ll leave again. Once you get your powers.” She looked up at Nate. “I told you she wasn’t coming back, didn’t I?”

			Marly felt her throat tighten. “I…” If she’d been talking to adults, she wouldn’t have hesitated to say the throne was hers by right, the power belonged in her hands, the kingdom was stolen. But these were just kids, and they wouldn’t understand. “I’ll be here for a while.”

			Now, Sheena looked disgusted. “A while? That’s no answer.” She pulled on the sleeves of her navy puffer coat so only her pale, gloveless fingertips stuck out. Marly wondered if her mom was still working nights. “We missed you. We went looking for you. We were, like, crazy worried. And we waited and waited, and you never came back.”

			“And sometimes,” Nate added, “thrones change hands again. Right? That your plan?” He shook his head. “You left us. We helped you with that fox freak, and you left us like nothing.”

			These were just kids, kids whom she’d abandoned. They were part of it; they’d helped Ruby figure out the kitsune was at her old apartment, in her head. And for saving her life, what had she done for them, other than leave them behind? She hadn’t even said thank you.

			“I would have contacted you, if I could,” she said slowly. “I was really sick, and then…”

			“What?” asked Nate. “You got busy?”

			“I’m here now,” she said. “To thank you. Because I missed you guys, and I wanted to see you. Are you really still mad at me?” She put on a smile, to let them know it would all be fine. Once, not that long ago, her smile would have started a negotiation, or ended one.

			Sheena didn’t know that. “If you were still like a queen and all, would you miss us then?”

			They were going to walk away. She couldn’t allow that. “Look, look at this.” She thrust out her cupped hand and let them see the little blue flame. It was all the fragile, flickering power her fae blood could call up from the magic in this realm. The first time it had happened, she’d locked herself in Ruby’s bathroom and concentrated until it felt like drops of blood stood out on her forehead. Now it came when she called it, the one thing that still belonged to her, the thing even Sasha didn’t know about. They stared. “It’s cool, right? Isn’t it? Real life fae stuff, guys.”

			Sheena snorted. “She’s definitely going back. C’mon Nate. It’s cold. Let’s go.” She pulled his sleeve, and he sighed and shook his head again and somehow that dismissive gesture was as wounding as the long walk away from her throne. Off they went, down the street and away from her.

			They were just kids who got it exactly right. If she wanted to be honest, they weren’t her kids anymore at all. This wasn’t her school, her city, her world, her life.

			It’s not your life, but it could be. You can have it back if you honestly really want it. You’d have to work hard to prove to them you belong here, but you probably could swing it. After all, you spent a whole hell of a lot more time being human-teacher-fun-gal Marly than the queen of some dying court in a blighted country. There’s blood on that queen’s hands and debts that have yet to come due.

			She had thought all of these things before. She remembered what she’d hated about her life at court—her isolation, her fear. And the parts she’d loved—the power, the strange and monstrous beauty. The best thing to come out of it was waiting at home in the warmth for her right now, probably wondering where she was.

			But if all that was true, if it had been such a dark and cruel and dangerous place, why was the time she spent among the Unseelie fae the most alive she’d ever felt?

			The crowd of kids, parents, rides, and teachers thinned out and after a while it was quiet and she was alone. It was already getting dark--no surprise in the middle of winter, and it was colder.

			She sighed and hauled herself off the bench and headed for the bus stop. The scrolling display said it wouldn’t show up for another twelve minutes, and the bus shelter offered no protection from the wind. But she hesitated because there was an argument waiting for her at home. She and Ruby had another session with Dr. Bel the following day, and she had to somehow convince Sasha to start going again, no matter how “pointless and insulting” he thought it was. If I tell him it’s for me, he might do it. If I cry, he definitely will. She wondered if that would turn into yet one more debt she’d have to pay.

			They’ll all crash down on me one day, but probably not tomorrow, she decided, and pulling her collar close, began the walk home.
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			Ruby

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			“...and how did that make you feel?”  Bel asked.

			Marly didn’t look up. She was stretched out on the couch with her head resting on my knee. My sweatpants were damp from her crying. I wasn’t sure why she was crying, and I wasn’t. After all, the man she loved  was across the room from her, while mine was...gone. He was gone.

			“Which part?” Marly said, her voice muffled by the tissue she clutched to her face. “No, it doesn’t matter. The whole thing. I feel shitty. That’s how I feel. And I don’t see how talking about it—”

			“We agreed it was the best thing,” I gently reminded her. Session by session, we’d slowly gotten less defensive and jokey and more honest, hence Marly’s tears. It had not been a good time, but we agreed to keep at it. “Sasha? Right?” I looked over at him, hoping for backup. Or acknowledgement. Or anything.

			“Hmm.” He was at the window, looking out at the cold, sunny lunchtime activity on Church Street, as people came and went from Dupont Circle. He’d been there for the entire hour, and for the hour before that. At least he was showing up, now. After that disaster of a first session, he’d flatly refused to attend any more, and it was only after a heated closed-door exchange with Marly (she’d come out red-eyed but relieved) that he relented. But he hadn’t said a word or answered a question, unless you counted the noise he’d just made.

			Bel pulled off her chic black frames and rubbed the bridge of her nose, sighing. “Sasha—”

			“While I might be temporarily removed from my throne, perhaps you’ve forgotten that I retain my title.”

			Marly and I glanced at each other, and she closed her puffy eyes. I thought she looked awful. “No one,” she said, “intends disrespect. As you know. Dr. Bel is here to help us. As you also know.”

			“And,” I added because I was feeling prickly, “I think she might outrank you.”

			He drew himself up, and I prepared myself to get scorched. But then he just sort of deflated and turned back to the window.

			“All of it, everything that happened—it’s all my fault.” Marly held out her hand like the queen she was, and I put a fresh tissue in it like the peasant I was.

			“How is that possible?” Bel asked. “Why do you think that? And remember, we agreed that the, uh, trick you played on Madame does not absolve her of anything. She had her own choices to make.” I think she was just tired of hearing about how it went from a cool prank to the reason there was a trail of bodies.

			With some effort, Marly sat up. “Aster. To begin with.” She choked back sobs but got herself together and continued. “That’s on me. That poor kid is dead—”

			“He’s dead because Madame murdered him,” said Sasha. “Although there is some merit to the argument that he was never technically alive.”

			“Don’t start that shit with me again,” she snarled. “And yeah, she held the blade, but I put his neck there. We should have done what I wanted and murdered her while we had the chance. Aster wouldn’t have asked for his freedom if it wasn’t for me—”

			“Us,” I reminded her. “You and I went together. I was the one who even found out.”

			“That he was a construct?” Bel tried to wrangle us back into a conversation instead of letting us devolve into screaming and crying. “Ruby, talk about how that conversation went. With Aster.”

			“Well, he was freaked out, obviously,” I said. I couldn’t ever forget the glazed, despairing look in his eyes, and believe me, I wanted to. I had my memories back and sometimes found myself wishing they’d stayed gone. “Everything he thought about himself, that Madame was his patron or something? It was all a lie. She made him in a lab. He was a construct—a robot. He didn’t even have real memories of his own parents. And again, that was on Madame, not you, Mar. She made a decision not to tell him what he was. To be honest, I was proud of the way he handled it. The way he confronted her—that took epic stones.”

			“It did,” Marly said. “He was always nice to me, and I was awful to him because he was Madame’s, of course. But I didn’t have to be a bitch. I made that decision. And the whole ‘make an exchange with the Seelie’ thing—you can’t say that wasn’t my fault. Because it was. If I wasn’t so fucking convinced I was right, I might have seen what was really going on.”

			“And what do you think that was?” Bel looked genuinely curious.

			“It was a set-up. Madame again. But she had Amory do her heavy lifting. He was the one who put the idea in your head. Right, Rubes?”

			He had. And I was so busy being flattered that one of the cool kids was sharing a confidence with me, I didn’t even stop to think I was being used. But Amory, that seemed to be what he specialized in. He’d found me crying in the hallway after March turned down my admittedly clumsy advances, pitied me, and taken me out drinking. Of course, the plan wasn’t to be nice to the sloppy sad chick, but to plant the idea that Madame intended to make a trade with the Spire of the Seelie Court in exchange for backing her claim to the throne. And then Aster’s name just happened to come up. At the time it seemed to fit together perfectly—the Spire, like most of the fae, was an avid collector of the unusual, the beautiful, the rare and unique.

			But Madame didn’t have Aster in mind, although he was all of those things. No, she set her sights on something—someone—much more extraordinary than even her own home-made wind-up boy.

			She’d given them March. Beautiful, pure, perfect. A unicorn, a real one. Who wouldn’t want to add one to their collection? And I hadn’t lifted a finger to stop her. Well, I didn’t have a choice, did I? When I made that stupid, stupid promise to Master Greaves?  I wouldn’t stop Madame from carrying out whatever nefarious bullshit plan she had whipped up! No, he didn’t even have to bother telling me what it was, I’d be all in!’

			He’d taken me to Verdant Home, a little slice of hell, and that sealed the deal. A deal I never should have made, a promise I should never have had to keep. Because, when I had the chance, when I could have pulled the plug on giving March away, I just fucking sat there.

			We hadn’t talked too much about that, yet. Or what Madame offered me next.

			“Ruby.” Sasha uprooted himself from the window and sat next to Marly. She took his hand, but his attention was fixed on me. “I could not have known how this would end. While I am not his friend, March was—”

			“Is” I hissed.

			He had the good grace to look embarrassed. “Is. Of course. When I took your memory of him, I never imagined you’d see each other again. I thought I was giving everyone what they wanted. I...I am sorry for my part in this.”

			Marly looked like someone smacked her. “Did you just apologize?”

			He continued like he hadn’t heard her. “But even if you’d remembered your, um, what you...that you knew each other, Madame would have still offered him up.”

			“I could have kept Amory away from him,” I muttered. “I could have done something. That part? My fault.” And beyond the promise I’d made to Master Greaves, there was the matter of how I’d saved Madame’s darling (disposable) Aster after the pulpos attacked us, and how that put her in my debt. Did I call it in to save him? I did not. And when Madame had offered to bring March back—a real exchange, this time for Sasha—again, I’d said no. That’s three times I turned my back on him, if we’re keeping track, which I definitely was. I don’t know how I’d ever look him in the eye again, if we even ever figured out how to get to him when he was locked away in the Spire’s menagerie.

			When I thought of how I’d treated March—like a stranger, which to me, he had been—I wanted to die. When I thought of how he treated me—backing away in horror like I was a monster—I wanted to kill him.

			“Fine,” Marly said. “I get Aster. You get March.” She looked at Sasha. “What about you?”

			He dropped her hand and went back to his beloved window. “All of it.” He apparently had had enough and turned to Bel. “What time is it? Because I have to know what time things are, now. Because I have to go and be at a place at a time, now.”

			None of us, not even Marly could meet his eye.

			“It’s, um, I think you still have plenty of—”

			“I must go,” he announced, and he left without even stopping to kiss his queen.

			“It’s busy,” Marly said, to fill the silence. “If he starts his shift a little early, he’ll do better. You know,” and her voice forced itself towards cheer, “he turned out to be a good driver. He’d have a better rating if he...” she cleared her throat. “If he’d talk to people.” Her voice lost the battle. “If he acted even a little like he wasn’t doing all his fares a favor. If he’d just ask...” she stopped and reached for another tissue. “He gets lost sometimes and can’t figure out the GPS, and then he gets angry. Not at me,” she added quickly. “But you see how he is.”

			“We do,” Bel said. “He is struggling. What about you?”

			She sighed and blew her nose. “We need to find a place to live. Ruby, we’ve definitely imposed long enough. But the thing is, we already had a home. I think...I think this doesn’t seem real to him. Or me. It seems temporary.” She got an unfocused look. “It seems like something we could go back and fix.”

			Bel and I shared a look. Marly continued, seemingly lost in thought. “It would take some kind of army...we’d need allies....weapons…” Then she snapped out of it and smiled at us. “But that’s stupid talk, right?”

			“Riiiiight,” I agreed, and I absolutely wasn’t thinking about the last time Marly made a plan, not at all.
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			Marly

			
				[image: ch4.jpg]
			

			 

			 

			 

			It was the end of another long day of Marly deciding she was finally ready. For real this time; she was going to go out there and do some grocery shopping, say hi to some old friends, maybe go to a movie. Today for sure. But suddenly it was afternoon and she found herself again on Ruby’s back steps, staring off into the alley and drinking cup after cup of tea and wondering what Madame was doing at that moment. Madame, on her throne. Madame wearing her clothes (she knew this was unlikely.) Madame, laughing and laughing. If Queen Fucking Tournesol could see her now, wrapped in Ruby’s bathrobe and ratty, too-short sweatpants, she’d laugh even harder.

			Sasha got home from his shift around the same time Ruby left for hers, so she only had to pretend nothing was wrong to one person at a time. Ruby was distracted with worry about March and let her be. But Sasha knew her heart and what was in it despite her best, cheeriest efforts. Over their dinner of pizza and beer, he talked about who he’d seen that day—there was some weirdo cult that both hated xenos and loved ride share.

			“It’s as if they only dislike us when we aren’t doing their bidding. Isn’t that funny? Marly?”

			She’d only been half-listening and made a mistake; she didn’t laugh. He looked at her with curiosity when she said she was fine, just tired, but he didn’t press.

			At last, it was time to turn off the light, and maybe, hopefully turn off her brain. She curled up against Sasha, and had just closed her eyes when he said, “I’ve been meaning to ask, would you consider taking a third to our bed?”

			She shot upright. “Would you?”

			He gave a shrug, pushing his long hair back from where it fell forward to hide his face. Every night he put it in a loose braid to sleep, and every night it came unraveled. “Is a third not a fairly common mortal arrangement?”

			“Not to this mortal,” she replied. “At least, not for a while. Um, why are you asking me this right now?” She knew him well enough to know remarks like this didn’t appear out of thin air.

			“Well,” he said, “since we’ve been...here, I’ve not been able to put on any other forms for you. And I know you enjoy it.” He paused. “We should have done it more.”

			You got that right. “Babe, I haven’t missed it. Until you just mentioned it, I actually hadn’t noticed. You know you’re plenty enough for me.”

			He didn’t look convinced. Maybe he knew her, too. “I vowed to keep you from boredom, and I take those vows seriously.” He raked his hair back again and glanced at her unhappily. “I wanted to give you everything.”

			She thought about the vows they’d taken. Not the gown and flowers she grew up thinking she’d one day have, but a merging of power and passion that definitely didn’t need any witnesses. They’d vowed their lives to each other, but there were other things on that list. Delight, for instance. Defend, too. Sometimes you have to defend someone from themselves. Just because things are one way, that doesn’t mean they’ll be this way forever.

			“You are dissatisfied.”

			“No, I—” She thought he was deliberately misunderstanding her. Why would someone do that? She had a pretty good idea. “I haven’t been able to do hardly any of the craft that you taught me. And I was just starting to get good at it.” That wasn’t completely true, the not being able part. But now he could tell her what was really on his mind.

			He held up his hand, turned it slowly this way and that. Not long ago, a flame would have appeared there. Or a flower. Or something that had no name in English; something wonderful, just for her. But now, of course, there was only his hand. “You were a capable student.” He curled his fingers into a fist. “I can’t teach you anymore.”

			“It’s gone?”

			“Not gone, not completely.” A faint blue glow, a magical pilot light, slowly lit the air above his hand, then faded away. When it happened to her, it hadn’t faded so fast and had come back almost at once. She hadn’t told him yet. After all, they’d only been here in the mortal realm for a short time. It might come back to him on its own. He studied the air where his magic had been and continued. “I think she would have taken it all, if she could. But it’s different here. It comes from a place I haven’t quite found. I don’t think she knows magic lives here, too. I’ll find it. I promise. And then our lessons may begin again.”

			She. Madame. Who had taken Marly’s pretty new name Melis, Queen Melis, her friend Ilex, her beautiful house. But of course, that was nothing compared to what Sasha had lost.

			“I know you will. I’m not worried. But this,” she said, tracing her fingers from the tender curve of his lips down his chest and stomach to rest on his cock (which jumped enthusiastically at her touch, despite his sadness), “this is all the magic I require from you.”

			He stared at her, his dark and beautiful eyes warming. “You are more than I deserve.”

			She knew this was Unseelie for “you are so fucking hot,” and she smiled. “You got that right.” She reached for him.

			 

			The soft morning light streaming through the blinds blinked her awake. She slowly untangled herself from the blanket and raised her head. Then she froze. There was a wallet on the pillow next to her face, nearly touching her nose.

			“Sash.” She shook his arm and he groaned and rolled over, pulling a corner of the blanket over his head.

			“Hmm.”

			“Wake up, babe. Look at this.”

			He freed himself and sat up next to her, yawning. “Look at what?”

			She turned to show him the wallet, and gasped. “Dios, your hair!” The heavy weight and length of it, the black silk she’d loved draped across her breasts or bound into a thick braid to wrap around her wrist, was now gone, replaced by a handsome but fairly pedestrian crop. She grabbed at her own head, finding the same curls which, after all, had never marked her as one of the fae and required no transformation. She noted silver at his temples where the dim morning light touched him, then looked closer. “Sasha, your eyes!” No longer all black with darting shafts of light, they were now leaf green. Beautiful as before, but human.

			He had the same stunned expression. “Yours, too.” He looked around the room suspiciously. “What happened while we slept?”

			“Something to do with this?” She handed him the scuffed, dark tan leather wallet. He flipped it open, and stared, shocked. “This is...this is me?” He prised a plastic card out and held it up.

			She squinted at it. “You have a D.C. driver’s license. I guess that’ll come in handy, with your job. There’s an address, it’s near here. And you have a birthday coming up, and you’re an organ donor, so that’s nice. Let me have that thing.” He handed it over and she rooted through the contents. “Looks like.... sixty dollars in twenties. Library card, one from the grocery store, oh, and you go to Fitz—that’s a gym. A nice one. And you have an ATM card—you use that to get money.”

			She’d told him about money, during those long and languid afternoons in the half-light of the Unseelie Court. He taught her magic, and she explained commerce. He looked thoughtful. “Am I wealthy? That might be helpful.”

			“We can find out. Oh.” Tucked in one of the pockets, a stamp-sized photograph. It looked like it had been cut from a larger picture. “Look. It’s us.” They were at a bar on the beach—the ocean was behind them, drinks with umbrellas in front. They both sported human eyes and human smiles, and his hair was cut short. In the picture, she held out her hand, showing off what could only be an engagement ring. It wasn’t on her hand now, but a simple gold band was. He had one, too. “Someone went to an awful lot of trouble. Any ideas?”

			He examined the photo, then flipped it over. “What does this mean?” On the back was a series of letters and numbers.

			“Maybe a website?” She groped for her phone and punched in the address. It was a video, the frozen still of a lovely young woman seated in her garden.

			“Fucking Madame,” Marly growled. “As if there was any doubt.” She held it up so they both could see it and pressed play.

			“Good morning.” Her voice, sweet and kind, made Marly want to vomit. “First of all, good job for finding this little image. It wasn’t supposed to be too difficult, as I am certain you both have your hands full. So much to do, being human in the human world. So, you’re wondering how this all came to pass, and why. Simple. As to the how, I took the liberty of contacting someone who specializes in xeno—” she looked away from the camera. “That’s what they call us? Xenos?” She must have gotten a nod because she continued. “Xeno immigration and assimilation.” She said the phrase slowly, as if she were reading. “Documents, appearance, a whole history, when before there was nothing but a blank and suspicious page. Even a place to live. After all, I couldn’t have the king in exile begging for human handouts in the streets! Why,” she giggled, “you can go and get yourself a job. Your transition to the mortal world has been smoothed. You’re welcome.”

			“Why, bitch?” Marly said, and Sasha shushed her.

			“Why? Good question,” Madame said, as if she’d heard Marly speak. “The answer is simple. I want you two to be happy. Flourish, even. Thrive. Elishii, you see? Because if you are comfortable and at ease, if the human world embraces you, why, you’ll be disinclined to try and come back here and take my throne—my throne—away from me.” Marly heard the growl coming from her own throat, and Sasha shushed her again. “Of course, you would fail, and it would be both humiliating—should I say even more humiliating—and possibly fatal. But I have much to do here and cannot spare the time fending off whatever nonsense you’d bring my way. I don’t imagine we’ll see each other again, so go and be happy!” She smiled like curdled milk. “Oh, and there’s an envelope with some more treats for you somewhere in the room. Happy hunting, and good luck, Helios.” There was a short pause, and then she snapped her fingers. “One more thing. I’m going to need that sword back. Someone will be in touch. Ta!” The little screen froze on her perfect, pretty face. Marly turned it off and set it on the table.

			Sasha stared straight ahead.

			“Babe,” she said, stroking his back, “You okay?”

			“I want my hair back. I want my eyes the normal way. I want my power—all that makes me who I am. What am I now? I want my life back.”

			Her heart leapt. It was the first time he’d said aloud he wanted to go home, and that was as good as a promise. She said, “You’re still you,” because she couldn’t think of anything else to say, because she wanted those things, too, but hadn’t figured out how to get them. She would, of course. But it wouldn’t do to tell him that now. She didn’t want him to worry.

			Instead, she kissed him and got out of bed, and after pulling on her borrowed robe, she poked through Ruby’s assorted stuff—hairbrush, half-used makeup containers, hand lotion, a broken plastic flip phone for some reason—and a large manila envelope. She tore it open, and the engagement ring fell out and bounced across the bed. It featured a marquise cut canary diamond as big as her pinky nail and two triangular white diamonds on either side.

			“I’ve never thought of myself as a diamond girl, but this is pretty gorgeous.”

			Before she could slide it on, he took it and squinted at it. “You’re still not. The large center stone is a citrine, and the two on either side are white sapphires. Nice work.”

			She gaped at him. “You can tell that by just looking?”

			He looked up quizzically. “You can’t?”

			She shook her head. “You have a bright future at a pawn shop.” She held out her hand. “Gimme.” It fit perfectly, of course. “What else?” She pulled out a thick sheaf of paper and looked through it. Then she looked again. She was no lawyer, but she sure recognized words like deed,’ and ‘title,’ and ‘closing,’ and most particularly ‘loan satisfied in full’. “Babe, I
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