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Chapter 1

 

As the muck and grime of the concrete stairs did its best to glue my feet in place, I made a mental note to dunk my shoes in a bleach bath when I got home. The dirt tracked in from the parking lot was the least of it. The steps were dotted with bloodstains, both human red and fae blue, alongside dark and gleaming liquids I didn’t recognize. The stairwell smelled like blood and urine, with the indefinable but distinct odor of fear underneath. As the man at my back shoved me forward and down, with the barrel of his gun jammed between my shoulder blades, an intrusion of cockroaches—yes, that’s the technical term—sauntered across the step below us. They didn’t scurry, even when I came within inches of crushing one under my toe. These roaches had seen worse than the likes of us.

On the outside, the building advertised itself as a dentist’s office. And upstairs, on the ground floor, that was exactly what it was. It catered to patients without insurance, which meant everyone upstairs was probably desperate enough to make their own pain stop that they were willing to ignore the screams coming from down below. I had found, in the three months I had spent on the hunt for Arkanica, that there were two types of humans: the ones willing to commit atrocities, and the ones merely willing to turn a blind eye.

Not that there was anyone upstairs now to hear me scream, if I were to give it a go. This late at night, the dentist’s doors were locked, and even the outdoor light had flicked out an hour ago.

But the lab downstairs was open for business.

The man behind me reached past me with his free hand to unlock the door. The lab didn’t use one of those fancy keypads one might have expected from a place devoted to the cutting edge of science. Instead, my captor shoved a rusted key into the equally rusted lock, and jiggled it until the door popped open with a groan of complaint. The first time I had seen one of Arkanica’s new hideouts, I had taken a certain grim satisfaction in the fact that they had gone from their futuristic sterile lab to squalor and rust. Three months later, though, the novelty of seeing them brought low had worn off. Like those roaches, they might have been living in filth, but that was small consolation if I couldn’t exterminate them.

The man pushed me through the door. Instantly, the smell of blood doubled. But the stink of fear rolling out from the room was almost strong enough to drown it out.

The fear wasn’t coming from the woman on the operating table, though. She was past that. I could tell by the way she didn’t scream, or even flinch, as the human woman bent over her, lowered her scalpel, and opened her carefully from collarbone to belly button. She just kept staring sightlessly up at the ceiling.

I didn’t need to check to confirm that she was fae. Only one kind of prisoner ever made it down to one of these places. But I swept my gaze over her anyway, noting the proof: the delicate points at the tips of her ears, the alien angularity of her features. Not to mention the dark blue blood staining the scalpel.

In theory, Faerie had sealed itself off from the human world two hundred years ago. But Mab, queen of the Winter Court, kept sending her agents through for her own unknown purposes. It looked like Arkanica had found another one.

Or rather, another two. One wall of the room was taken up by three prison cells. The bars must have been made of pure iron, judging by the way my bones ached when the man with the gun shoved me toward them. Two of the cells were empty, but in the corner cell, a fae man crouched. His hair was the non-color of moonlight, his eyes a pale and piercing blue. His captors had left him naked, which meant I could see exactly how emaciated he was. If I had been willing to take my attention off the other two occupants of the room for long enough, I could have counted his individual ribs. He had been down here for weeks, at minimum.

And yet I had only found out about this place three days ago. One step behind, as usual.

The woman bent over the body was so absorbed in her work that she didn’t look up as we passed. Not until the man with the gun opened the door to the nearest cell, eliciting a screeching creak worthy of a horror movie. He motioned me inside, and punctuated the gesture with a jab of encouragement from the gun.

Finally, the woman looked up. She did a classic double take at the sight of me. Her scalpel slipped, and made a swerving diagonal cut along the fae woman’s flesh.

She eyed my captor as if she were imagining him on the operating table in the fae woman’s place. “What are you doing?”

“What you told me to.” I couldn’t see the man’s unfazed shrug, but the shifting of the gun barrel gave me the general idea. “He was outside taking pictures. Drunk as a skunk. I tried to get him to hand over his phone, and he took a swing at me. You told me, if it looks like someone might have seen something they shouldn’t, bring them down here to you and you’ll find a use for them.”

I gave the woman a carefully-calibrated drunken wave. “Hey,” I said, with a good-natured smile. “Nice place you got here.”

The fingers of my other hand stretched up toward my wrist. I strained until my fingertips caught the clasp of my watch.

Needless to say, the woman ignored my contribution. “Just what I needed,” she said with a roll of her eyes. “Now I’m going to have to figure out how to make him disappear without drawing suspicion. With a tenth of the resources we used to have. It’s not just a matter of cutting a deal with the local police anymore.”

The man answered with another shrug. “Hey, I just did what you’re paying me to do. And speaking of payment, you promised me an extra fifty bucks every time I have to break the law for you. I forged a signature for a package the other day to get the delivery guy to stop sniffing around. Pretty sure that’s a federal crime. And now, well, I just drew a weapon on someone and forced him down here against his will. That’s two separate crimes right there. Which means another hundred.”

While the two of them were distracted, I mouthed a message to the prisoner. Be ready. I might as well not have bothered. He wasn’t looking at me. He was curled in a tight ball, and wasn’t paying attention to much of anything but the body on the operating table.

The woman’s glare doubled in intensity. “Watch yourself. Unless you’d like me to find another use for you.”

“Yeah, see, I don’t think that’s an option for you. How many other people are going to turn a blind eye to the weird shit you’ve got going on down here, and for so cheap, too? The way I see it, an extra two hundred is a bargain.”

The hatred in the woman’s eyes doubled again. Probably because the man was right. “You listed three instances. That’s only a hundred and…” Her voice trailed off as she frowned at me.

“Ignoring whatever it is you’re up to is also a crime. A good citizen would—”

“Shut up.” The woman squinted at me.

I knew exactly when the recognition hit. Her eyes went from narrowed concentration to shock all at once. Fear followed a second later. She dropped the scalpel and shoved the operating table at me, body and all. My guess was, she was hoping it would slam into me and shove me into the cell.

The table rolled toward me. I pushed it aside easily. The body tipped onto the ground, leaking blue fae blood and a mess of slithery organs. The pressure on my back eased as the man behind me leapt out of the way with a startled cry.

I unclasped the watch. It hit the floor, next to something wet and clumpy that had never been meant to see the light of day.

“Shoot him!” the woman barked. “Now!”

The man held up his hands, one of them still holding the gun. “Hey, that wasn’t part of the deal. You said all I had to do was bring them down—”

The woman was already running for the door. “Shoot him, you idiot, before he—”

“Too late,” I said quietly as her hand found the doorknob.

And my magic surged to life.

Nuclear fire filled my veins. It purified me, burning the stink of this place from my nose, cleansing the grime—both physical and psychic—from my skin. Heat rolled off me in waves of translucent liquid fire.

But the scientist and her hired security didn’t burn.

They melted.

The flesh sloughed off their bodies, turning them into shapeless quivering masses of red. They slowly collapsed in on themselves to reveal blackened bones underneath. The smell in the air had been bad before; now it was indescribable. The closest analogue was burned flesh, even if the bodies hadn’t exactly burned. At least that was a smell I was used to—although normally, it was my own flesh burning. It had been one of the more popular ways for humans to try to kill me, over the centuries.

There was a time, not so long ago, when I would have regretted killing the hired gun. He might have had a dubious moral code, but he clearly wasn’t part of Arkanica. But I had left that part of me behind four or five labs ago. The man might not have known all of what was going on down here, but he had seen enough to get the general idea. And he had decided it was worth an extra fifty bucks in his pocket to look the other way.

The body of the fae woman burned, too. But the operating table didn’t. It was steel—with their resources so depleted, Arkanica no longer had access to the alternate material they preferred to use to avoid damaging their fae test subjects. The problem with steel, of course, was that it contained iron. And iron blocked fae magic. It was the same reason I could use my steel watch to hold back my magic. I couldn’t control the magic in my blood the way a full-blooded fae could, so I couldn’t afford not to keep it locked away.

I stopped paying attention to the two human bodies once I was sure they were in no danger of getting back up again. But I watched the fae woman’s body burn until she was reduced to ash. I gave a single nod of satisfaction. I couldn’t give her whatever ceremony the Winter Court held to honor their dead, but this was a better end for her remains than being cut apart by the humans. I hoped she would have approved.

The iron bars of the cells resisted the flames even more easily than the operating table, which meant the prisoner was safe. But he was finally paying attention. As the heat faded, and the waves of fire grew dimmer, he stared up at me in horror and disgust. If he was at all grateful for his impending rescue, he didn’t show it.

I bent down and slipped the watch back onto my wrist. The heat died, as if I had flicked a switch. The last of the flames wreathing my body vanished, leaving the room in darkness. The fluorescent bulb over our heads must have burst in the first few seconds.

The warmth in my veins was gone, too, replaced by the sharp icy bite of the watch around my wrist. I gritted my teeth until it faded into the dull ache I was used to. I wasn’t as sensitive to iron as a full-blooded fae, but that didn’t mean it didn’t do physical damage. Or that it didn’t hurt.

The price of keeping my magic under control.

I held my breath and dug through the mess of hot flesh that had been the human woman. The remnants of her body were crisp in some places, liquid in others. Viscous fluids clung to my fingers, and hot blood threatened to scald my hands. But I had seen worse damage done to my own flesh.

The key glowed hot as I pulled it free. The iron in it, on the other hand, burned cold, like touching a frozen pipe. I didn’t know which was responsible for the blisters that rose on my hands as I jammed it, as quickly as possible, into the keyhole on the cell door.

As the lock clicked open, the prisoner kept on staring. His horror changed to sick fascination. “You’re Kieran Thorne,” he breathed.

I shouldn’t have been surprised that he recognized me. I had a reputation, after all. On this side of the veil, I was known only in the shadowy circles the Arkanica Corporation ran in, and only as the half-fae working to bring them down. In Faerie, though, where “half-fae” meant a lot more than it did here, I was the one who got away. The only one of my kind they hadn’t managed to kill. Oberon’s bastard son, who had evaded the assassins of both the Summer and Winter Courts for centuries—and while acting as protector to the human vermin, no less.

Of course, these days, I was half-ready to agree with them about the humans, if not about the death sentence they had placed on my head for the crime of existing.

I stepped into the cell, ignoring the tightness in my chest as the iron pressed in on me, and held out a hand to the prisoner. He didn’t take it.

Not that I had expected him to. Not really.

I stepped back out of the cell again, and swung the stairwell door wide for him. I motioned him forward. “Get out of here. Go through the portal, and never come back. You have the chance to get away from the humans before they find you again and do worse to you. You should take it.”

I didn’t have that option. Not unless I wanted to step through a Faerie portal and straight into the hands of the people who had been trying to kill me since I was born. But just because I was stuck here, that didn’t mean this man had to be.

He crept out of the cell, one pained step at a time. He kept his eyes on me the whole way.

“Before you go, I have a favor to ask,” I said as he made his slow way toward the stairs. “Think of it as a thank-you for the rescue, if you like. Tell me—why are you here? What are Mab’s plans for the human world?”

The wariness in his eyes turned to outright distrust. “What interest do you have in the Winter Court?”

“Me? None at all,” I answered truthfully. “I’m asking for a friend.” If that was the right word for someone who had saved my life mere days after torturing me and threatening my life. I still wasn’t sure what Vicantha and I were to each other.

Instead of answering, the prisoner ran. But not out the door and up the stairs. Instead, he darted sharply to the right, further into the room. He scanned the floor, and grabbed one of the only things that wasn’t melted. The scalpel. I didn’t know what it was made of, but it must not have been iron if he was touching it without pain. It looked like Arkanica hadn’t left all their specialized tools behind.

The prisoner turned to face me. He trembled from some mixture of fear and weakness, but neither of those did anything to dim the raw hatred on his face. “Oberon’s son. The abomination. Your veins hold the sacred fire, but your blood is the sludge of the primordial ooze the first humans crawled from. I can’t allow you to live. I may have been weak enough to let the humans capture me, but Mab will forgive me when I return with your body.”

Inside my head, I gave a weary sigh. “You can’t fight me,” I told him. “You don’t have the strength, and there’s too much iron in here for any full-blooded fae to use their magic. If you start this fight, you’ll lose. So I’m giving you a chance to reconsider. Leave. Now.” I stepped to the side, giving him a clear path to the door.

He didn’t move. He gripped his makeshift weapon tighter, and trembled harder.

“Don’t make me do this.” The words came out as a soft plea. But even as I spoke them, I knew he would give me no choice. If it was Mab he was afraid of, I could hardly expect to inspire the same level of fear in him. However impressive my reputation, it was nothing compared to the queen of the Winter Court.

So I wasn’t surprised when the prisoner lunged at me.

The thought of slipping the watch from my wrist again, to destroy the same prisoner I had come here to save, made me unbearably tired. So I didn’t. I sidestepped his slash, and hooked my arm around his chest to draw him against me. His captivity had left him weak and slow. He didn’t see the counterattack coming in time to stop it. And he didn’t have the strength to resist before I snapped his neck.

I let him fall.

I searched the room until I found a pair of steel handcuffs. I knew they had to have a pair around there somewhere—they couldn’t keep their prisoners in their cages all day, after all, not if they wanted to get anywhere with their experiments. It didn’t take me long to find them, seeing as nothing in the lab that didn’t contain iron had survived. I fastened the cuffs around the prisoner’s wrists before he had a chance to heal the spinal damage. He looked dead enough at the moment, but I knew if I took his pulse, I would feel his heart lazily beating.

The only sure ways to kill one of the fae were with iron or by ripping out their magic, and the latter was a trick only the fae knew. In practice, destroying vital parts of their bodies also did the trick, as I had learned from my many encounters with fae assassins. There was a limit to how much they could regenerate, and it was hard for someone to get back up again after losing their head, whether their blood was human red or fae blue. But even if I had been willing to slip off my watch again, I doubted I would have been able to coax my magic to so much as give him a paper cut. My magic only responded to my deepest desires, and I had no desire to kill him.

But what I wanted didn’t change what I had to do. The iron against his skin would interrupt his healing for long enough that the catastrophic damage to his spine would eventually catch up with him and his body would fail. He would be dead within hours. I would have preferred to give him a quicker death, but I wasn’t about to try to saw through his neck or any other essential organs with that slim scalpel. What I had already done was enough to fuel weeks’ worth of nightmares.

The prisoner had gotten what he wanted—death at my hands instead of Mab’s. And I had gotten what I had come here for: one more Arkanica hideout wiped off the map.

I felt hollowed out inside. As if my magic had burned away all the feeling in me.

Cold and numb, my vision blurry from sudden exhaustion, I did my usual sweep of the room. If I could at least get a fresh lead out of this, I could go home with the knowledge that I hadn’t come all this way just to add one more fae body to the tally. I would know all this death hadn’t been for nothing. Maybe, even though the lab amounted to a single bare-concrete room smaller than my apartment back in Hawthorne, this would be the one where I found the lead. The big one. The one that would let me get a step ahead of Arkanica, instead of taking out one little hideout after another while they regained their strength in secret.

They’d had three months so far. That was a lot of time to rebuild. If I wanted to stop them, my own time was running out.

Everything in the lab that could have been useful had been melted to scrap. I found a laptop, and had a brief burst of hope, until I looked closer and saw that the iron components were intact but the rest was a misshapen mess. The hired muscle’s phone, inches from what was left of his body, had met the same fate.

But that was the only phone I found. Where was hers?

It took two more sweeps for me to find it in the third cell, along with a change of clothes and a sleeping bag. She must have been sleeping in there. Talk about dedication to one’s work. I wondered how it had felt, lying there trying to sleep at night next to the prisoners she tortured by day. I knew better than to think it had troubled her conscience. The people who worked for Arkanica didn’t have one of those.

I was beginning to think no humans did.

But although I was sure her guilt hadn’t been enough to keep her awake, I dearly hoped the prisoners had taken up the slack. I smiled at the thought of them singing sea shanties all night to keep her from drifting off. Then I thought back to the broken, trembling fae prisoner, and doubted they had done much more than try to grab a few winks of sleep themselves.

I tried not to hope for much as I reached for the phone. But I found myself holding my breath anyway when I pressed the power button. The phone blinked on, and asked to scan my fingerprint. Cursing my magic for the form it had chosen to take tonight—it could have killed the scientist in a way that would have left her fingers intact, but no, it had decided to melt her—I set the phone down and left the cell.

I held my breath again and hunted through the woman’s remains. I used my own phone as a flashlight, although I would have preferred not to see what I was doing. I didn’t expect to find anything useful, but after a few minutes—the details of which I preferred not to dwell on—I came up with an index finger, perfectly preserved. A stroke of luck. Possibly the first I’d had in three months. I supposed I was about due.

But if this was my lucky break, it was an anemic one at best. The phone had nothing on it. The woman had been diligent about keeping it clean. It looked like she had been in the habit of deleting all her emails as soon as she read them—she only had three in her inbox, and they were all spam. She had kept no files, no photos. She didn’t have any social media. She did, however, have a texting app. I opened it without much hope.

It turned out to be one of those apps where the messages disappear after a certain amount of time. Most of her conversations were as empty as her inbox. But she did have a couple of messages from someone whose name was just a string of numbers, too long to be a phone number.

We need a breakthrough, and soon, the person had said, less than an hour ago. A way to stretch our blood supplies more efficiently. The shortfalls in what we promised our investors aren’t going to improve any time soon. And we can’t hold off their questions forever.

I’m doing my best, the woman had answered. I could hear her peeved tone through the bland words. These are hardly ideal working conditions. I can’t keep going like this with no funding. I need decent tools, and a clean space to work.

Be patient, her mystery conversational partner had advised. Do the best you can with what you’ve got. Delaney will come through for us. For now, do your part, and get some results. Quickly.

The final message was from fifteen minutes ago. She must have sent it in between killing the prisoner and slicing open her body. If you think we can trust anything a politician promises us, I’ve got a bridge to sell you.

I tried to call to mind a politician named Delaney, and couldn’t. But then, I didn’t follow American politics, even after how long I had lived in this country. I had always found the neighbors next door to be a greater threat than the people debating in Washington, and spent my attention accordingly. There was no guarantee that this Delaney was American, either. Arkanica worked with several countries, not all of which were on good terms with one another.

But I could find all that information. All I needed was five minutes and an internet connection.

“Delaney.” I savored the taste of the syllables on my tongue. Whoever they were, they had connections to Arkanica. To the people at the top, most likely, and not just the little guys I had been fighting.

I had a lead. Was it the big one? Maybe, maybe not. I knew better than to let myself get optimistic. Even so, I had to admit this lead had more potential than anything I had run across yet.

For the first time in three months, I felt something like real hope. 


Chapter 2

 

The heat in my apartment was off again. I sat shivering on the cheap couch that felt like it was stuffed with cardboard, my legs curled under me. I had wrapped myself in a rough, scratchy blanket with a hole in it, courtesy of a secondhand shop. It didn’t help. I could see my own breath coming out in puffs as I held a staring contest with my phone. A contest I was losing.

It was March. According to the calendar, that meant spring had sprung. The town of Hawthorne, however, hadn’t gotten the message. Maybe it was just part of living in Massachusetts, a consequence of being this far from the equator. Or maybe the bitter cold had more to do with the Faerie portal hidden in the park on the other side of town. The portal was responsible for all manner of strange happenings in Hawthorne, from hauntings to cryptid sightings to wild swings of fortune both good and bad. So why shouldn’t that strangeness extend to the weather?

I missed my home in Hawaii more with every day I spent in this place. Back there, I had spent almost every day lying on the beach, soaking up the hot sun that made my Summer blood sing in my veins. Back there, I had lived in a custom-built mansion, not this two-room shoebox with cracks in the ceiling and walls that rattled alarmingly with every gust of wind.

Not to mention Ugly Dan’s garage downstairs, the reason the rent on this place was so cheap. Ugly Dan seemed to revel in discovering what kind of tortured sounds he could draw from the engines he worked on. And the man had an admirable work ethic, regularly burning the midnight oil straight through until dawn.

But because the Faerie portal was here in Hawthorne, this was where Arkanica had originally chosen to set up shop. Easier for them to find the test subjects they needed that way, plus it meant a closer commute for their Summer Court workers. And although I had destroyed their headquarters, both those reasons for staying close still applied. Which meant that in the fight against Arkanica, Hawthorne was the most logical home base. And now that Arkanica had taken away the fortune I had accumulated over my long life, this apartment was the best I was going to get. I had enough money to finance my fight for at least the next few months, but it would only last that long if I made considerable personal sacrifices. For example, this couch. And this blanket.

Heat, though, was not among the sacrifices I was willing to make. I would have to call Ugly Dan and tell him to get someone out here to fix it. In fact, the sooner I made the call, the better. Once the heat was on, I would be able to think more clearly, which would help me find an alternate solution to my current problem…

A sharp full-body pain, strong enough and sudden enough to wring a gasp from my lips, interrupted my thoughts. Something had set my veins on fire from the inside, like I had peeled my skin back to rub hot sauce underneath. And the pain didn’t fade. It lingered. If anything, it was getting worse.

My magic was telling me what I already knew. I had known it as soon as I had put my laptop away. All these mental complaints about the heat… they were just my way of stalling.

And, in the process, coming perilously close to breaking a promise.

I had expected it to take five minutes for me to find out who Delaney was. In reality, it had been more like thirty seconds. Lara Delaney was a congresswoman from Maine. She had taken office five years ago; before then, she had made a career out of environmental activism, working for several nonprofits and finally starting her own. I had read a couple of interviews where she had spouted platitudes about saving the earth. I had browsed through pictures of a stern-looking woman with wrinkles she didn’t try to hide, standing stiff as a schoolmarm in an even stiffer suit. It was enough for me to give someone a decent five-minute biography of her, should the need ever arise, but not enough to give me what I actually needed: the story underneath the public image.

But I knew who could get me that story.

After Skye had helped me destroy Arkanica’s headquarters, but before we had gone our separate ways, I had made her a promise. I had told her I would ask for help if I ever needed it. I had, needless to say, made this promise only under duress. It had been her condition for letting me send her away to a place where she could stay hidden and safe, tucked out of Arkanica’s reach. And I had left enough loopholes for myself in the wording that I had thought there was a good chance I would never have to follow through.

But judging by my magic’s current assault on my veins, I hadn’t been careful enough.

I didn’t want to bring Skye into the fight again. I had sent her away for a reason. Arkanica already had cause to hate her, after she had hacked into their files and found all the information they preferred to keep hidden from the public eye. And at fifteen, she didn’t have the ability to protect herself. She had only gotten involved in this fight because of me—because long ago, I had cared deeply for her grandfather, and someone from Arkanica had decided to use that connection against me. The last thing I wanted was to do anything that might draw their attention to her again.

But if I could think of another way to get the information on Delaney I needed, my magic wouldn’t be slowly eating away at my veins like acid. Besides, I wouldn’t be able to do anything to keep Skye safe if my magic burned me alive from the inside because of a broken promise. I had it easier than the full fae, whose magic turned on them immediately if they managed the near-impossible task of forcing a lie from their lips. I could lie until I was blue in the face if I wanted—although the current lack of heat in my apartment would turn me blue a lot more efficiently. What I couldn’t do was break a contract, written or verbal. And my magic had a frustratingly broad definition of what constituted a contract.

The next searing flash of pain turned my vision white. I gritted my teeth and clenched my frozen fingers. When it passed, I took a deep breath, and let myself lose the staring contest with my phone. I picked it up and dialed the number that would connect me to Skye. I hadn’t dared put it in my contacts, but I had it memorized.

She answered on the first ring. “Kieran! You called!” She followed her words with a squeal more appropriate for a five-year-old who had just discovered a pony under the Christmas tree.

I tensed. “How did you know it was me?” I hadn’t put my number into her phone. I hadn’t wanted to give her the temptation to contact me—or give myself the headache of fending off her calls and reminding her that she was supposed to be out of this fight. Instead, I had left her with instructions to contact me through her security if the need ever arose—a temptation she had, thankfully, resisted thus far.

“Well, who else would call me? Total isolation for me until Arkanica is gone, remember?” She heaved a theatrical sigh. “But I’ve been good. No friends for me. Which makes me doubly glad to hear your voice. Don’t get me wrong, this place is gorgeous, with all the trees and the—”

“Stop,” I interrupted. “I don’t want to know where you are. Not even a hint.” I had made sure I wouldn’t have any knowledge of where the security team I had hired was hiding Skye. I didn’t want to be responsible for that information getting out. I had put her in danger by placing her squarely in Arkanica’s path; I refused to be the reason they found her again.

“And this computer! The first time I saw it, I’m pretty sure I got those bulging heart eyes, like a cartoon. Didn’t Arkanica leave you with almost no money? You spent way too much of it on this thing. Not that I’m complaining.” She paused. But there was a texture to her pause, hopeful and expectant. Even Skye’s silences were expressive. “So… speaking of Arkanica… you’re calling because you need my help, right? I don’t suppose you need me to come down there?” Another heavy pause. This one put me in mind of a dog waiting for its owner to throw a ball.

But I couldn’t give her what she wanted. “No. You’ll stay where you are. I need you safe.”

Another loud sigh. “Oh well. I guess I’d rather stay in the wilderness than go back to that creepy town anyway. I’ve been getting a lot of good hiking in. You know, since there’s nothing else to do around here. But I’ll come as soon as you need me. Just say the word. I’m dying to get back in the fight.”

I winced. Poor choice of words. “You’ll be choosing your own fight when the time comes, remember?” That, too, was part of the deal I had made with her. That when she was ready to decide for herself what cause she wanted to take up, I would be there to help her. “But you need to prepare yourself first. Hone your skills. Give it time.”

Skye blew a raspberry into the phone. “If you didn’t call to spring me from the world’s most beautiful jail, why are you calling? It can’t just be to say hello. I know you better than that.”

“I need your help,” I said reluctantly, and let out my breath in relief as the burning in my veins abruptly eased. “I need you to find me anything you can about a woman named Lara Delaney.”

I expected another squeal from Skye at that. If there was anything she liked better than fighting for a worthy cause, it was a challenge worthy of her hacking skills. Getting information on a member of the US government had to qualify. But when she answered, she sounded alarmed. “Did you say Lara Delaney? As in the congresswoman?”

Maybe I had misjudged her hunger for a challenge. “I know the security might be tight, but it can’t be worse than what you pulled off with Arkanica.”

Skye scoffed. “Don’t insult me. It’s not about that. I can get you whatever information you want, easy.” Her voice turned serious again. “But why do you need it in the first place? Is Arkanica targeting her? Please tell me Arkanica isn’t targeting her.”

I obliged her. “Arkanica isn’t targeting her.”

Her sigh of relief went on and on, like a deflating balloon. “Don’t ever give me that kind of heart attack again.” She paused. “But then why—”

I answered before she could finish. I didn’t see any reason to drag it out any further. “She’s helping them.”

Skye answered almost before I had gotten the last word out. “Not possible.”

“I intercepted a message. It sounds like Arkanica is counting on her to get them the funding they need to rebuild. They seem pretty sure they can count on her for it, too.”

“You don’t follow human politics at all, do you? Lara Delaney is basically the only honest congressperson in existence. She’s singlehandedly responsible for the biggest environmental bill ever passed. I don’t even follow politics that closely, but it was all over the news for a while. A bunch of different companies tried to bribe her to weaken that bill, and you know what she did? She posted their names publicly. Spread it all over social media. And that’s not even getting into what she did before getting into politics. Did you know megafarms create twenty percent less pollution than they did ten years ago? All because of regulations Lara Delaney’s nonprofit pushed for.”

“I did some reading,” I said. “She’s been an active environmentalist all her life. You have to admit, for someone like that, Arkanica’s message would be appealing. Think about what they’re offering—an end to dependence on fossil fuels, worldwide, within five years.”

“She wouldn’t be interested. Not if it meant sacrificing lives.”

“Fae lives,” I reminded her. “Not human.” Because that was the devil’s bargain Arkanica offered. Save the environment—with literal magic. Magic ripped from the veins of captive fae. Not that Arkanica’s investors knew it was magic until they were already in too deep to walk away. All they knew at the start was that Arkanica had discovered a miraculous source of clean energy. By the time they learned what that miracle cost, it seemed like a small price to pay for saving the world… not to mention increasing their own bottom lines.

“I’m telling you, you got bad information,” Skye insisted. “She’s not working with them. Or if she is, she doesn’t know what they really are.”

I had already tried to convince Skye that no humans were actually good people, deep down. Not if you dug far enough under the surface; not if you made them an offer tempting enough. None of my lessons had sunk in. Maybe if she had seen what I had seen over the past three months, she would finally have gotten it. As it was, though, neither of us had anything to gain by rehashing this old tired argument again.

So I didn’t take the bait. “Can you do it?” was all I asked instead.

“I’m already doing it.” Her voice had a distinct sulk to it.

“Should I call you back?” I asked. On the other end of the phone, her fingers were clacking busily across along her keyboard, like a dozen tap-dancing spiders.

“No, this won’t take long,” she said without breaking the rhythm of her typing. “Wow, her bank has terrible security. The fast-food restaurant down the street from the RV park where my cousins and I stayed last summer had better encryption.”

“That’s an awfully specific example.”

“They shorted a friend of mine on his pay. I posted a giant message on their website apologizing for the rat meat in their burgers. It took them a week to take it down.” This time, I could hear the defensive scowl in her pause. “He was cute, okay? And they were paying him minimum wage, which is basically robbery all by itself.”

I tried not to smile. I needed to stay focused.

Skye stopped talking. The speed of her typing doubled—something I hadn’t thought was possible, at least not with human fingers. Through the phone, I heard a strange wet sound that I puzzled over for a few seconds, before I realized she was sucking her lip in concentration.

Then a rattling bang made me leap up from the couch. My hand was already around my watch before I realized there was no point in leaping to Skye’s defense when she was so far away—and that she wasn’t in danger anyway, because the sound was coming from my end. Someone was knocking on my door.

I had so few visitors that I wasn’t used to the sound. I winced at the sight of it wobbling on its hinges as whoever was out there banged on it again. I missed my old security system. It had been so state-of-the-art it was hard for people without a security clearance to even get their hands on the tech. I considered that level of security a must-have, given that the human race had a long-standing habit of trying to kill me. Here, though, my security consisted of nothing but a rusted deadbolt, a flimsy chain lock, and a rickety door that looked like it would fly clear off its hinges at the slightest blow.

I kept the phone to my ear as I walked across the room to peer through the peephole. The person on the other side was too tall for me to see his face. All I saw was a shirt with the top button open, revealing a chest hairier than some dogs. But I didn’t need to see his face, because the chest was a giveaway all by itself.

Ugly Dan. The man was aptly named. Ugly Dan was ugly. Not to mention big. The first time I had laid eyes on him, I had wondered if a yeti or a troll had wandered out of the portal sometime in the not-so-distant past, and charmed one of the local women against all odds. Not that I had any room to judge, considering my own family tree.

I opened the door a crack, but left the deadbolt fastened. I kept my voice mild, although I already knew this wasn’t going to be a pleasant conversation. With Ugly Dan, it never was. “I was about to call you.” I kept one hand over my phone’s microphone so Skye couldn’t listen in.

“You came in late again last night,” Ugly Dan growled. “All your clomping and clattering woke me up. I told you to knock that off.”

I opted not to mention the engine sounds that had woken me at dawn a mere two hours later. Just like they had every other day for the past week. Instead, I limited my reply to, “I’ll try to be quieter.”

Ugly Dan’s heavy brows drew together. “How about staying in, for once? You want to party, buy yourself a fifth of whiskey and pass out on your couch. Then I could get a good night’s sleep.”

Somehow I doubted I was trying to save lives would be a sufficient explanation. Especially since that was the kind of thing that tended to put the humans around me in a murderous mood. Of course, that had more to do with the way I accomplished my goals than anything else. Humans feared what they didn’t understand, and they didn’t know how to make sense of my magic. And for humans, fear and hate made comfortable bedfellows.

I had tried to walk away from the humans and their problems. For seventy-five years, I had almost managed it. But in the end, I hadn’t been able to deny my own nature—the nature I had inherited from my father. I was a protector. I wanted to believe that people had the capacity for goodness, even if my own experiences had taught me otherwise. And so here I was, doing what I had done all my life: fighting for yet another doomed cause.

But with a difference. This time, I was working to save fae lives, not human. And the more I saw of what Arkanica was doing to their prisoners, the more I believed that maybe I’d had it wrong all these years. Maybe the humans were the problem.

If nothing else, at least the assassins the fae had sent after me all my life were honest about being killers. They didn’t pretend to be upstanding citizens right up until the knife went in.

“I’ll take it under advisement,” I said blandly. As Ugly Dan turned to stomp away, I cleared my throat. “My heat is off again.”

“Because you’ve been using too much again.” He pulled his lips back, showing cracked and yellow teeth. “‘Utilities included’ doesn’t mean ‘crank up the heat to max every day.’”

“I’d be happy to pay whatever I need to make up the difference.” Happy might have been overstating it, given my dwindling bank balance and total lack of income. But there were limits to the discomfort I could put up with. Cheap, scratchy clothes that hung on my body like they had been fitted by a drunken tailor, sure. Peanut butter sandwiches for dinner, no problem—not that I did much eating at home anyway. But I could not abide the cold.

Ugly Dan grunted. “Sounds like a lot of extra number-crunching. How about you just put on a sweater like everyone else?” He punctuated his suggestion with another grunt. “Your heat will be back in a couple of days. Maybe you’ll learn a lesson by then.”

I let out a breath through clenched teeth. “You can’t legally keep my heat shut off.”

He shrugged. The effect was something like a mountain deciding to get up and go for a walk. “So report me. And while we’re at it, I’ll report your stolen social security number. You really think you fooled me with that shit?”

Before Arkanica had cut me off, I could have crafted a flawless alias. In fact, I had done so many times. I had usually had half a dozen, minimum, active at any given time. One of the inconvenient necessities of immortality—every identity had its expiration date. And extras were always good to have around, just in case.

Now, though, I had to make do with what Jimmy at the Drunken Scarecrow, a bar that had a healthy side business helping out the fae under the table, could do for me. And even if Arkanica hadn’t been looking for me, using my previous alias would have been out of the question, after the crimes Arkanica had framed me for. On paper, the man known as Kieran Thorne was now a murderer, a war criminal, and several other things besides.

“I’m only thinking of you here,” I said, careful not to let my even tone slip. “You don’t want any extra work, right? It would be a lot of hassle if you had to call someone in because the pipes in here froze and burst.”

At that, Ugly Dan’s face turned a fascinating shade of crimson. He didn’t speak.

“I’ll do my best to stay in at night,” I said, by way of ending the conversation.

“You do that.” The floor rattled as Ugly Dan stalked away.

When he was gone, I refastened the deadbolt and leaned against the door. “Are you still there?” I asked Skye.

“Hmm? Where else would I be?” She sounded like she was surfacing from a dream, or at least a period of deep concentration. “Were you talking to someone over there?”

“Just my landlord. Don’t worry about it. Did you get anything?”

“Oh yeah. I’ve already got access to her financial records, her emails, and a bunch of personal files going back ten years. If all politicians’ security is this bad, one halfway competent hacker could bring down the government.”

She sounded much too enthusiastic about that idea.

“You’re not getting any ideas, are you?” I asked.

“No way. I’m not interested in ruling the world. It sounds like a lot of work just to make everyone on the planet hate you.”

This time, I couldn’t quite keep the smile from my face. “I’m glad to hear you’re finally developing a survival instinct.”

“I’d much rather be the power behind the throne. None of the risk, all the reward.”

I opted not to push that worrying line of inquiry any further. “Tell me about Delaney.”

Skye took a deep breath. “All right, here you go. This is everything I found out about Lara Delaney and Arkanica.”

I waited. But all I heard was a long silence.

“Well?” I finally prompted her.

“Well, that’s it,” Skye said smugly. “Nothing. She’s not involved with them.”

“That message said otherwise. Whatever there is to find, it might not necessarily have Arkanica’s name on it. Maybe she’s just been getting regular payments from a suspicious source.”

“Oh, wow. Sketchy payments? Why didn’t I think of that?” I could practically hear the roll of her eyes.

“Give me anything you found that doesn’t fit. Anything at all.” With everything she had dug up, there had to be something. And I needed this lead.

“Well…” Skye dragged the word out reluctantly. “I did find one thing.”

“What is it?” I tried to disguise my eagerness, and failed.

“She did send some money under the table to a certain organization just outside of DC.” That tone in her voice… was that… was she sounding smug again? “An animal shelter. They had a police dog who got blown up in a meth lab explosion. Lost a leg and half his face. Unadoptable. They were going to put the dog down, but she found out at the last minute. She paid them to keep the dog another two weeks until she could hire someone to take care of him for her at her house in Maine, since her DC rental doesn’t allow pets. And it’s not like she has the money to spend on a live-in dogsitter. She’s not rich like you used to be. Or like she would be if she was, say, taking bribes from Arkanica.”

Listening to Skye mistake her own innocence for triumph made me want to go back to bed. I could suddenly feel every bit of my seven hundred years weighing down on me. “Don’t get too attached to your image of her,” I warned.

Skye sighed in my ear. “Give it up, Kieran. Go ahead and admit you’re not the only genuinely good person in the world. It’s okay.”

I thought back to the fae prisoner last night. To the sound of his neck snapping. “I never claimed to be a good person.”

“If you say so, Mr. Dark and Angsty. While you’re out stalking the night alone like a shadowy specter of vengeance, I assume you’re going to want me to keep digging?”

I thought about how to respond to the first part of that, and decided to let it pass. “Please do,” was all I said.

“Anything else I can do? Maybe in person?” Just like that, she was an eager puppy again.

“No. Stay where you are, and stay safe.”

“Fine,” she grumbled. “I’ll keep digging, then. But don’t expect too much.”

I should have felt better, knowing I had followed the lead as far as I could. Instead, I only clenched the phone tighter. How long would it be before she found the proof I needed, the trail that would lead me to the people at the top of Arkanica? Would she find anything at all, or was it buried too deep? And in the meantime, all I could do was follow up on the few minor leads I already had. While every day, Arkanica recovered a little more. Winning the race, step by relentless step. Especially now that they had a politician actively helping them get back on their feet.

I shook my head sharply, even though there was no one in the room to see. No. Something had to change. Or else I would turn around one day to find that while I had been hunting down their scientists one by one, Arkanica had rebuilt their headquarters and regained all their lost resources, and everything I had gone through three months ago would mean nothing.

“Well, if that’s everything, I guess I’ll talk to you soon.” She was still waiting for me to tell her to come back, I could tell.

“Wait.” Before she could get her hopes up, I added, “I still need you to stay there. But there’s one more thing you can get for me.”

“Something interesting, I hope. Getting that info on Delaney wasn’t nearly as hard as I expected. To be honest, it was pretty disappointing.”

“That DC rental you mentioned,” I said. “Get me the address. And the security codes.”

As always, her pause spoke as loudly as her words. This one was full of judgment. “Kieran?” she said, when I didn’t add anything else. “What are you going to do?”

“Can you do it?”

“I thought you wanted to avoid human attention at all costs. Do you have any idea how visible this could make you?”

Yes, I did. It had been the first thing I thought of. Not only the visibility, but what it would mean. I had the memories of dozens of deaths at the humans’ hands to prove it.

But I also knew I had a real lead for once. One that could get me more than a single scientist and a prisoner I would only end up having to kill, all while people like Lara Delaney traded lives in the name of saving the world. And, in the process, made people like Skye believe they could do no wrong.

“Can you do it?” This time, my voice had a bite to it.

“I mean, sure. I can. But Kieran…” Her voice trailed off.

“Do you trust me?” I asked her.

I expected a yes. Instead, I got another long pause.

“Skye? Are you still there?”

It took her another few seconds to answer. “I don’t not trust you. But… I think you have a tendency to see the worst in people.”

If I did, it was only because that was what they showed me. “You know what Arkanica is. You remember what they did to Vicantha.”

At that, I heard a sharp intake of breath. That had gotten to her. In their brief time together, Skye had—against all odds—grown attached to the blunt, vicious knight of the Winter Court.

“Promise me you won’t hurt Delaney,” Skye finally said.

Skye knew what a promise did to me. She wasn’t simply asking for a gesture of goodwill. “You know I’m not going down there to bake her a cake. Even you aren’t as naive as that.”

“I keep telling you, I’m not naive. Optimism is a choice. Just like breaking into a congresswoman’s house. And one of those choices is a whole lot better than the other. Give me a promise, or you’re not getting those security codes. Or any other information on Lara Delaney.”

I took a breath and chose my words carefully. “I promise not to cause physical harm to Lana Delaney unless she, or anyone taking orders from her, harms me first.”

Skye thought about that for a few long seconds. “Okay,” she finally said, although she still didn’t sound happy. “That’s fair. Hang on, I’ll get you the codes.”

The radiator grumbled to life as the heat kicked back on. I breathed out in satisfaction. “You’re doing the right thing. With any luck, this will be it—the thing that lets me take them down for good. And you will have been a part of it, just like you wanted.”

Skye didn’t answer.


Chapter 3

 

There was nothing remarkable about the small boxy townhouse except how close it was to the Metro. Something Delaney was no doubt paying a premium for. Small or not, she was spending a lot more on this place than I was on mine, that was for certain. Needing to find an apartment right on the heels of losing my fortune had taught me more than I had ever wanted to know about rent prices, and seeing this prime location made me have serious doubts about what Skye had said about Delaney not having the money to afford a dogsitter.

Even if I’d still had money of my own, this was not where I would have spent it. Yes, the location was convenient, but easy transportation access or not, the best word I could think of to describe the townhouse was “grim.” It stood in a row of identical houses, all painted the same drab gray, none of them with so much as a planter in the window or a flag out front. In just a few seconds, I had already gotten the impression that these weren’t homes so much as containers for people to store themselves in during their off hours.

I walked down the street as if I belonged there. Despite my relaxed stride, all my senses were on high alert. My gaze flicked back and forth along the street, scanning the night for shadows that didn’t belong. A flicker of movement made me jerk to attention. My hand went to my watch. Another look showed me what I had seen: a tree, blowing in the exhaust-scented breeze. I placed a hand to my heart, and felt it beating in double time.

But even though the risks of tonight’s mission had me on high alert, even though the surge of adrenaline didn’t fade as I kept walking, I knew I more than likely had nothing to fear as I strode up Delaney’s driveway like an invited guest.

I had left my home behind fairly early in my immortal life. The veil between this world and Faerie was thinnest in my home country of Ireland, and even back when the fae had still wandered freely through this world, the majority of them hadn’t strayed far. Everywhere else, portals were rare, and portals that were both large and stable—like the one in Hawthorne—were rarer still.

In many places in the world, the fae were virtually unknown. In Ireland, on the other hand, going for a couple of hours’ walk meant a genuine risk of tumbling through a portal by accident—or stumbling on someone who had come through from the opposite direction. Not a healthy place to live, for someone who had reason to fear fae assassins. Which was a big part of why, in the centuries since, I had traveled a fair amount. I had lived in countries at war and countries at peace. Poor countries and rich. I had walked through streets where order was enforced at the point of a sword or the barrel of a gun, and streets filled with the fire and chaos of revolution.

And one thing I had learned was that the more distant a place got from the reality of war and death, the more they liked to tempt fate. For example, by keeping their leaders in places like this: protected by the kind of cheap security system Skye had described to me, without so much as a bodyguard outside the door. With Skye’s reluctant help, I had looked into Delaney’s security. She wasn’t even considered an important enough figure in Congress to have a security detail assigned to her.

Maybe this tendency I had noticed was nothing more than complacency. I sometimes wondered, though, if it was something more elemental. Like they were daring the wheel of fortune to take a spin, nudging the pendulum in the opposite direction. Pushing the universe toward balance.

I had no desire to see that pendulum swing anytime soon. In times of instability, humans only grew more suspicious, more afraid, more intolerant of difference. Which, in turn, made it harder for me to stay alive. Besides, wars and revolutions held entirely too much temptation for someone like me. Too many doomed causes to fight for; too many people to save.

Today, though, Delaney’s lack of security would work in my favor.

I pulled a pair of thin leather gloves over my hands before getting to work. Before Arkanica had taken away my resources, I would have been able to pay someone to make a duplicate key. But I had a feeling it wouldn’t be necessary. I reached into my pocket and pulled out the lock-picking kit I had picked up a while back. My skills were rusty, but more than equal to the task. And the gloves had the added effect of shielding me from the metal in the tools.

After a few minutes, the door swung open easily. In terms of security, Delaney was worse off than I was. She didn’t even have my flimsy chain lock to rely on. After that, disarming the security system took me only a few seconds. The panel gave a soft tinny beep, then flashed green.

I glanced over my shoulder at the street before I closed the door. As I had suspected, no one was watching. I didn’t see so much as a rustle from the neighbors’ curtains.

Complacency. Bad for peace and stability, in the long run. In the short term, useful for me.

Inside, the house was too dark to see much. But the shadows in varying shades of gray gave me enough of an idea of the house to confirm my initial impression that it was a glorified hotel room. No photos on the walls, no vases or grandchildren’s art projects on side tables. Just a coat in the briefcase by the door, and an empty hallway leading into an almost-empty living room. The living room held only the essentials: a TV, a couch the same gray as the walls outside. A small table in front of the couch had a half-eaten dinner on it—takeout pizza, from the look of it, but Delaney had taken a slice out of the box and laid it out on a piece of flowered china. And eaten it with a fork, which now lay at a precise right angle on a lacy cloth napkin.

I crept at a snail’s pace through the house, less concerned with the speed than with keeping my footfalls silent. The stairs didn’t so much as creak under my feet. Upstairs, the soft sound of snoring emanated from behind a door to the right. I pushed it open with as much slow and deliberate care as I had used to walk up the stairs. It didn’t make the slightest sound.

I stepped into the room, and there she was. Lara Delaney. She was curled on her side in her single bed, her blankets kicked away. Her mouth was slightly open in a snore. She looked older than she did in the pictures. Or maybe just smaller. Frailer.

It hit me, then, that I was only a few strides away from the woman who had the power to get Arkanica back on its feet. My hands clenched. My eyes left Delaney’s face, and a second later, I realized I was staring at the side of her neck, where I could easily imagine her pulse faintly throbbing.

My magic burned under my skin. Not enough to draw a cry of pain from my lips, but enough to get its warning across. I had promised not to hurt her.

Silently, I gave myself a warning of my own. Delaney was my only decent lead. If I killed her now, I would be right back where I started. Arkanica might lose a needed source of help, but I would lose my chance at the people running the show.

But those thoughts came purely from a place of cold rationality. I expected my conscience to chime in, but it lay quiet in the back of my mind. It had been quiet a lot lately. Especially on the days after I raided one of Arkanica’s labs. Sometimes, when I had a moment to think, that worried me. Now, though, I had other things on my mind.

I walked up to Delaney’s bed. She didn’t stir as I took out the small vial of chloroform I had brought and wet a rag with it. I wrinkled my nose. The stuff smelled like rotten maraschino cherries. I looked down at the sleeping Delaney. I would have to be careful—the line between a dose too small to be effective and one large enough to do permanent damage was thinner than I would have liked, and I didn’t have any practice at this. Kidnapping was more subtle than
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