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I cursed aloud when I fumbled my key in the lock, then risked a glance up and down the hallway. Still empty. Maybe the fancy condo owners were used to jittery, dishevelled women swearing at doors after midnight when they couldn’t figure out how keys worked. Probably everybody just had good sound-proofing. 
Glaring at my traitorous, shaking hand, I took more care to fit the key into its hole. The tension left my shoulders when the deadbolt shot back and I slipped into the apartment.
“Jude.” Aubrie appeared in the kitchen doorway as I brushed the snow out of my hair. He had the sleeves of his sweater pushed to the elbow and a kitchen towel draped over one shoulder. In the harsh overhead lights, the grey in his thick blond hair was more apparent than usual.
“I’ve asked you to only use that key if I’m not here,” he chided. A sink full of dishes sat behind him. He’d definitely cooked something earlier. Two wine glasses sat on the counter. 
“I knocked.”
“You didn’t.”
“I thought you’d want this ASAP.” I pulled the chilly laptop from under my secondhand coat and shoved it at him. Slim and expensive, the thing didn’t weigh much, but handing it off still let me breathe easier.
“What is it?” Aubrie accepted it on the tips of his fingers like I’d just handed him a grenade, eyeing the smear of blood across the top.
“What you asked for. Codes, or whatever.” I headed into the apartment’s expansive living room, scanning the room for a leftover wine bottle or preferably something stronger. “Do you have anything to drink? I’ll settle for wine if that’s what’s open.”
“Is he alive?”
My knuckles itched. Was there still blood on them? I wiped them on my jeans. A minute ago it had seemed like I’d never be warm again, but now I felt flushed. “I didn’t check. I was in a hurry.”
“You didn’t check?” Aubrie caught my arm, forcing me to lift my chin and meet his eyes.
I hissed in pain when his fingers dug into my skin. “I’m sorry!”
“Sorry won’t fix it.” He let me go and tossed the laptop onto a sofa cushion, striding back into the kitchen.
Outrage fused through me seeing the computer cast aside so carelessly after what I’d done to get it. I swallowed the objection, rubbing my bruised arm as I followed him. Dread coiled in my stomach at what ‘fix it’ might entail.
Aubrie rifled through a drawer, then snatched the towel from his shoulder and used it to withdraw something from the back. He held it with the fabric like it might scald his bare hand.
I stumbled back when he swung his fist at my chest. He still managed to bury something sharp in my shoulder. Searing agony spiked through my arm.
Before I could move, he grabbed the front of my shirt and flung me to the side with the full force of his strength.
I rolled to a stop against an outdoor railing, six stories above the street. A deafening crash rang in my ears. When I sucked in a shocked breath, the freezing air stung my lungs as much as the glass shards speckling my skin. It took a moment to register that I’d gone straight through the sliding balcony door, shattering it.
Aubrie had thrown me through it.
My shoulder throbbed hard enough to make me see dark spots, half-obscuring his back-lit form in the ruined door frame. I had to get up, run, before he got to me. The fire radiating from whatever he’d buried beside my collarbone made it hard to move fast.
When I closed my free hand around it to pull it out, the metal burned my fingers like a hot stove.
Iron.
I tightened my grip and yanked anyway, gagging on a scream when the metal tore through muscle. It came halfway out, letting me see what looked like the top of an arty corkscrew slick with blood.
Aubrie strode three steps across the balcony and hauled me to my feet like a limp, broken doll. The look on his face froze me harder than the snowy air. That expression of disgust had always been reserved for other people—lesser people.
Before I could manage a word, I was airborne, falling fast through the cold.
I shifted gravity on instinct, spinning the world around me sideways so that ‘down’ slammed my body into the building wall. The impact sent me bouncing off the bricks like a ping-pong ball. The iron corkscrew in my shoulder weighted me, siding with the earth’s gravity over my own to tug me toward the street below.
Using my power to veer dizzily into the wall again slowed my descent but didn’t stop it. I rolled down the rough bricks like they were a steep hill, my scrabbling fingers raking air.
Breath left my lungs when I hit the ground. Pain radiated through my body, a roiling mass without origin. The lights of the building blurred, dimmed and seeped away.
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I floated, drifting sideways. Distant noises vied for my attention—voices without words, sounds without context. Footsteps, dishes clattering, doors closing, persistent electronic beeping. Light grew brighter until it stung my eyelids and forced them open. 
My surroundings came in fuzzy as I blinked awake. Propped half-upright in a bed, I rested against a pillow that felt like a sack of shredded newspaper. A TV hung in the corner of the room, commercials chattering away on low volume. Machines hummed on the wall beside my bed.
A hospital room. I hadn’t been in one in . . . maybe ever? If I had, I’d been too young to remember. Turned out they looked pretty much the same as on TV, only smaller and not as well-lit.
What was I doing here? My stomach lurched at a jolt of memory—Aubrie’s furious face, the wind rushing against me as I fell, the iron in my shoulder weighing me down like an anchor. I breathed in through my nose to fight the surge of nausea, then pulled the hospital gown off my shoulder. Where there should have been a nasty, discoloured wound, only a small scar marked my skin.
Had any of that even happened? Why would Aubrie have had an iron corkscrew in his kitchen? Nobody with Faerie blood would willingly keep that shit around. Plus I didn’t have scabs on my hands or arms from going through the glass door. I should be in pain if I’d fallen as far as I thought. I tested my muscles, pointing my toes under the starchy sheets, stretching my spine and making fists with both hands. Everything worked.
A red spot on the back of my hand twinged and I rubbed what seemed to be tape adhesive from the skin around it. Weren’t hospital patients on TV always hooked to an IV that they pulled along with them as they walked? Where was mine?
The door to the room stood open. Muffled noises echoed from outside, voices and footsteps down the hall, laughter and something moving on squeaky wheels. None of the sounds approached my room.
My private room.
I sat up to take in the whole space. No other beds, no curtained-off sections. Just me. A private room wasn’t standard—public health insurance never covered bells and whistles. I only knew a couple of people who could shell out cash to wrangle this.
Since one of those people had just hurled me out a sixth story window, he probably wasn’t footing my bills.
I fought to swallow around the lump that formed in my throat, then shoved the blankets off my legs. I swung them over the side of the bed to get to my feet. Wobbly, but my muscles held. The edges of my thoughts still felt fuzzy, like I’d woken up disoriented in the middle of a dream.
It hadn’t been a dream, though. Aubrie, Spencer Aubrie—my closest friend and literal partner in crime—had poisoned me with iron and tossed me into the air like a fucking Frisbee. My eyes burned, chest tight like a giant fist had squeezed the air out of me. I caught myself on the rail at the end of the bed when my legs went rubbery.
Why? I’d brought him the goddamn codes he’d asked for—he should have been proud of me, relieved that he wouldn’t have to call in whatever other shitty hired guns he’d had on deck.
I dug my fingernails into the hard plastic. On the TV, commercials gave way to a local news channel. An anchorwoman’s soothing cadence helped clear my head. “Due to a leak in the school’s gym,” she was saying, “the graduation ceremony is being postponed to this Saturday, June twentieth—”
“Saturday what?” The words slipped out aloud before I could stop them. My voice in the empty room made me jump. I looked to the open door to be sure I hadn’t drawn any attention, then whipped back to face the TV. I searched the text scroll at the bottom for a date and found it along with the time in the lower right-hand corner.
6:46 p.m., June 17. At least the year was familiar.
But June?
I almost tripped over my own feet getting to the window. In the bright sunlight, full, green trees dotted the streets below. No bare branches, no snow.
Summer.
No wonder nothing hurt. I’d had three months in a hospital bed to heal up. I searched for landmarks to gauge where I was. None of the buildings looked familiar and I couldn’t see the downtown Toronto skyline.
I caught the dim ghost of my own reflection in the glass. My hair hung greasy and tangled around my face, and dark circles ringed my eyes to match its colour. It curled past my shoulders, longer than I remembered. I’d missed my birthday in April. Twenty-five now.
My nose looked crooked, so I touched it to confirm. My fingers slid over the new bump where it must have been broken and reset. A narrow scar ran down the side of my left cheek, dark and puckered. Seeing the evidence of my injuries, I felt Aubrie’s hand tightening on my arm, the fire in my shoulder before I was airborne, and—
Nope.
I couldn’t think about Aubrie yet, try to figure out what had happened, why he’d attacked me. Every nerve in my body screamed to get somewhere safe—but where was safe now? His place was supposed to be my refuge, the only spot in the whole city where I could breathe easy.
Not anymore. The thought sent a pang through me. Stop. Can’t lose it. Need to get out of here.
I still had a few friends in the city—probably downgraded to acquaintances at this point, since I hadn’t seen them in forever. I’d had a drink with my old roommate Lilah maybe . . . eight months ago? Maybe she’d let me crash on her couch for a few nights.
It was as good a first stop as any. Nobody in my current life would know her, would expect me to go there.
Couldn’t leave in a hospital gown, though.
Before slipping out of the room, I went through the drawers in the particle board bedside table, looking for my phone, my wallet. Nothing. That was a worry for future-Jude. I eased out the door and walked down the hallway with my spine straight, gaze forward to tell anyone nearby that I had every reason in the world to leave. Maybe no one would recognize me awake.
I followed a nurse into the locker room and slid into a bathroom stall while her back was turned. Holding my breath, I waited for the slam of a locker and the door swinging closed again. Silence. I crept out to look for new clothes. A couple of lockers without padlocks yielded a pair of black jeans and a tank top. I rifled through a few more near the showers and scored a pair of black boots, fake leather, flat-heels. My style. A size too big, but I pulled them on anyway.
Behind me, the room’s door clicked shut. I spun away from the locker I’d just closed, expecting to be chided by a nurse, or worse, security.
The woman shutting the door looked like a mannequin from an expensive store window. From beneath short red hair shot through with grey, she fixed me with eyes that glowed green under the harsh fluorescents.
My skin hummed with uncomfortable electric goosebumps in what I’d come to recognize as a magical early warning system.
I darted for the far wall. Gravity spun around me with reassuring ease and I scrambled straight up. I fought to keep from panting at the exertion as I crawled onto the ceiling. The magic in my blood let my centre of gravity shift to hold me there, extending to my clothing. My hair had even settled on my shoulders like I was upright.
“That’s not necessary, Judith.” The newcomer eyed me, unimpressed.
“It’s Jude.” No one I knew used my full name, not even my mother. “If you came to smother me with a pillow, you’re late.”
Her mouth quirked in a half-smile. “I haven’t.”
Crouching on the ceiling, safely upside down and out of the intruder’s reach, I winced at the sponginess of the wide tiles under my hands and knees. It felt like heavy cardboard. Ceilings weren’t made to hold weight like floors were. I had to brace the pull of my gravity against the regular world’s to keep myself from getting too heavy.
The Faerie below watched with a knowing expression, like she was aware of the tense high-wire act that kept me from crashing through the tiles into whatever mess of pipes and ducts ran above me.
“Who are you?” I asked her.
“Miranda.”
“Don’t know a Miranda. Are you with the Consilium?”
“I am not.” The iciness in her tone told me what she thought of that guess.
I should have known better. The strength of the tingle in my skin meant she was a full-blood Faerie. Real Faeries didn’t work for the Consilium. They stayed loyal to their own world. 
“You need to get out of here,” she said.
“Four out of five doctors probably disagree,” I shot back.
“The police would too, I’m sure, if they knew your location.” Miranda paused to let that sink in, then inclined her head toward the door. “The glamour’s wearing off. Someone will remember you exist soon and come to check on you.”
“You glamoured me?” I lowered my chin to take a look at my body as if it might show signs. That would explain my easy sneak into the locker room. Here I’d thought it was skill.
“Only for the last few hours, while you’ve been coming to.”
“Why?” Even if she knew I was no longer Consilium—and she probably did, given everybody but me had had three months to get up to speed—there was no reason she should want to help me.
Her cool expression didn’t change but her tone turned dry. “To reduce the number of annoying questions I would have to answer. We have a house nearby. A safehouse. You’re welcome there.”
When I still didn’t move, she said, “Jude, if I wanted you dead, I had only to allow this hospital to give you a human blood transfusion. You have nothing to fear from me.” She put a hand on the door. “Are you coming down or not?”
My heart raced. She knew I couldn’t have a normal—human—amount of iron in my veins and survive. She’d probably saved my life.
I let myself drop back onto the floor, straightening up to face her. It wouldn’t take long for the cops to arrive once that glamour wore off and everybody human realized I was awake. I’d already obliterated my ties to the Consilium three times over and gotten myself cast out of Aubrie’s good graces somehow. Bunking with Lilah wouldn’t last long. Couldn’t hurt to see what the Faeries had to offer.
Yes, it could. It could hurt a lot. Faeries lie. Aubrie and the Consilium had held that little nugget of warning in common.
Miranda pushed the locker room door open to reveal a space different from the hospital hallway that had been outside a minute ago. She stepped in, turning to wait for me.
I moved closer without crossing the threshold. It looked like the foyer of a small house. Stairs disappeared into the shadow of a second floor. The faded yellow wallpaper studded with lines of tiny green trees didn’t brighten the room.
“We have really different definitions of nearby,” I said.
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A voice rose from the airport bathroom stall, just barely audible above the music in Spencer Aubrie’s earbuds. Noise-cancelling, my ass. He glared at the doors behind him in the men’s room mirror as the unwelcome orator broke into song. Never go with wireless.
The expensive earbuds hadn’t worked to block out the crying baby across the aisle on his two-hour flight either—who the hell flew business class with a baby? Aubrie waved his hands under the automatic faucet, impatient to rinse the soap off and move away from this latest annoyance, which had increased in volume.
Routine airport aggravation wasn’t the only thing vexing him. He’d felt uneasy even before boarding the plane in Toronto. Anticipation rather than anxiety, but it was still a feeling he wasn’t accustomed to, and one he didn’t like. It stretched too far beyond his control.
The song around him turned strange. The melody seemed to float on the air, hovering like a physical presence. Sounds that couldn’t be made by human vocal chords slipped around the stall door. The notes took on a lilting, choral tone, as if two voices had begun to blend together.
Muscles tightened in Aubrie’s shoulders but he managed to clap his wet hands over his ears. He pressed the earbuds in deeper with his palms to drown the song under the tinny music playing from the phone in his back pocket.
Keeping his hands tight to his head, he inspected the stalls behind him in the mirror. Several were closed, lock tags turned to red. The twinned voices bouncing off the tiled walls made it impossible to pinpoint the singer’s location.
The melody wormed its way into the rest of his muscles, stiffening them. Relax, it whispered. Yield. Wait for me.
Aubrie reached into his back pocket for his phone, sending the volume soaring to a painful level. Then he let his carry-on shoulder bag slump to the floor in a show of following the song’s command.
Once he’d remained frozen at the sink for a full minute, a door behind him opened and a blond man walked out. He had no tell-tale signs to mark him as anything otherworldly except his lips moving in the offending song.
Aubrie spun around and caught him by the throat, cutting off the song mid-syllable.
“The Mab’s sent you alone?” he asked, modulating his voice when he realized he was shouting over the recorded music in his ears. “No army?”
The other creature looked surprised, but no fear touched his pale eyes.
“You’re not worth an army,” he spat. He wrapped his hands around Aubrie’s wrist, face growing red as he struggled to loosen the unnaturally strong grip on his windpipe.
Aubrie started to squeeze harder, but the man’s body melted in his fingers. What had been a man of his own height morphed and reformed into a smaller, lighter woman, as if an invisible wind had blown the original form away like sand.
The difference in weight threw Aubrie off-balance, pitching him forward. In the same movement, the newly-formed woman tightened her grip on his wrist, holding onto it to steady herself as she jumped. Her feet slammed into Aubrie’s middle and the impact forced him to loosen his hand.
He fell back and caught himself against the sink as she wrenched away.
She tumbled to the floor, gasping for breath. Wheezing, she turned onto her back, then propped herself up on her elbows to glare at him. Rather than try again, she pulled herself upright and fled. She nearly collided with another man entering the bathroom.
A shocked laugh bubbled in Aubrie’s chest, but he held it in. Wiping his still-damp hands on his slacks as if nothing had happened, he headed for the door, ignoring the startled look the other man gave him. His stomach ached where the woman’s feet had connected. At least she’d only used enough force to free herself.
Despite the pain, there would be no lasting injury. He didn’t see her outside the bathroom, but he wasn’t looking for a rematch. He made for the exit at a brisk walk, pulling out his phone to turn down his music to a less-than-deafening level.
It buzzed in his hand with a message: At Arrivals, but not for long according to these airport traffic cops. ETA?
He smiled despite himself, imagining the message delivered in Mei’s bracing deadpan, then texted back, 5 min.
Six minutes later, he slid into the passenger seat of the sleek, black sedan that awaited him in the Arrivals section. He tossed his shoulder bag into the backseat and leaned over to kiss Mei.
“How was the flight?” she asked.
Before Aubrie could answer, a voice came from outside the car. A traffic guard in a neon vest gestured to Mei.
“Yeah, yeah, get moving,” she muttered, raising a hand to the guard and pulling into the slow traffic that edged out of Arrivals.
Aubrie watched the neon-clad woman bark at another car and gesture as they passed. All this ridiculous security theatre around simple airplanes while humans had no idea what was really out there, beyond their line of sight, waiting to pounce.
He answered Mei’s question: “The flight was tiresome. Then the Mab sent a small but annoying welcoming committee.”
“I thought no one knew you were coming. You only informed me five hours ago.”
“And I appreciate the last-minute favour.” Aubrie tried to assuage the accusing tone that had crept into her voice. “It’s good to see you.”
She cast him a dubious sidelong glance. “Spence, I don’t believe for a minute that you’re here to see me.”
“I can multi-task.”
“How romantic.”
“Isn’t that the definition of romantic to an accountant?”
“Chief Financial Officer.” Mei stressed each word with a sharpness that warned him the joke had been a step too far.
“I’m sorry,” he said.
“Multitasking’s never exactly been your strong suit.” Her grudging tone indicated she’d accepted the apology.
“Have dinner with me. I’ll show you otherwise.”
“I can’t. I’m meeting with clients tonight.”
“Clients who have nothing to do with us.”
“Yes, Spence, people in the real world.” Mei steered onto the freeway ramp. “Are you going to tell me why you’ve really come?”
He suppressed a swell of triumph. She didn’t like his forays into magic because it took his attention away from her, but her withering tone held a note of real concern. She was interested in his plans.
“The Mab’s messenger’s here,” he said.
“What else could possibly draw you out to the city where I live but hunting down pieces of your puzzle?”
“Mei—”
“I know. This is an unparalleled opportunity to seize our birthright. The time is right to take hold of the magic we’ve been denied for so long, caught between the human and Faerie worlds but accepted by neither. We’ve burned down the old orders and it’s up to us to manage what grows anew. We need to focus on the future and the future is us.” She paused. “Did I miss anything?”
“No.” Aubrie couldn’t help but smile. Her sarcastic read of the situation stirred such a swell of affection in him that he nearly forgot they’d been on their way to an argument. He put a hand over hers on the steering wheel. “Tell me I don’t sound like that.”
She didn’t glance at him as she accelerated onto the freeway, but the corners of her lips turned up in a smile. “I may have exaggerated a bit for effect. What’s a Court agent doing in Montreal? Jazz Fest or F1?”
“Imprisoned in a Consilium facility.”
Mei’s hands tightened on the wheel. “I didn’t think there were any Consilium facilities left.”
“This one was off the grid,” Aubrie said. “A warehouse reinforced in iron. Daniel’s using it as a base of operations for . . . whatever he’s playing at now.” When Mei said nothing, he added, “We don’t have to worry about it tonight. I haven’t gotten everyone here yet and Pru and Jasper have another assignment. I thought we’d have dinner, spend the night—”
“Then you should have given me more than five hour’s notice.” Her voice turned sour. “And deigned to stay with me.”
“Don’t be like that. I don’t want the Court to know where you live. Clearly I’m under surveillance somehow.” He hadn’t expected so fast or so precise an intercept from his enemies. If not for the damned earbuds, that siren would have hooked him.
He hadn’t made a considerable effort to hide, since the Mab didn’t have as many resources as she would have in times past, but he’d have to be more careful. He’d already sacrificed so much. He couldn’t afford mistakes now.
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I peered into the house Miranda had revealed, waiting for the scene to melt away and change into something scarier. Magical houses were not standard issue outside Toronto hospital locker rooms—or anywhere. 
Before I could decide whether or not to step inside, a hand pressed into my back. Miranda gave me a shove that sent me stumbling forward. In the instant it took to regain my balance, she’d shut the door behind us.
I whipped around to fight my way back out, but a new voice from behind made me bounce back on my heel.
“Well, hell, somebody rubbed you raw.” A man who’d appeared from a brighter room at the end of the hallway tipped a ten-gallon cowboy hat back on his head, sizing me up. “You look like a boiled lobster.”
I moved to put a wall at my back so I could see them both coming, but neither moved toward me. I couldn’t help scanning my arms for a sunburn or rash, but the genes from my Turkish grandmother had ensured I usually tanned rather than burned. Three months in a hospital bed hadn’t left any new colour in my skin. “You need to get your eyes checked, Tex.”
“I’m not from Texas.” The cowboy spoke in a drawl to match his outfit: faded jeans and a button-down shirt with a diamond pattern. “Wyoming.” He came closer and extended a hand. “Abe.”
American. Well, that fit the look and the accent. I glanced down at his hand but didn’t shake it.
“Empathic Faeries typically come from further away than the States,” I pointed out, taking a guess to try and keep what I hoped was the upper hand. “And aren’t you supposed to feel what I feel?”
“Some feel ʼem. I see ʼem.” He confirmed my suspicion, then added: “Human quirk, maybe.”
“You’re human?” The mild humming in my skin had already clued me in that he wasn’t—at least, not fully.
“One quarter,” he confirmed. “Feel better?”
“Not really.”
“I know.” Abe smiled, clearly still reading whatever pictures my emotions were painting on me. “You’re savvier than I expected. Pegged me right off.” He nodded to himself. “Hungry?”
My stomach answered for me, but I ignored it. “No.”
“Shame. I’m making flapjacks.”
This had been a mistake. Chalk it up to the head injury. Outrunning cops or the Consilium would be saner than accepting the ridiculous offer of flapjacks with Faeries. At least it would have been more predictable.
“Thanks but no thanks.” I darted past Miranda and grabbed the front door knob. Yanking it open revealed a blinding white void. I had to turn my head against the light as a rush filled my ears and sucked the breath from my lungs.
Not an exit.
I shut the door, blinking away the wavering dots that lingered in my vision.
Behind me, neither Miranda nor Abe had moved. I did catch a knowing look that Miranda cast the cowboy.
“How do I get back to Toronto?” I snapped.
“In good time.” Abe turned toward the doorway at the end of the hall.
The casual dismissal tightened my jaw. I stalked into the closest room off the foyer: a living room with a big fireplace on one side and a picture window on the other. Outside, a suburban street glowed in the pink light of sunset.
That stopped me short. It had been at least two hours from sunset when Miranda had pushed me in a couple of minutes ago.
I couldn’t let Faerie tricks derail me. I grabbed the nearest heavy object—a ceramic vase full of plastic flowers—and heaved it at the window glass.
The vase shattered but the window remained intact. Not heavy enough.
Before I could seize a better weapon, Miranda said, “No need to destroy the decor. It’s not locked.”
Her wry tone already told me it wouldn’t be an exit, but I couldn’t help undoing the lock and shoving the window wide open.
Outside, the same blinding nothingness. The suburban street seemed to be projected onto the glass panes, though it looked unnervingly real, even with the window open. A car drove down the street, moving through each angled pane in turn and disappearing from sight. I peered down over the windowsill and my stomach dropped when there was no down. No up. Nothing.
My muscles shook like over-stretched wires and dizziness leached into the edges of my brain. I needed a chair.
When I turned, Miranda gestured in the direction Abe had gone. As much as I wanted to refuse and plant myself on the dusty carpet in here, it looked like the fastest way of getting the hell out of the Faerie dollhouse was to see what they had to say.
I followed her into a kitchen at the back of the house so sparkling clean it looked fake, like a movie set. Abe had batter already mixed and a skillet on the stove. A couple of browned sausage links rested on a plate beside it. They smelled amazing, all spice and smoke. I held my breath to keep my stomach from giving me away again, swallowing hard and feigning calm rather than showing that my legs were about to give out as I pulled a chair away from the table.
Abe had plucked his hat off, tossing it aside on the counter as he moved in front of the stove. Underneath, he was completely bald, his head smooth in contrast to his craggy face. I’d expected tentacles, maybe a second face—at least a badass tattoo. The Faeries who ran around in our world could only take human-ish form through glamour. Easier to operate here if you looked like a human being as opposed to, say, a giant snake.
The cowboy dished three large pancakes onto a plate with the sausage links, then set it on the table in front of me. He started to offer me a fork, then paused. “Gotta promise you won’t stab me with it.”
“I don’t make deals with Faeries.”
He returned the fork to the drawer and set a spoon beside my plate instead.
It took all of my resolve not to swing it at him. Miranda’s presence in the chair to my right stopped me. It was a Consilium rule that nobody took on a Faerie solo, much less with worse odds. Seemed kind of useless to start following Consilium rules now, but two-on-one with my stomach growling and muscles aching wasn’t going to go in my favour.
Abe picked up a second plate from the counter, then looked to Miranda in a wordless offer. When she shook her head, he settled down at the table with it himself.
“What do you want?” I asked, hating the exhaustion that crept into my voice.
He cut into his pancakes. “We keeping you from some other important plans?”
“Yes. The plan of getting the hell out of here and finding a warm beach to lounge on indefinitely.” Couldn’t stay in Toronto without Aubrie’s protection, might as well dream big. “Rio’s supposed to be nice, right?”
“With no money, no passport?”
“I’m resourceful.” I glanced down at my stolen boots. “And not in the mood for riddles. If you’re offering money and a passport to do some Faerie dirty work, just get to it so I can say no.”
“Need your help with an old contact,” Abe said. “Daniel Cain.”
My throat closed, heart making a racket against my ribs. Contact. Surely they knew better and were being polite.
“He’s alive?” I hated the relief that flooded me. I didn’t deserve to feel it. I’d beaten Daniel unconscious. I hadn’t even checked his pulse before fleeing.
“And in possession of a spell we’d like,” Abe agreed.
A bitter bark of a laugh escaped me without permission. “What the hell do you think I can do? I killed his father, I stole codes for Aubrie, I might have blinded him—”
“You didn’t.” The exhale as Miranda said the words came out as a disappointed sigh.
“Doesn’t matter.” The thought of looking Daniel in the eye again made me feel like I had a panicked bird loose underneath my ribs. “The Consilium’s probably got way better security on any spell you want by now.”
“The Consilium’s gone,” Miranda said.
I blinked at her. The words didn’t make sense together. “What do you mean gone?”
Abe took that one: “Court wiped ʼem out.”
That made no sense. The Consilium must have been at least three hundred people in Toronto—more in the rest of the world. They couldn’t be gone. And why would the Faerie Court have chosen now, of any time in the last thousand years of rivalry, to make a real move?
Something twisted in my stomach like a letter opener with a white bone handle.
“Is that why you guys are glamouring hospitals? Did Faeries invade the world?” I hadn’t seen anything magically weird from the hospital window, but the one in the living room had looked normal at first too.
“Nah.” Abe frowned. “Consilium gave the Court as good as they got. They took each other out.”
I gaped at him, waiting for a grin to split that weathered face as he confessed that he was pulling my leg or some other folksy euphemism for an inappropriate joke about the demise of both the major players in the clandestine, supernatural cold war that had given me job security for the last three years.
When he didn’t, a cool relief made its way up through my shock.
“That’s a hell of a Get Out of Jail Free card,” I muttered.
“Guess you can go relax on your beach,” Abe agreed, “and let Spencer Aubrie get away with tossing you off a balcony.”
I dropped the spoon I hadn’t realized I was holding. It clattered against the plate but I barely heard it, snared again in the memory of the vise-grip on my arm, the burning iron in my skin, the sudden pain of smashing through the sliding glass door.
Having someone outside my head know what Aubrie had done made it worse, more real. It was harder to think of a rational explanation, an excuse to override the cold contempt on his face when he’d dropped me six stories.
A spark of fury nestled into the ache squeezing my lungs. “What’s he got to do with your spell?”
“He wants it too.”
“Why? What’s it do?”
“It’s a . . .” Abe paused, as if deciding on the best explanation. Or the best lie. “Short version is, it’ll help him get across into the Faerie realm.”
“There’s no spell to get into the Faerie realm. We looked.” Anyone with human blood going through a portal would always be met with armed guards or worse—nightmare things with teeth and claws. They always saw us coming. “What’s the long version?”
“Complicated.”
“That’s convenient.”
“Just thought you might want to get to the spell before he does.”
“And bring it back to you like a good retriever?”
Abe smiled. “Nobody’s asking you to bring it back for a milk bone, darlin’. You bring us the spell, we’ll pay you and get you whatever travel docs you need to head on out to your next adventure. And, as a bonus, it’ll piss off the asshole who pitched you off a building.”
My shoulders tensed at the pointed reminder. I fought my immediate refusal. “Pay me how much?”
“Twenty thousand.”
“Dollars? Not, like, magic beans?”
“Whatever currency you like, we'll make it happen.”
Twenty thousand dollars and a passport would be a great start to getting me far away from this whole mess. I had nothing now, not even my driver’s license—no way to prove I even existed on paper, outside of a police file.
But it seemed too easy. Faeries lie.
I rested my elbows on the table. “So that’s all? I get this spell from Daniel, you give me twenty thousand bucks and a valid passport and I get to fuck off in peace?”
“Yes,” Abe said.
“Sorry, Cowboy, I want her to answer.” I thrust my chin toward Miranda. “Actually, no, I want her word.”
Faeries were bound by their word. According to the Consilium, breaking an explicit promise meant nasty consequences for their magic. I’d never tried it out before, but Miranda’s slow smile told me that the rumour was true. The disdain in her eyes reminded me I had nothing to bargain with.
“You have my word that if you bring me the spell, you’ll be financially compensated to the degree Abe has indicated,” she said.
I shook my head. “That’s not enough.”
“I believe it’s quite generous,” Miranda said. “Given my not insignificant investment in you. But if you insist on negotiating . . .”
A flip response died on my lips when she reached across to the nearest drawer and withdrew something, setting it on the table. Inside what looked like a plastic evidence bag sat a letter opener with a white bone handle, the blade still stained rusty red.
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The shower spray stung like needles. I combed my fingers through my hair, slicking it back against my skull. Already hot, I turned the water hotter. I ached to hit something and loathed myself for it in the same instant. 
I should have run from the hospital. Shouldn’t have followed Miranda. First instincts were always right.
Almost always.
After Miranda had made me the offer I couldn’t refuse with the letter opener, Abe-in-Good-Cop-mode had taken pity on me and suggested I clean up. A hot shower had been the only thing so far that sounded good, and time away from the Faeries to think sounded even better.
None of the scenarios I’d concocted for running as soon they let me out of the house to go after their spell worked easily without cash, papers or a clean police record.
Plus if Aubrie really did want this spell, getting my hands on it would be a good opener for confronting him about the decision process that had led to him tossing me off the fucking balcony. Because then I could tear it to pieces if I didn’t like his answer.
My stomach twisted, the mix of fury and pain making me suck in a breath of steam.
Or maybe I’d just pass the spell off to the Faeries as promised and make them give me a passport in the new name of somebody who’d never heard of Spencer Aubrie or the Consilium, somebody who believed Faeries were cute little winged creatures in kids’ books.
Either way, I had to get the thing first. But how hard could that be? Just ask Daniel to turn it over, and hit him a few more times if he said no.
Had he known, that last week we were together in March, that I’d been the one who killed Alan with that letter opener? Daniel and his father hadn’t been anything near close—like, I preferred to keep my distance from my own mother in the hundreds of kilometres, but I’d never called her by her first name with the casual, detached tone he had always used for Alan—as if they were strangers who’d roomed together for a few years.
Still, Danny wasn’t callous enough to fuck his father’s murderer, or stupid enough to let her sleep beside him for a week—not deliberately, anyway.
I grabbed a bar of soap sitting on the shelf. It dissolved into suds and lather that covered me from head to toe as I scrubbed away the hospital and the sting in my eyes. Steam filled the bathroom and the water maintained a steady scalding temperature. I wrapped my fingers around the handle, intending on turning it even hotter, but I was out of soap and starting to feel lightheaded again.
When I pushed the curtain back, my stolen threads were gone. A stack of clean clothing sat on the counter, along with a plate of pancakes and sausage and a fork. I hadn’t heard the door open.
My stomach wouldn’t let me turn down the food this time, especially after the dizzying heat of the shower. I wolfed down the pancakes and sausage, finishing with a long drink from the faucet before getting dressed.
The new pair of jeans, black t-shirt, underwear and socks fit like they’d been made for me. My boots looked exactly the same as when I’d taken them off, except they’d somehow shrunk to my size too.
I couldn’t ignore a nagging unease—despite my own powers, I’d never been very comfortable with outright magic, like boots spontaneously resizing to fit me or houses hovering in shiny, blank space. You couldn’t trust it.
But if the clothes disappeared once I got outside and I showed up naked to see Daniel, at least that’d be an ice-breaker.
I slipped my boots back on and headed downstairs.
Abe stood at the sink doing dishes. He glanced over his shoulder when he heard me. “Clothes fit?”
“Oh, that was you sneaking into the bathroom like a creep?” I snagged a cold pancake from a plate on the counter.
“Wasn’t meant to be creepy.” He turned back to the sink. “Can’t function in boots that’re too big, myself.”
I stopped myself before asking how he’d known, or how he’d changed them. Turning to the window and running a hand back through the wet curls that left damp patches on my shoulders, I asked, “Where’s Miranda?”
“She had an errand.”
An errand. As if blackmailing me was just a daily task to be checked off her list before she ran to the grocery store.
“Thought she’d stick around and tell me how to find Daniel.”
“She left you an address.” Abe nodded to a folded piece of paper tucked beneath the plate of pancakes. “He’s in Montreal.”
“That’s not helpful.” I took the paper and another pancake. “It’s a big city and I don’t speak French.”
“Imagine you’ll get by.”
I made a face at his back. “How do I get out of here?”
“Tell the door where you want to go.”
“Tell the what what?”
“House exists on a separate plane between the spheres,” Abe said. “You can exit anywhere in the—our—world.”
That weird white space. Did that mean . . . were we just floating somewhere between dimensions? I craned my neck to peer out the window over the kitchen sink again. It showed a neat, fenced-in backyard long with shadows in the falling twilight.
I walked to the back door and put my ear against it. It didn’t seem special, but I’d seen the blinding emptiness outside the front. “Can I just walk into Faerieland from here too?”
“Nope.”
Of course I couldn’t, not with human blood in my veins.
“So I just . . . tell it where I want to go?” It couldn’t be that easy. Why hadn’t I tried something like that earlier?
“Well,” Abe said, “you’ll also need to paint a sigil with the blood of a blue-throated hummingbird and knock four times.”
I opened my mouth to protest, then snapped it shut when I saw his grin. Jackass.
With a sigh, I put a hand on the knob and recited the address from the paper to the door. Pulling it open revealed a city street, full of long shadows under the street lights. It was fully dark outside, in contrast to the sunset beyond the kitchen window.
“Shouldn’t I be outside an apartment or something?” I asked, peeking out the door.
“It’s not quite that precise,” Abe answered. “But you’re probably within a block.”
I half-expected to fall through space or pass through a shimmery veil, but I just stepped onto the sidewalk. The door fell shut behind me and I turned to find only the smooth brick side of a building. The Faeries hadn’t told me how to get back once I had their spell.
Not exactly my biggest concern right now, though. I took a deep breath of the humid summer air. It reminded me how much time had gone by without me in it. A yawning void stretched out behind me, filled with weeks and months I hadn’t lived, though the rest of the world had marched on around me and winter had turned to spring and then into summer.
By fall I’d be out of this country and out of this life, relaxing somewhere warm, far from the snowy Toronto winter where everything had gone off the rails.
I started checking addresses on the nearby buildings.
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Daniel’s phone rang on the second flight of stairs to his third-story walk-up. His adrenaline spiked when he saw the name on the screen. “What’s wrong?” 
“Nothing’s wrong.” His sister’s voice, more chipper than usual for the time of the evening and for somebody who had a two-year-old kid. “Why does something have to be wrong?”
“You said ‘text only’ after eight.” He relaxed and continued up the stairs.
“I said you should text so the phone ringing didn’t wake Riley,” Gracie returned. “Ears like a bat, that kid. Even with the white-noise machine going.”
As if to demonstrate her relationship to said kid, she picked up on the noise of his key in the lock as he reached his front door. “Are you just getting home? At least tell me you were somewhere fun.”
In the privacy of his apartment, it was safe to reply with deadpan honesty. “Fun like hours of detailed planning to pin down the best way to boost a magical artifact from a tiny museum that shouldn’t have it in the first place?”
“No. Normal-people fun.”
Daniel laughed. “Like you’ve got a clue what normal people do.”
“Hey, I went to toddler yoga today.”
“I stand corrected.” He locked the door and slipped his shoes off but didn’t turn on the light, not intending to stay long. The apartment felt stuffy, even now that the sun had gone down. The stagnant, humid air had a musty scent, old wood with a hint of ant spray. The building was more rundown that anywhere he’d lived before, but comfort hadn’t really been on his mind when he’d rented the place.
“You’re right, the museum sounds more fun,” Gracie said. “Everything on schedule?”
“Everything except a way around those motion sensors in the storage room.”
“Can’t Fabiola do something about them?”
“Too risky. She doesn’t normally have access to the alarm system, and she’s already got to be the one to catch us on the way out. If somebody put the two together—”
“Sounds like Fabiola’s problem.”
“You never were any good at team sports.” Daniel couldn’t help but smile at his sister’s blunt assessment. He went to the bedroom and unlocked the window to shove it open. The sliding door in the front room that led to the tiny balcony would air the place out better, but the bedroom window seemed safer—it had nothing beneath it but a three-story drop into the alley.
“Teams aside,” Gracie’s voice turned breezy in the way that said he wouldn’t like what she had to add, “you wouldn’t have to mess with the sensors at all if you get somebody who can just shimmy up the wall and walk across the ceiling.”
“Somebody—” He realized with a jolt who she meant. “No. Fuck no.” 
Shimmy up the wall. The too whimsical description made him regret opening the window. He tried to shove it closed again, but the old wood stuck.
“It just seems fortuitous that Jude bounces out of a coma right when we need somebody for O’Meara,” Gracie said. “Hear me out. We can use her—”
“There’s no we. You’re not going, I am. And there’s no way I’m taking her.” Daniel used both hands to try and force the window closed. It refused to budge. He rested his forehead against the glass and reminded his sister, “She’s probably still working for Aubrie.”
Gracie snorted. “I’d be pretty pissed at somebody who tried to kill me.”
“Guess we have that in common.”
“I know it’s not an ideal solution—”
“Not a solution at all.” Daniel left the bedroom, closing the door tightly behind him, then tapped the phone into speaker mode so he could carry it around the corner into the kitchenette and set it on the counter.
“When you and Olivier are sitting in jail because somebody tripped a motion sensor—”
“I would be better off.” He pulled a nearly-empty bottle of vodka from the freezer.
“And I’m sure Aubrie would agree.” Gracie seized on that as if it were the opening she’d been waiting for. “Because then he could just grab the cross from the O’Meara himself.”
“He doesn’t know about the cross. If he did, he’d have gone after it by now.”
“So every minute you waste trying to find some better
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