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      To all the people who’ve been in the abyss and found (or are ﬁnding) a way to reach solid ground – you’re proof that the seemingly impossible can happen.

And to AS, who shared his shadows with me – I hope you found what you needed.
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Autumn

Irial watched the girl stroll up the street: she was a bundle of terror and fury. He stayed in the shadows of the alley outside the tattoo parlour, but his gaze didn’t waver from her as he finished his cigarette.

He stepped out just as she passed.

   Her pulse beat too fast under her skin when she saw him. She straightened her shoulders – not fleeing or backing away, bold despite the shadows that clung to her – and motioned to his arm where his name and lineage were spelled out in an ogham inscription surrounded by spirals and knots that morphed into stylised Hounds. “That’s gorgeous. Rabbit’s work?”

   He nodded and walked the remaining few steps to the tattoo parlour. The girl kept pace with him.

   “I’m thinking of getting something soon. I just don’t know what yet.” She looked defiant as she said this. When he didn’t reply, she added, “I’m Leslie.”

“Irial.” He watched her struggle and fail to find more words, to make him want to notice her. She was starving for something. If he took mortals for playthings, she’d be good fun, but he was here for business, not collecting trinkets, so he kept silent as he opened the door of Pins and Needles for her.

   Inside the tattoo shop, Leslie wandered away to talk to a dark-haired girl who was watching them warily. Because he’d made the curse that had bound summer so many centuries ago, Irial knew exactly who that one was: the missing Summer Queen, the problem. She would change everything.

And soon.

Irial had felt it the moment Keenan had chosen her, had stolen her mortality. It was why Irial had come to Rabbit: change was coming. Now that the Summer King would be unbound – and able to strike out at those who’d trapped him – true war was a possibility for the first time in centuries. Unfortunately, so was too much order.

“Spare a moment, Rabbit?” Irial asked, but it was a formality more than a question. Rabbit might not be wholly fey, but he wouldn’t turn down the king of the Dark Court, not now, not ever.

“Come to the back of the shop,” Rabbit said.

Irial trailed his hands over one of the steel-framed jewellery cabinets as he passed, well aware that Leslie’s attention was still on him. He closed the door and handed Rabbit the brown glass vials – blood and tears of the Dark Court. “I need the ink exchanges to work sooner than we’d planned. We’re out of time.”

“The fey might—” Rabbit paused and rephrased “—it could kill them, and the mortals aren’t recovering well.”

“So find a way to make it work. Now.” Irial tried a smile, softening his expression as he rarely did for the dark fey.

   Then he faded to invisibility and followed Rabbit back into the main room of the shop. Unhealthy curiosity made him pause beside Leslie. The others were gone, but she stood looking at the flash on the wall, lesser images than what Rabbit could draw on her skin given a chance.

   “Dream of me, Leslie,” Irial whispered, letting his wings wrap around them both, enclosing them. Maybe the girl would get strong enough to withstand an ink exchange with one of the chosen faeries. If not, he could always give her to one of the weaker fey. It seemed a shame to waste a lovely broken toy.
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Early the following spring

Leslie slipped into her school uniform and got ready as quickly as she could. She closed her bedroom door softly, staying quiet so she could get out of the house before her father woke. Being retired wasn’t good for him. He’d been a decent father before – before Mum left, before he’d fallen into a bottle, before he’d started taking trips to Atlantic City and gods knew where else.

   She headed to the kitchen, where she found her brother, Ren, at the kitchen table, pipe in hand. Wearing nothing but a pair of ratty jeans, sandy-blond hair loose around his face, he seemed relaxed and friendly. Sometimes he even was.

He looked up and offered a cherubic smile. “Want a hit?”

   She shook her head and opened the cupboard, looking for a tolerably clean cup. None. She pulled a can of soda from the meat drawer in the fridge. After Ren had doped a bottle – and thereby doped her – she’d learned to drink only from stillsealed containers.

   Ren watched her, content in his chemical cloud, smiling in a perversely angelic way. When he was friendly and just smoking pot, it was a good day. Ren-on-Pot wasn’t a problem: pot just made him mellow. It was Ren-on-Anything-Else that was unpredictable.

   “There’s crisps over there if you want some breakfast.” He pointed to a mostly empty bag on the counter.

   “Thanks.” She grabbed a couple and opened the freezer to get the toaster waffles she’d hidden. They were gone. She opened the cupboard and pulled out a box of the only type of cereal her brother didn’t eat – muesli. It was nasty, but his pilfering stopped at the healthy stuff, so she stocked up on it.

She poured her cereal.

“No milk left,” Ren mumbled, eyes closed.

   Sighing softly, Leslie sat down with her bowl of dry muesli. No fights. No troubles. Being home always made her feel like she was walking on a high wire, waiting for a gust of wind to knock her to the ground.

   The kitchen smelled strongly of weed. She remembered when she used to wake up to the scent of eggs and bacon, when Dad would brew fresh coffee, when things were normal. It hadn’t been like that for almost two years.

   Ren plunked his bare feet on the kitchen table. It was covered with junk – free newspapers, bills to pay, dirty dishes, and a mostly empty bottle of bourbon.

   While she ate, she opened the important bills – electricity and water. With relief, she saw that Dad had actually paid ahead on both of them. He did that when he had a good run of luck at the tables or a few sober days: sent extra on the big bills so it wouldn’t be a hassle later. It didn’t help for groceries or the cable bill, which was overdue again, but she could usually cover those when she had to.

   Not this time though. She’d finally decided to go through with it, to get a tattoo. She’d been wanting one for a while, but hadn’t felt ready. In the last few months, she’d become near obsessed with it. Waiting wasn’t the answer, not any more. Like an instinct she had to obey, she thought about that act far too often – claiming her body, reclaiming it as her own, a step she needed to take to make herself whole again.

Now I just need to find the right image.

   With what she hoped was a friendly smile, she asked Ren, “Do you have any money for cable?”

He shrugged. “Maybe. What’s it worth to you?”

   “I’m not bargaining. I just want to know if you can cover cable this month.”

   He took a long hit off his pipe and exhaled into her face. “Not if you’re going to be a bitch about it. I have expenses. If you can’t do a guy a favour now and then, make nice with my friends” – he shrugged – “you pay it.”

   “You know what? I don’t need cable.” She walked over to the rubbish bin and dropped the bill in it, fighting back the sickness in her throat at the mention of making nice with his friends, wishing that someone in her family cared about what happened to her.

If Mum hadn’t taken off . . .

But she had. She’d bailed and left Leslie behind to deal with her brother and father. “It’ll be better this way, baby,” she’d said. It wasn’t. Leslie wasn’t sure if she’d want to talk to her mum any more – not that it mattered. She had no contact information at all.

Leslie shook her head. Thinking about that wouldn’t help her cope with her current reality. She started to walk past Ren, but he stood up and grabbed her for a hug. She was stiff in his arms.

“What? Are you on the rag again?” He laughed, amused by his crass joke, amused by her anger.

“Never mind, Ren. Just forget I—”

   “I’ll pay the bill. Relax.” He let go of her, and as soon as he let his arm drop, she stepped away, hoping the scent of pot and cigarettes wouldn’t cling to her too obviously. Sometimes she suspected that Father Meyers knew exactly how much things had changed for her, but she still didn’t want to walk into school reeking.

   She put on her fake smile and murmured, “Thanks, Ren.”

   “I’ll take care of it. You just remember it next time I need you to come out with me. You’re a good distraction when I need credit.” He looked at her calculatingly.

   She didn’t reply. There wasn’t an answer that would help. If she said no, he’d be a prick, but she wasn’t saying yes. After what his druggie friends had done – what he’d let them do – she wasn’t going anywhere near them again.

   Instead of rehashing that argument, she went and grabbed the bill out of the bin. “Thanks for taking care of it.”

   She handed it to him. Right now, it didn’t matter if he did it or not: she couldn’t pay the cable bill and get ink, and really, she didn’t watch cable enough to justify paying for it. Mostly, she paid it because she was embarrassed by the idea of anyone finding out that her family couldn’t pay a bill, as if by keeping it normal as long as possible maybe it’d get normal. It kept her from facing the inevitable pity and whispers if everyone found out how lame her father had become since Mum left, if they found out just how low her brother had got.

   By autumn she’d be in college, escaped from here, away from them. Just like Mum did – escape. Sometimes she wondered if her mother had been escaping something she didn’t want Leslie to know about. If so, her mother’s leaving made more sense – but her leaving Leslie behind made less sense. It doesn’t matter. Leslie had already sent out her college applications and applied for a bunch of scholarships. That’s what matters – getting a plan and getting out. Next year she’d be safe, in a new city, in a new life.

   But that didn’t stop the wave of terror she felt as Ren lifted the bourbon in a silent salute.

Without another word, she grabbed her bag.

   “Catch you later, sis,” Ren called, before he turned his attention to packing another bowl.

No. You won’t.

By the time Leslie walked up the steps to Bishop O’Connell High School, her fears were safely tucked back in their box. She’d got better at watching for the warning signs – the tense calls that meant Ren was in trouble again, the strangers in the house. She worked extra if there were too many warning signs. She’d put locks on her bedroom door. She’d learned not to drink out of open containers. Her safeguards didn’t undo what was, but they helped avoid what could be.

“Leslie! Hold up,” Aislinn called out from behind her.

   Leslie stopped and waited, schooling her face to be bland and calm, not that it mattered: Aislinn had been lost in her own world lately. In the autumn, she’d hooked up with the all-too-yummy Seth. They’d been practically dating anyhow, so that wasn’t so weird. What was weird was that Aislinn had simultaneously developed a very intense relationship with another guy, Keenan. Somehow neither guy seemed to object to the other.

   The guys who’d walked Aislinn to school stood watching her from across the street while she caught up with Leslie. Keenan and Niall, his uncle, didn’t move from their post, seeming far too serious – and apparently oblivious to the number of people watching them like they were members of the Living Zombies. Leslie wondered if Niall played an instrument. He was sexier than any of the Zombies. If he played or sang too... he’d be halfway to success just by looking so delicious. He had a mysterious aura, plus he was a couple of years older than Leslie and Aislinn – in the second year of university maybe. Add that oddly sexy responsibility thing – he was one of Keenan’s guardians, an uncle, but still young – and he seemed like a perfect package, one she was staring at again.

   When he smiled and waved, Leslie had to force herself not to approach him. She always felt like that when he looked at her. There was an illogical urge to run towards him, like something was coiled too tightly inside her and the only way to ease the tension was to go to him. She didn’t. She wasn’t about to make a fool of herself over a guy who hadn’t shown any genuine interest. Maybe he would, though. So far, their only contact had been under the watchful eye of Keenan or Aislinn, and that was usually interrupted by Aislinn’s flimsy excuses to go somewhere away from Niall.

Aislinn put her hand on Leslie’s arm. “Come on.”

And, like they had so often, they walked away from Niall.

   Leslie turned her attention to Aislinn. “Wow. Rianne said you were crazy tanned, but I didn’t believe it.”

   Aislinn’s perpetually pale skin was perfectly tanned, as if she’d been living on a beach, as tanned as Keenan always was. It hadn’t been that way on Friday. Aislinn bit down on her lip – a nervous habit that usually meant she was feeling cornered. “It’s some winter thing – SAD, they called it – so I needed to get some sunlight.”

   “Right.” Leslie tried to keep the doubt out of her voice and failed. Aislinn didn’t seem depressed at all – or to have reason to be depressed lately. In fact, she seemed like she’d become rather flush with money and attention. A few times when Leslie had seen her out with Keenan, both of them had been wearing matching twisted golden necklaces that fit snugly around their throats. The clothes that Aislinn wore, the new winter coats, the chauffeurs, and – let’s not forget – Seth’s being cool with all of it. Depressed? Yeah, right.

   “Did you go over the reading for English?” Aislinn pulled open the door and they joined the throng of people in the halls.

   “We had a dinner thing out of town, so I didn’t finish.” Leslie gave an exaggerated eye roll. “Ren even dressed with all the required pieces of clothing.”

   They both continued to steer the conversation away from topics they didn’t want to address. Leslie lied easily, but Aislinn seemed determined to direct the conversation towards neutral subjects. Eventually, she glanced behind her – as if there were someone there – and made another random topic switch: “Are you still working over at Verlaine’s?”

   Leslie looked: there wasn’t anyone there. “Sure. It drives Dad mad that I wait tables, and you know, gives me a good excuse if I need to explain my weird hours.”

   Leslie didn’t admit that she had to work or that her father didn’t have a clue what she did for money. She wasn’t sure her father knew she had a job or that she paid the bills. He may have thought Ren was doing it, although he probably didn’t realise Ren was dealing – or selling me – to get his money. Talking about money, home, and Ren was so not the sort of conversation she wanted to have, so she took a turn shifting the topic. With a conspiratorial grin, she looped her arm around Aislinn’s waist and assumed the façade she adopted with her friends. “So, let’s talk about Keenan’s sexy uncle. What’s the scoop on him? Is he seeing anyone?”

   “Niall? He’s just... he’s not, but...” Aislinn frowned. “You don’t want to mess with him. There’s prettier... I mean, better...”

   “I doubt that, sweetie. Your vision’s clouded by staring at Seth too long.” Leslie patted Aislinn’s arm. “Niall’s top shelf.”

   His face was as beautiful as Keenan’s but in a different way: Niall’s had character. One long scar ran from his temple to the corner of his mouth, and he wasn’t shy about it. His hair was cut so short that there was no chance of anything detracting from the beauty of that jagged line. And his body... wow. He was all sinew and length, moving like he had been training in some longlost martial art since birth. Leslie couldn’t figure why anyone would notice Keenan when Niall was around. Oh, Keenan was attractive enough, with his unnatural green eyes, perfect body, and sandy-blond hair. He was gorgeous, but he moved in a way that always made Leslie think he wasn’t quite meant for civilisation. He frightened her. Niall, on the other hand, was luscious and seemed sweet – kind in a way that Keenan wasn’t.

Leslie prompted, “So relationships...”

   “He doesn’t, umm, do relationships.” Aislinn spoke softly. “Anyhow, he’s too old.”

   Leslie let it drop for the moment. Although Aislinn was spending much of her time “not-dating” Keenan, she kept her school friends separate from Keenan’s crowd as much as possible. When they did intersect, Aislinn clung to Leslie like an extra limb, giving no opportunities for Leslie to have conversations with anyone who hung around Keenan – most especially Niall. For a moment, Leslie wondered if she’d be so intrigued by Niall if it wasn’t for Aislinn’s playing keep-away. The more Aislinn acted as an obstacle, the more Leslie wanted to be nearer Niall. An older guy with a drool-worthy body and seemingly no bad habits to speak of and somehow forbidden: how could that not be appealing?

   But Aislinn’s plate was overfilled with Seth and Keenan, so maybe she just wasn’t getting it. Or maybe she knows something. Leslie forced that thought away: if Aislinn had a legitimate reason to think Niall was bad news, she’d say something. They might be in the middle of this weird dance of secrecy, but they were still friends.

   “Les!” Rianne shoved through the crowd with her usual exuberance. “Did I miss seeing the dessert tray?”

   “Just two of the tasty treats today...” Leslie linked her arm through Rianne’s as they made their way towards their lockers. Rianne was reliably good at keeping things light.

   “So dark and pierced wasn’t on duty?” Rianne flashed a wicked grin at Aislinn, who blushed predictably.

   “No Seth. Today was blond and moody along with scarred and sexy.” Leslie winked at Aislinn, enjoying the brief moments of normality, of smiling. Rianne brought that in her wake, and Leslie was ever grateful for it. They stopped in front of Aislinn’s locker, and Leslie added, “Our little dessert hoarder was just going to tell me when we’re all going out dancing.”

“No, not—” Aislinn started.

   “Sooner or later, you’re going to need to share the wealth, Ash. We’re feeling deprived. Weakened” – Rianne sighed and leaned heavily on Leslie – “I’m feeling faint with it.”

   And for a moment, Leslie saw a look of longing pass over Aislinn’s face, but then Aislinn caught her watching.

   Aislinn’s face turned impassive. “Sometimes I wish I could... I just don’t think it’s a good idea.”

   Rianne opened her mouth to respond, but Leslie shook her head. “Give us a sec, Ri. I’ll catch up.”

   After Rianne left, Leslie caught Aislinn’s gaze. “I wish we weren’t doing this...” she gestured between them.

   “What do you mean?” Aislinn grew so still and silent in the din of the hall, it was like the noise around them vanished for an instant.

   “Lying.” Leslie sighed. “I miss us being real friends, Ash. I’m not going to encroach on your scene, but it’d be nice to be straight-up again. I miss you.”

   “I’m not lying. I... can’t lie.” She stared beyond Leslie for a moment, scowling at someone.

   Leslie didn’t turn to see who it was. “You’re not being honest, either. If you don’t want me around...” She shrugged. “... whatever.”

   Aislinn grabbed her arm, and although she tried, Leslie actually couldn’t pull away.

A jerk passing in the hall called, “Dykes.”

   Leslie tensed, torn between the once-instantaneous urge to flip him off and the still-new fear of conflict.

   The bell rang. Lockers slammed. Aislinn finally said, “I just don’t want to see you get hurt. There’s... people and things... and...”

   “Sweetie, I doubt they’re any worse that what—” she stopped herself, unable to say the sentences that would follow. Her heart thunked at the thought of saying those words aloud. She shook her arm. “Can you let go? I’ve still got to go to my locker.”

Aislinn released Leslie’s arm, and Leslie left before she had to figure out how to answer the inevitable questions that would follow her almost-admission. Talking won’t change it. But sometimes it was what she wanted most, to tell someone; often though, she just wanted to not feel those horrid feelings, to escape herself, so there was no pain, no fear, no ugliness.
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After school Leslie headed out before Aislinn or Rianne had a chance to catch up with her. She’d spent her free lesson in the library reading more on the history of tattooing, the centuries-old traditions of marking the body. The reasons – ranging from adopting a totem animal’s nature to marking life events to offering visual cues for identifying criminals – fascinated her. More importantly they resonated with her.

   When she walked through the door of Pins and Needles, the cowbell clanged.

Rabbit glanced over his shoulder.

   “Be right with you,” he called. As the man beside him talked, Rabbit ran a hand absently over his white-and-blue-dyed hair.

   Leslie lifted a hand in greeting and walked past him. This week he had left a tiny goatee directing attention to his labret piercing. It was that piercing under his lower lip that had caught her attention the first time Ani and Tish had brought her to the shop. Within a week, she’d had her own piercing – hidden under her blouse – and found herself spending time in the studio.

   She felt safe there – away from Bishop OC, away from the unpleasantness of her father’s drunkenness, away from whatever leches Ren brought home to share his drug of the week. At Pins and Needles she could be safe, quiet, relaxed – all the things she couldn’t be most other places.

   “Yes, I always use new needles,” Rabbit repeated to the would-be customer.

   As Leslie walked around the shop, she listened to the snatches of Rabbit’s comments that wound into the silence between songs: “Autoclave... sterile as a hospital.”

   The man’s gaze drifted lazily over the flash on the walls, but he wasn’t there to buy. He was tense, ready to bolt. His eyes were too wide. His posture was nervous – arms folded, body closed in on itself. Despite the number of people who came through the shop, only a few would actually lay down money for art. He wasn’t one of them.

“I have a few questions,” she called out to Rabbit.

   With a grateful smile at her, Rabbit excused himself from the man, telling him, “If you want to look around...”

   Leslie walked over to the far wall, where she flipped through the “flash” – images that could be bought by and put on as many people as liked them. Flowers and crosses, tribal patterns and geometric designs – many were beautiful, but no matter how long she stared at them, none seemed right. The small rooms branching off the main room had other styles that were less appealing – old school pin-up girls, skeletal figures, cartoon characters, slogans, and animals.

   Rabbit came up behind her, but she didn’t tense, didn’t feel that urge to turn so she couldn’t be cornered. It was Rabbit. Rabbit was safe.

He said, “Nothing new there, Les.”

   “I know.” She flipped the poster frame board that rested against the wall. One image was of a green vine entwined around a half-human woman; she looked like she was being strangled but smiled as if it felt good. Idiotic. Leslie flipped again. Obscure symbols with translations underneath covered the next screen. Not my style.

   Rabbit laughed, a smoker’s raspy laugh, although he didn’t smoke and claimed he never had. “With as much time as you’ve spent looking the past four months, you’d have found it by now.”

   Leslie turned and scowled up at Rabbit. “So design something for me. I’m ready now, Rabbit. I want to do this.”

   Off to the side, the would-be customer paused to look at a couple of the rings in the glass case.

   With an uneasy shrug, Rabbit said, “Told you before. You want custom work; you bring me an idea. Something. I can’t design without references.”

The bell clanged as the man left.

   “So help me find an idea. Please? You’ve had my parental consent form for weeks.” She wasn’t backing down this time. Getting ink felt right, like it would help her put her life in order, to move forwards. It was her body, despite the things that’d been done to it, and she wanted to claim it, to own it, to prove that to herself. She knew it wasn’t magic, but the idea of writing her own identity felt like the closest she could get to reclaiming her life. Sometimes there’s power in the act; sometimes there’s strength in words. She wanted to find an image that represented those things she was feeling, to etch it on her skin as tangible proof of her decision to change.

   “Rabbit? I need this. You told me to think. I’ve thought. I need...” she stared out at the people passing on the street, wondering if the men who’d... if they were out there. She wouldn’t recognise them, since Ren had drugged her before he gave her to them. She pulled her gaze back to Rabbit and was uncharacteristically blunt, telling him what she couldn’t tell Aislinn earlier: “I need to change, Rabbit. I’m drowning here. I need something, or I’m not going to make it. Maybe a tattoo isn’t the right answer, but right now it’s something I can do... I need this. Help me?”

   He paused, an uncharacteristically hesitant look on his face. “Don’t pursue this.”

   Ani and Tish peeked around the corner, waved and wandered over to the stereo. The song changed to something darker, with heavy bass and growling lyrics. The volume grew loud enough that Leslie could feel the percussion.

“Ani!” Rabbit shot a frown towards his sister.

   “Shop’s empty now.” Ani cocked her hip and stared at him, unrepentant. She never cowered, no matter how grumpy Rabbit sounded. It wasn’t like he’d hurt her though. He treated his sisters like they were the most precious things he’d ever seen. It was one of the things Leslie found comforting about him. Guys that treated their family well were safe and good – guys like her father and brother, not so much.

   Rabbit stared at Leslie for several seconds before he said, “Quick fixes aren’t what you need. You need to face what you’re running from.”

   “Please? I want this.” She felt tears sting her eyes. Rabbit suspected too much, and she didn’t want pep talks. She wanted something she didn’t have words for – peace, numbness, something. She stared at him, trying to figure out what to say to convince him, trying to figure out why he wouldn’t help her. All she had was, “Please, Rabbit?”

   He looked away then and motioned for her to follow him. They stepped through the short hallway to his office. Rabbit unlocked it and led her into the tiny room.

   She stopped just inside the doorway, less comfortable but still OK. The room was barely big enough for the things he had crammed into it. A massive dark-wood desk and two file cabinets took up the back wall; a long counter cluttered with various artists’ tools and media stretched the length of the right wall; the third wall had a matching counter with two printers, a scanner, a projector and a series of unlabelled jars.

   He pulled another key out of his pocket and unlocked a drawer on the desk. Saying nothing yet, he pulled out a thin brown book with words impressed into the cover. Then he sat down in his chair and stared at her until she felt like running, as if everything she knew about him had faded and he was somehow unsafe.

This is Rabbit.

   She felt embarrassed of her brief fear. Rabbit was like the older brother she should’ve had, a true friend. He hadn’t ever offered her anything other than respect.

She walked up to the desk and sat on it.

He held her gaze and asked, “What are you looking for?”

   They’d talked enough that she knew he didn’t mean what sort of picture, but what it represented. A tattoo wasn’t about the thing itself, but what it meant.

   “Being safe. Control. No more fear or pain.” She couldn’t look at him when she said it, but she had said it. That counted for something.

   Rabbit flipped open the book to a section midway through and sat it in her lap. “Here. These are mine. They’re special. They’re like... symbols of change. If the one you need is in here... just... do any of these feel like what you need?”

   Images cluttered the page – intricate Celtic patterns, eyes peering from behind thorny vines, grotesque bodies with wicked smiles, animals too unreal to look at for long, symbols her eyes darted away from as soon as she glanced at them. They were stunning and tempting and repulsive but for one image that set her nerves on edge: inky-black eyes gazed up from within black-and-grey knotwork surrounded by wings like coalescing shadows, and in the middle was a chaos star. Eight arrows pointed away from the centre; four of these were thicker, like the lines of a spiked cross.

Mine. The thought, the need, the reaction was overpowering. Her stomach clenched. She pulled her gaze away, and then forced herself to keep looking. She looked at the other tattoos, but her attention returned to that image as if compelled by it. That one’s mine. For a moment, some trick of light made it look as if one of the eyes in the image winked. She ran her finger over the page, feeling the slick-smooth plastic sheet covering it, imagining the feel of those wings wrapped around her – somehow jagged and velvety all at once. She looked up at Rabbit. “This one. I need this one.”

   A strange series of expressions came over Rabbit, as if he wasn’t sure if he should be surprised, pleased, or terrified. He took the book and closed it. “Why don’t you think about it for a few days—”

   “No.” She put a hand on his wrist. “I am sure. I’m past ready, and this image... If it’d been on the wall, I’d already have it on me.” She shivered, not liking the idea of anyone else having her tattoo – and it was hers. She knew it. “Please.”

   “It’s a one-time-only tattoo. If you get it, no one else can, but—” he stared at the wall behind her, “—it’ll change you, change things.”

   “All tattoos change people.” She tried to keep her voice even, but she felt frustrated by his hesitation. This was her tattoo, right there within reach, and he was stalling.

   Studiously avoiding her gaze, he slid the book into its drawer. “Those things you were looking for... those changes, you need to be absolutely positive those are the ones you want.”

“I am.” She tried to get him to look at her, bending down so her face was closer to his.

Ani poked her head in the door. “She pick one?”

   Rabbit ignored her. “Tell me what you thought when you picked it. Were there any others that... called to you?”

   Leslie shook her head. “No. Just that one. I want it. Soon. Now.”

   And she did. It felt like she was looking at a banquet and realising she hadn’t ever eaten, like a craving that she needed to fill immediately.

   After another long look, he pulled her into his arms for a quick hug. “So be it.”

   Leslie turned to Ani. “It’s perfect. It’s a chaos star and knotwork with these amazing eyes and shadow wings.”

   Ani took one look at Rabbit – who nodded – and then she whistled. “You’re stronger than I thought. Wait till Tish hears.” She left, calling out, “Tish? Guess which one Leslie picked.”

“No shit?” Tish’s shriek made Rabbit close his eyes.

Shaking her head, Leslie told Rabbit, “You realise that you’re all being über-weird, even for people who live at a tattoo shop.” Instead of acknowledging her remark, Rabbit brushed her hair back tenderly like he did with his own sisters. “I’ll need a couple of days to get the right ink for this one. You can change your mind.”

“I won’t.” She felt the unnatural urge to squeal like Tish had. Soon, she’d have it, the perfect ink. “Let’s talk price.”

Niall watched Leslie walk out of Pins and Needles. When she walked through the city, she moved with her shoulders squared, pace steady. It was at odds with the fears he knew hid inside her. Today, though, her confidence seemed almost real.

   He stepped closer, pushing off the red brick wall where he’d been leaning while she was in the tattoo shop. As she paused to survey the shadows in the street, Niall brushed his fingers over a lock of her hair that’d fallen forwards over her cheek. Her hair – almost as wood-brown as his own – wasn’t long enough to tie back or short enough to stay back on its own, just right to be intriguing.

Like she is.

   His fingers barely grazed her cheek, not enough for her to react. He leaned closer so he could smell her skin. Before work, she had a lavender scent, not perfume, but the shampoo she favoured lately. “What are you doing out alone again? You know better.”

   She didn’t answer him. She never did: mortals didn’t see faeries, didn’t hear them – especially mortals the Summer Queen had insisted be kept unaware of the faery courts.

   Initially, at his king’s request, Niall had taken a few of the shifts guarding Leslie. When she was unaware, he could walk beside her and talk to her as he couldn’t when he was visible to her. The way the mortal girl looked at him – like he was better than he’d ever been, like he was attractive because of who he was, not because of his role in the Summer Court – was a heady thing, too much so, in truth.

   If his queen hadn’t asked it, Niall still would’ve wanted to keep Leslie safe. But Aislinn had ordered it. Unlike Leslie, when Aislinn had been mortal, she’d seen the ugliness of the faery world. Since becoming the Summer Queen six months ago, she’d worked to find a balance with the equally new Winter Queen. It didn’t leave a lot of time for keeping her mortal friends safe, but it did give her the power to order faeries to assure the mortals’ safety. Such a task would not normally be handled by a court advisor, but Niall had been more family than mere advisor to the Summer King for centuries. Keenan suggested that Aislinn would feel better knowing that her closest friends’ safety was under the direction of a faery she trusted.

   Although it had only been a few shifts at first, more and more often Niall took extra shifts watching over her. He hadn’t done so with the others, but they didn’t fascinate him as Leslie did. Leslie vacillated between vulnerable and bold, fierce and frightened. Once, when he had collected mortals for playthings, she would’ve been irresistible, but he was stronger now.

Better.

   He forced away that line of thought and watched the sway of Leslie’s hips as she walked through the streets of Huntsdale with a courage – foolishness – that ran counter to what he knew of her experiences. Maybe she’d go home if home was any safer. It wasn’t. He’d seen that the first time he’d stood waiting on her front step, heard her drunken father, her vile brother. Her home might look charming from the outside, but that was a lie.

Like so much of her life.

   He glanced down at the heelless shoes she had on, at her bare calves, at her long legs. “At least you have decent shoes tonight. I couldn’t believe you went to work in those dainty little things the other night.” He shook his head. “They were lovely, though. Well, really, I just liked the glimpse of your ankles.”

   She headed to the restaurant, where she would put on her fake smile and flirt with the customers. He’d see her to the door; then he’d wait outside, watching the bodies that came and went, making sure they didn’t mean her harm. It was the routine.

   Sometimes he let himself imagine how things would be if she could truly know him – see him in a true light. Would her eyes widen in fear if she saw the extent of his scars? Would her face crumple in disgust if she knew the horrible things he’d done before he belonged to the Summer Court? Would she ask why he kept his hair shorn? And if she asked, could he answer any of those questions?

   “Would you run from me?” he asked in a low voice, hating the fact that his heart sped at the thought of pursuing a mortal girl.

   Leslie paused as a group of young men catcalled from their car. One of them hung halfway out the window, displaying his vulgarity as if it made him a man. Niall doubted that she could hear their words: the bass in their car was too loud for mere voices to compete with. Actual words weren’t necessary to know threat. Leslie tensed.

   The car sped away, the rumbling bass fading like thunder from a passing storm.

He whispered against her ear, “They’re just children, Leslie. Come now. Where’s that spring in your step?”

   Her breathy sigh was soft enough that he would have missed it if he hadn’t been standing very close. A little of the tension eased from her shoulders, but the drawn look stayed on her face. It never seemed to fade. Her makeup didn’t hide the shadows under her eyes. Her long sleeves didn’t hide the purpling bruises from her brother’s angry strikes the other day.

If I could step in...

   But he couldn’t, not into her life, not into her home. That was forbidden to him. All he could do was offer her his words – words she couldn’t hear. He still said, “I’d stop anyone from taking that smile from you. I would, if I were allowed.”

   Absently, she put one hand on her back and glanced towards Pins and Needles. She smiled to herself, the same smile she’d worn when she left the tattoo parlour.

   “Aaah, you’ve finally decided to decorate that pretty skin. What will it be? Flowers? Sun?” He let his gaze drift up her spine.

   She paused; they’d reached the restaurant. Her shoulders sagged again.

   He wanted to comfort her, but instead he could only give her his nightly promise, “I’ll wait right here.”

   He wished she’d answer, tell him she’d look for him after work, but she wouldn’t.

   And it’s better this way. He knew it, but he didn’t like it. He’d been a part of the Summer Court long enough that his original path was almost forgotten, but watching Leslie – seeing her spirit, her passion... Once, when he had been solitary fey, when he’d had another name, there’d have been no hesitating.

   “I agree with Aislinn, though. I want you kept safe,” he whispered in her ear. Her soft, soft hair brushed against his face. “I will keep you safe – from them and from me.”


OEBPS/xhtml/toc.xhtml


Contents







		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Dedication



		Contents



		Acknowledgments



		Author’s Note



		Prologue



		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4



		Chapter 5



		Chapter 6



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8



		Chapter 9



		Chapter 10



		Chapter 11



		Chapter 12



		Chapter 13



		Chapter 14



		Chapter 15



		Chapter 16



		Chapter 17



		Chapter 18



		Chapter 19



		Chapter 20



		Chapter 21



		Chapter 22



		Chapter 23



		Chapter 24



		Chapter 25



		Chapter 26



		Chapter 27



		Chapter 28



		Chapter 29



		Chapter 30



		Chapter 31



		Chapter 32



		Chapter 33



		Chapter 34



		Chapter 35



		Chapter 36



		Epilogue



		About the Author



		Also by Melissa Marr



		About the Publisher













Landmarks





   		Cover



   		Copyright



		Contents











OEBPS/images/prologue.jpg
(. Prologue





OEBPS/images/title1.jpg
INIC
FXCHANGE





OEBPS/images/chap2.jpg
Chapter 2
) 6





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
MELISSA MARR






OEBPS/images/chap1.jpg
hapter 1
8

6T





OEBPS/images/Cover.jpg
-

-MELISSA MARR +
..;‘4-* Sz H

The New York Times bestselling international phenomenon





