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“No decent party starts before eleven,” I declared, descending from the bus. 
“I see you’re truly embracing the Montreal lifestyle.” My co-worker Chris took a hit off his vape pen and exhaled into the frigid October air.
Well, former co-worker—I’d just gotten fired thirty minutes ago. I should have been getting a head-start on my hangover in some dark, cozy bar, not taking Chris up on a last-minute pity invite to his grad school friends’ Halloween bash. But he was cute.
We rounded the corner and faced a brick apartment building that pulsed with bass as if to say, challenge accepted. It could have had three separate parties going, easy.
“See, Jude?” Chris chided. “Early can be fun too.”
I shot him a teasing look. “I’m withholding judgment ‘til we get up there.”
“Well, keep in mind that some of us have to hit the library early tomorrow.”
“That’s not the flex you think it is.” I laughed, but it only served to remind me that while Chris was in his mid-twenties too, he was a grad-school student working part-time to finance his education, whereas I was racking up final paycheques from minimum wage jobs in the quest of absolutely nothing.
One thing I wasn’t exactly racking up was friends, and he was cute—in a laid-back, wouldn’t stay over kind of way—so I gave in and followed him up to an apartment on the second floor. It was crammed full of people holding black paper cups. Open bottles of wine littered the cheap coffee table in the centre of the room. Someone had made a haphazard attempt at late October festivity by draping orange and black crepe paper around.
“Can I get you a drink?” Chris asked.
“Wine’s not really my thing.”
“Somebody was bringing jello shots, I think.” He stepped away, greeting another person briefly before adding to me, “Be right back.”
I bit back a smile and waved him off. Jello shots and wine. Jesus Chris. Hadn’t realized I’d be so young when I got ‘too old for this shit.’ The room full of eager grad students bubbly with plans and ideas and life goals felt too daunting without some liquid—or gelatin—courage in my hand. I did a quick lap and then peeked out onto the apartment’s front balcony.
It looked empty, somewhere dark and quiet to forget my so far shitty night and get to know Chris better. I slipped outside. The chill of the Montreal autumn made my skin prickle under my thin jacket.
To my left, a chair scraped.
“Hey, sorry,” I said, taking a step back to keep from interrupting a private moment already in progress.
A sharper set of goosebumps danced through the hairs on my arms. They were deeper than a simple reaction to the fall night’s chill—the alarm bell of my early-warning system for magic.
My hesitation gave my eyes time to adjust to the dark. A woman got to her feet. She’d been crouched beside someone else in a chair. The sitting person’s head had slumped to the side and I caught a sparkle of dark liquid on the limp arm that dropped over the armrest.
The woman adjusted a knit tuque over her dark hair. She snapped something in French.
“What?” I stammered, immediately correcting, “Quoi?” Not my best.
“Are you fresh from the portal or what?” She spoke in accented English, but not like a Francophone. More like a full-blood Faerie.
Then she cocked her head like a dog who’d caught a scent. Her expression settled into a glower.
“Ah. Une clébarde.”
Switching to French didn’t make that less offensive. If she hadn’t wanted me to understand her calling me a ‘mutt,’ she’d have used the sing-song Faerie language.
Redcaps weren’t known for their decorum, though. From the stories I’d heard working for the Consilium, they were known for their ferocity.
“Aren’t you supposed to dye that hat with blood won in battle?” I asked, nodding to the unconscious kid in the chair behind her.
“Blood is blood.” Disdain flashed in her eyes. She touched the crimson tuque. “But I’m game if you want a battle.” She put an arm back over her shoulder and pulled a narrow sword from a glamoured sheath, simultaneously drawing a shorter dagger from the darkness around her hip with her other hand.
Damn it, I really needed to start being more attuned to glamour.
I vaulted over the balcony rail, falling for only an instant before shifting gravity around myself. I aimed my personal ‘down’ toward the side of the building. It let me land safely on the wall like Spider-Man without any of the messy webbing. Getting to my feet put me horizontal to the ground, and I darted up under the shadow of the balcony floor as the redcap jumped over the rail herself.
She landed on the grass three stories down like a graceful cat. She spun in a circle with her sword extended, searching for me in the courtyard. Then she twitched and looked up.
I thought I’d stayed hidden underneath the wooden balcony, but she could clearly sense me the way I could sense her.
I tapped into my own Faerie power to let the world spin around me again as I moved out from underneath the balcony. I climbed casually back over the railing. Then I leaned out and waved to her. “Why don’t you go find another party?”
The redcap bared her teeth, sword flashing in the courtyard lights. She didn’t scale the building to get back to me, though. Instead, she sheathed the sword on her back and spun on her heel in one fluid motion. Not that interested in a battle, I guess.
I should have gone after her, stopped her from replenishing her cap with more human blood. But I wasn’t Consilium anymore—the Consilium no longer existed, in fact—and it wasn’t my job to hunt down predatory Faeries. It wasn’t even a hobby.
Someone moaned beside me on the cold balcony: the redcap’s victim. The human woman had come to, or halfway at least. She blinked in the darkness and struggled to get out of the chair on wobbly legs.
“Oh, shit, you cut yourself,” I said, too loudly.
She didn’t notice my unconvincing tone as I helped her to her feet. She mumbled something about wine, paying no attention to the gash on her arm. Glamour was a hell of a drug.
Two people rushed to us when I hauled her inside—her friends, apparently. In the indoor light, the cut on her arm didn’t look too bad. It hadn’t hit any major veins, just deep enough to give the redcap’s hat a little sip of blood and her powers a boost.
“Always at the centre of the action.” Chris appeared beside me, two jello shots in each hand.
“It’s a curse.” My sigh made him grin, and he held out his boozy spoils.
“You want red or purple?”
“Definitely red.”
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An hour of awkward small talk at the now almost Faerie-free party was enough to kill my buzz. Chris was in his element, though, always a charming extrovert. When I’d had enough of strangers and made my exit, he came along to the bus stop. He clung to his excuse about having some kind of class group project to work on tomorrow at the library.
“At least you don’t have to be up at the crack of dawn,” he complained.
“You’re right,” I agreed. “I’ve got all night. Guess getting canned has its bright sides.”
“All night, huh? Can’t have you spending it alone.” He cast me a sidelong glance that made me smile. I’d already made up my mind to bring him back to my place.
“Takes you a while to catch on, Professor.”
Freezing drizzle sprinkled lazily down from the clouds, blowing across the back of my neck and making me bunch up the collar of my corduroy jacket. Should have worn a hoodie underneath. Half-frozen drops covered the grass beside the sidewalk, ready to start accumulating as snow.
“God, I love Halloween.” Chris took a breath of the cold air. “You got any spooky plans tomorrow?”
“Helping tipsy people destroy plywood with dangerous weapons from five to ten.” Even though I’d gotten fired from the thrift store where he and I had worked together, at least I still had my job at the axe-throwing place. One tiny paycheque was better than nothing.
He snorted. “That sucks.”
“It’s fine. I don’t really like Halloween anyway.” I never had, not even as a kid. Trick-or-treating in the trailer park hadn’t been a good time. My mom had always refused to drive me to the more lucrative candy-giving neighbourhoods. Cherry bombs in trash cans and egging houses with my friends as a teenager had been fun enough at the time, but it had never held any mystery to engage me.
Dressing up like a sexy monster was nothing special when you were only half-human every day. My Faerie father’s genes had won out over my human mother’s to give me less iron in my blood and the supernatural ability to alter my gravity and walk up walls. Neither of those were things I could use outright on any day in the human world, even the celebration of the weird and freakish.
But they still came in handy.
Electricity exploded across my skin. Something flew at us out of the shadows. I shoved Chris away from the redcap who’d launched herself at me. I barely avoided the swipe of her sword.
Hitting the pavement on my hip, I threw up a hand and snapped, “I don’t want to fight!”
“Shouldn’t have maligned me!” the redcap snarled back. Her long and short blades flashed under the streetlights.
Faeries and their goddamn drama.
I scrambled to my feet, snatching the squirrel-proof metal lid of a trashcan at the mouth of the alley I’d stumbled into.
The redcap took that as an offensive move. She brought her sword down on my makeshift shield with a force that almost drove me to my knees. The clash of metal echoed off the buildings around us.
I tilted the lid to the side to block the thrust she made with her dagger. I didn’t give her time to recover her balance, shifting gravity to turn forward into down, so that I fell straight at her. The trashcan lid slammed into her shoulder, knocking her over. I swiped the tuque from her head as she fell.
Yuck. Still wet with blood.
The redcap shrieked, one hand going to her head too late. Her sword clattered to the ground. She glared at me through eyes that had become too large and too dark to be human. Under the harsh streetlight, the full curves of her body were now sharp angles, and her stylish clothing hung off of her in a decidedly inhuman way.
“This affects your glamour, huh?” I dangled the knit hat. “Seems lazy.” Most Faeries who came into the human world could alter their appearance without needing a prop.
She hissed, flashing her dagger, so I edged the sword closer to me with the toe of my boot. It was a thin blade with a fancy handle, surprisingly light in my hand when I stooped to pick it up. The edge gleamed wickedly.
“Let’s call it a draw,” I said, tossing her the hat. Pretty magnanimous, given I’d won the fight.
She tugged the tuque on over her bobbed hair and returned in a blink to the pretty, human-shaped woman she’d been on the balcony. Her hand holding the dagger twitched like she might attack again. The short blade was dull and beige coloured, the edges stained brownish. Seemed like what she’d use to cut her sleeping victims in lieu of a regular sword battle to provide a river of blood.
Casting a longing look toward the weapon in my hand, she bared her teeth again and then stepped back into the shadow of the alley. She merged with the darkness there, gone in an instant, leaving me adrenaline-high and hungry.
And facing Chris’s wide-eyed, terrified face. He’d pressed himself against the far wall of the alley. He gaped at me like he didn’t recognize me.
“Hey,” I started, lifting my free hand as my mind raced for a good explanation.
Before I could come up with one, Chris turned and fled, feet pounding down the alley toward the next street over. He rounded the corner in a matter of seconds, disappearing almost as quickly as the redcap had, but less magically.
So much for that hookup. I could text him tomorrow, when the fight was more distant and easily explained as a product of too many jello shots. It wouldn’t do much to save tonight, though.
I turned the sword in my hand to examine the fancy, metal handle. I didn’t know how to use the weapon—the redcap’s dagger would have been more my speed, but I wasn’t going to argue with a free sword. Did Faeries have a magical connection to their precious possessions? While not every fairy tale I’d ever heard was real, I didn’t want to bring the sword home and have the redcap follow. Maybe I could hock it, though.
Thanks to the impending holiday, only one guy gave me a second look when I climbed onto the bus with it ten minutes later.
“What’re you supposed to be?” he asked, as I settled into an empty seat across from him.
“Faerie princess,” I returned.
He scoffed and went back to his phone, not impressed with that answer.
You and the Faerie Court both, buddy.
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“I thought we’d go look at that dog this afternoon.” 
Gracie nearly choked on her coffee. Her husband was using the code they’d devised years ago: Home isn’t safe. She managed to swallow and set the paper cup aside on the park bench, straightening the phone against her ear. 
“Got time to meet me?” Ted finished.
“Which one?” she asked. Is this serious? Was he testing her? He’d done that a few times when they’d first come up with the codes—in order to memorize them—but there was no reason for it now.
“The black Lab.”
Not a test. He’d have said ‘golden retriever’ if he were giving her a false alarm. His voice was still light and cheerful, but Gracie picked up a grave note underneath.
“Okay,” she managed.
“Text me the address and I’ll meet you.” That was the signal that she could speak freely. Ted thought someone on his end might overhear him.
“Where are you?” she demanded, fighting her dread. As far as she knew, he’d just taken the morning off work and slept in.
“At home. I’ll meet you there.”
“In town?”
“Yeah.” He knew where she meant without further information.
Gracie checked her watch. Almost noon. “I’ve got the car,” she said. “Two?” She glanced toward their black station wagon hybrid, parked just beyond the playground.
“Don’t worry about it.” Ted didn’t agree to her time and didn’t mention how he would get into the city, but he was nothing if not resourceful.
“Grab the lock-box?”
“Already got it. Kiss Rye for me. Love you.”
“I love you, too.” Gracie lowered her phone once Ted had disconnected the call. She let out a slow breath to calm her still-racing heart, but the initial panic had eased.
They had originally come up with the idea that the warning concerned picking up a dog because, at the time, they’d both agreed they couldn’t keep a pet. Their lives in the Consilium were too chaotic and unpredictable—evinced by the fact that they needed a secret mode of communication in case of emergency.
Ironic, considering that now they had a child.
Gracie retrieved her coffee from the bench, slung her purse over her shoulder and stood up, calling, “Riley!”
From underneath the slide on the playground across the sidewalk, a small head of curly, dark hair poked out. Her son picked himself up and toddled over.
Gracie met him halfway, sweeping him into her arms. “We’ve got to go meet Daddy.”
“Where?” The three-year-old was in what Ted had dubbed his ‘professor phase.’
“Did you leave any toys?” Gracie craned her neck to peer under the slide, where another little boy still played in the sand. She couldn’t remember now if they’d brought anything with them.
Riley shook his head, putting two fingers in his mouth.
“Wanna stay,” he said.
“I know, kiddo, but we can’t.” Gracie wiped a sudden sheen of perspiration from her forehead despite the chilly day and glanced quickly around the playground. She didn’t know what she was looking for.
They were only three kilometres from home. She yearned to drive to the apartment, peer around the corner and see what she could make out going on at their building. What was happening there?
Instead, she focused on her immediate next steps to quiet the fluttering of her heart, putting one foot in front of the other and carrying Riley to the car.
He chattered in her arms about the slide but her mind raced ahead to the jumble of decisions facing her. Should she drive into the city or ditch the car and take public transit? She didn’t have much cash—she’d have to stop by an ATM, out here in the suburbs so it was harder to trace their whereabouts. And she barely had any of Riley’s things. All she’d brought along to the park was a plastic cup of orange juice with a lid and a straw and a wooden toy train engine he wouldn’t go anywhere without. He had his jacket, mittens and boots against the October cold, and the railroad engineer’s hat that was supposed to be part of his Halloween costume, though he’d worn it since September and seemed to have no plans to stop.
The sharp honk of a car horn froze her in place, throat tight. She blinked and realized she’d walked right into the parking lot without checking for traffic.
“Oops,” Riley said.
“Yep, oops,” she murmured, forcing a smile and wave at the driver who’d braked for her. Once the car was past, she checked both directions twice for more traffic and pressed on toward her escape.
She set her coffee cup on the roof of the car to buckle Riley into his car seat. She always felt better with a plan, which was why she hadn’t called Ted’s idea of the dog codes ludicrous when he’d suggested it. This type of situation hadn’t been beyond thinking back then.
She wanted to believe she’d never expected to have use for any of those precautions after their break from their old lives five months ago, but of course she had. Even though the Consilium itself was officially defunct and she and Ted had new jobs and what passed for a normal life, the past never seemed to let go that easily.
“Where?” Riley asked again.
“To meet Daddy,” Gracie repeated, flexing her hand to banish the trembling and making sure he was buckled in tight.
“Where?”
“Madame Thomson?” An unfamiliar voice from behind made Gracie’s shoulders stiffen.
She turned, closing the car door to put a barrier between the stranger and her son.
The man stood less than a metre away, dressed in a generic suit and dark coat. A briefcase, which would have completed the stereotypical look, was missing. His shoes were wrong too. Dark to match the suit, but obviously cushioned, and with laces. Made for running, though less conspicuous than tennis shoes. Either way, an odd figure at a suburban playground in the middle of the day.
“’Scusez, j’suis en retard.” Gracie yanked the driver’s side door open, snatching the coffee cup from the top of the car.
The stranger seized on what he thought was her moment of hesitation and lunged forward.
Gracie popped the lid off the coffee cup with her thumb, tossing the contents at him. It wasn’t hot, but it took him a moment to realize that as he cursed and fell back, giving her enough time to jump into the car and slam the door. She engaged the automatic locks and pressed the ignition button. Throwing it in reverse, she nearly hit the man.
He stumbled out of the way and she sped off, slowing only briefly to check for oncoming traffic as she tore out of the parking lot.
“Mama?” Riley whimpered from the backseat.
“It’s fine, sweetie.” Gracie’s eyes darted to the rearview mirror. No tails, either on foot or by automobile. Yet. “It’s okay.”
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I didn’t sleep well. I’d been having nightmares I couldn’t quite remember, ones that woke me suddenly in a cold sweat. The only sensation that remained after I blinked awake was falling—heavy, fast, flailing, with no way to stop myself, no way to shift gravity. I could have been forever plummeting off Aubrie’s balcony in Toronto last March, or over the edge of Niagara Falls like I almost had in June. 
It was ridiculous. I, of all people, didn’t need to be afraid of falling. Today I needed to be afraid of running down my bank account with only one part-time job. I’d have to ask for more hours at Bûcheron Urbain. The axe-throwing gym was a better job for me than sorting donations at the thrift store—my Faerie powers didn’t really give me any advantage to throwing weapons, but it definitely felt more badass.
Speaking of badass . . . I leaned over the side of my bed to reach underneath where I’d stashed the redcap’s sword. It shone, pristine and silver in the daylight.
The apartment beyond my bedroom door was quiet, which meant that my roommate was either snoozing off a coke crash or hadn’t made it home yet. I dressed and grabbed my hoodie and jacket from the hook by the front door, then headed to the dépanneur at the end of the street for a cup of coffee. After the caffeine hit, I’d retrieve the sword and check the nearest pawn shops. Hopefully it was fancy enough to net me a little spending money, and also not made of some Faerie-only material humans wouldn’t recognize.
In line for the caisse at the dep with my coffee, my eyes roved over the daily newspapers. A familiar face in grey-scale made my shoulders go rigid. I stepped out of line, my heart beginning to thud against my ribs, and picked up the last copy of the Gazette, the only daily in English.
Body of Missing Montreal Man Found
And here I’d thought JM had just ghosted me. Was it sick that it made me feel a little better to know he hadn’t been avoiding me, he’d just been dead? I swallowed a laugh that made my stomach shift uneasily.
The smiling picture of the man I’d known gazed out at me from the page: wind-swept blond hair—grainy grey in print—and that chiselled jaw and thick neck of a former rugby player. He’d been working his way through night school, aspiring to dentistry, and despite that he’d been a lot of fun for a week or so before up and vanishing.
The body of 26-year-old Ahuntsic resident Jean-Michel Marburgh was found Tuesday evening. Attempts were made to resuscitate him, but Marburgh was declared dead at the scene. He had been reported missing two days ago after failing to return home from work. Alexandre Proulx, SPVM spokesperson, said the body bore “marks of violence” which makes this Montreal’s thirty-sixth homicide of the year. Investigators [see Missing, A9]
I rifled through the pages with enough disregard for the unpaid-for paper to make the guy behind the register glare at me. I ignored him, because a second, smaller head shot on page A9 with the rest of the article made my heart drop into my shoes. This one wasn’t JM.
Missing [cont. from A1] from major crime are asking anyone with information to please come forward.

Two days prior, the body of another Montreal man, 27-year-old Trevor Gale, was discovered in a Pointe-aux-Trembles marina. Proulx has confirmed that both men’s bodies had “similar marks.” The homicides are being investigated as related, though initial information indicates the two were not acquainted.
“Hey!”
I snapped the paper down in favour of the scowling face behind the register as the cashier added something else in French. Familiar enough now with working off context and facial cues, I dug some coins out of my pocket, slapped them down on the counter and left without my coffee.
The best thing about my neighbourhood was the dark, grimy sports bar two blocks away. They must have bought a panini press just to qualify as a restaurant so they could start serving booze at noon. I was the only woman there, and the only person under 60, as usual, but none of the early-drinking, grizzled Quebecois men paid attention to me.
Alone at one end of the bar with a shot of whisky, I read the article twice more, trying to draw further meaning from the words.
I stared at the printed photo of JM. He’d introduced himself by the nickname, those two letters. It’d sounded like a really affected version of “Jim” to an Anglophone like me, but I hadn’t asked what it stood for, even in two dates. Jean-Michel.
And Trevor had seemed like a nice-enough guy for the hour or so that I’d known him on a dance floor. I’d been planning to let him take me home after he settled our tab at the bar, but then he’d disappeared. Maybe I was overcompensating in my memories because he’d been dredged up in boat ropes. If I hadn’t read the article, I wouldn’t have even remembered his name. I’d met JM two nights later. Now they were both dead.
“You’ve seen that.” Somebody settled on the stool beside me—somebody who spoke English with a Wyoming-accented drawl in a Francophone bar.
I turned with a sigh as Abe tipped his cowboy hat back on his forehead with one finger. His weathered face was troubled. “How’d you find it?” he asked.
“I didn’t have some tingly Faerie feeling, if that’s what you mean. I went out with them.” I kept my voice low but tapped JM’s picture on the front page.
“Both of them?” Abe straightened up, interest piqued in a way that made me want to squirm.
“Guess you were right about her.” A kid with messy blond hair settled himself on a stool beside Abe.
“What about me?” I included Abe in that sharp question since the newcomer had addressed the comment to him.
“That you’d be helpful.” The freckled adolescent didn’t make the word a compliment. He looked about fourteen, dwarfed by an oversized black puffer coat, but he held himself like somebody a lot older.
“I don’t think you’re allowed to be in here,” I said.
“I’m hardly a human child.”
“This is Gordon,” Abe said, before I could argue with the kid’s self-assessment. “He’s a mage from the palace. Mab sent him over.”
That introduction along with the flat note in the cowboy’s voice put me on high-alert. Mages, as far as I knew, were Faeries who’d studied and cultivated stronger magic powers than the ones they’d originally been born with. Faerie magicians, and usually political elites.
“I’m not sleeping with him,” I said.
Gordon snorted. “Don’t flatter yourself.”
“This isn’t about progeny.” Abe didn’t crack a smile, voice still tense. “We ought to go somewhere more private.”
I gestured to the empty stools around us. Two of the bar’s elderly clientele were playing the lotto machines on the other side of the room and the others sat at the far end of the bar. The bartender had glanced over when Abe had joined me but hadn’t seemed to notice Gordon’s youthful face. Teen Mage probably had some glamour to make people overlook him.
“We’re fine here,” I said, preferring to stay within eye-line of bystanders who might jump in to help a damsel in distress if our conversation turned ugly. Abe and a palace mage might not be too happy with my running out on Miranda last summer, or my stealing a bunch of cash when I went.
I tapped the newspaper. “What’s this got to do with you guys?”
“Both men were killed in such a specific way that the police think they were victims of a serial killer,” the cowboy said, keeping his voice low. “It’s something from the Faerie realm.”
No wonder he’d wanted to go somewhere private.
“A Faerie serial killer? Are you serious?” I winced, realizing I’d raised my voice and gotten the bartender’s attention.
“Ça va bien,” Abe told him, raising a hand.
I couldn’t even bring myself to make fun of the halting clash the cowboy’s flat American accent made taking on the simple assurance in French. It seemed to assuage the bartender, or maybe Abe did that with some magic. He’d never explained how a good ole boy, part-human Faerie healer from Wyoming had gotten mixed up with my aunt’s retinue anyway.
“How were they killed?” I asked.
“Their hearts were cut out.” This from Gordon, short and matter-of-fact, as if somehow I should have already known that horrifying detail.
I gaped at him, unable to think of anything except the euphemistic quote the police spokesperson had given the Gazette: ‘marks of violence.’
Yeah, a missing heart probably qualified.
I managed to signal the bartender for another shot as a bitter exhaustion settled on my shoulders. Why couldn’t the Faeries just keep their shit in their own backyard?
Abe reached up to take hold of the top of his hat, then plopped it down on the bar between us. He ran his hand over the smooth, bald scalp that contrasted with his craggy face and made his age difficult to discern.
“Heard of the Harbinger of the Host?” he asked. “The Shadowed Mab?”
We both paused as a fresh whisky was delivered into my hand, the bartender retreating without noticing Gordon.
“No. There’s another Mab?” I balked. “Why’s she over here cutting out hearts?”
“She’s not.” Gordon scoffed. “Shades aren’t corporeal. As such, they can’t hold a knife, much less cross through a portal to get here.”
I opened my mouth to ask one of ten questions that queued in my brain, but Abe explained first.
“A shade is a Faerie cursed to live forever as a . . . well, it’s something like a ghost. It was a common curse back . . .” He waved a hand to convey a long time ago, “but it’s been outlawed for a while.”
“Faerie ghosts? For real?” Faerie immortality was a common myth that had been dispelled when I’d joined the Consilium.
“Shades aren’t ghosts,” Gordon broke in peevishly. “That comparison is vulgar. The curse doesn’t kill them. It transforms their bodies into a non-material state and disperses the bulk of their magic into the collective. They don’t require any mortal sustenance like food or drink and they cease to age, but they’re not dead.”
He paused to take a breath and cast Abe a sidelong glance. “Are you sure she worked for the Consilium?”
“I didn’t hang out in the library,” I snapped. “I hit people. You want a demo?” When he neither backed down nor manned up, I challenged, “If these shades lose their magic when they’re cursed, how’s she getting her hearts?”
“The Shadowed Mab’s a different story on the magic front,” Abe started.
“Yes,” Gordon took over, a little ruffled. “I referred to shades in general. The Shadowed Mab is . . . well, she’s ancient. She’s built up a considerable amount of magic and power in the time she’s been cursed.”
“And a cult,” Abe finished.
“Great. I was hoping for ‘cult’ on my Faerie bingo card,” I muttered. Gordon’s first remark hit me again in an uncomfortable way. “Why did you come to me?”
“You were here.” Abe used a folksy, amiable tone, but it only highlighted his real meaning: You’re here and so are these murders. You’ve followed shitty, cult-leader-type people before.
And I already had a murder on my rap sheet. I hadn’t cut out Alan Cain’s heart, but I’d stabbed him pretty close to it. Abe was empathic and could supposedly see my feelings play across my face. There was no use trying to hide my discomfort from him.
“Needed new friends.” The excuse had seemed innocuous enough before the words passed my lips, but dread twisted in my stomach as Chris flashed through my mind.
I slid off my bar stool, but as I reached for my wallet, Abe had his out first.
“I got it,” he said. “You think of something?”
“No, I just . . . I gotta go.” I nodded a quick thanks to the cowboy for paying for my drinks, then headed out, leaving the newspaper behind. I didn’t want the Faeries knowing Chris’s name, whether or not he was involved. And he wasn’t, he couldn’t be.
Neither Abe nor Gordon stirred from their stools and it didn’t appear that they were following me. They couldn’t have possibly bought my lie, so maybe they had other leads to check out.
I retrieved my phone from the back pocket of my jeans and texted Chris: Hey, how r u? After a moment’s hesitation, I added, Thanks for the invite—not a bad party, even early. I straightened my shoulders and took a deep breath. My heart had started slamming itself against my ribs like that would help the situation.
After giving it a good thirty seconds, I checked my phone again, even though it hadn’t buzzed. Chris normally answered texts fast, like the phone was an extension of his hand. He’d probably just gone to a friend’s place last night, drunk and scared, and by now he didn’t even remember what weird Halloween costume had freaked him out so badly. Maybe he wouldn’t even remember me fighting somebody.
Or maybe he did remember and he was afraid of me. That would make sense why he wouldn’t answer like normal.
I let my fingers tap anxiously against the phone but didn’t send another message. I didn’t know his friends. Didn’t know much about him at all. We’d gotten along on a few shitty work shifts at the thrift store. He’d taught me some Quebecois profanity. We’d texted a bunch. He’d invited me to a party. That was it.
Not quite. I actually had his address somewhere. I scrolled up in our text thread, thumb slashing across the screen until I got a couple of weeks back.
He’d texted me in the middle of my shift, thinking he’d left his ID badge in his locker at work. He’d asked me to look for it on my break, then sent me his address, wheedling me into bringing it over after work if I found it with the promise of beer.
I’d gotten into an argument on that shift with my boss Ty. It had left me fuming, tired and aimed toward my local sports bar to blitz everything away. Chris had found his badge two hours later, apparently stuck in one of his textbooks as a bookmark.
Bookmark. The library! Chris was studying there with a group today. Crack of dawn. That had to be why he hadn’t answered my texts: he was busy studying. Or maybe he was regaling his group with the terrifying tale of my fight with the redcap.
But definitely not missing a heart somewhere.
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I hoofed it to the bus and, searching Chris’s university’s website on my cracked phone screen as we crawled through the city, discovered that there were in fact seven libraries there. One was closed on Fridays, and two others seemed too small and niche to host a project meeting, so that narrowed it down a little. 
Was this crazy, hunting him down at his study session? He had to be there, just not answering his phone, because there was no way that some Faerie Ghost Queen I’d never even heard of was going after guys I knew. JM and Trevor must have had something else in common.
I started with the largest library, which seemed to be the main one. It was louder than I’d anticipated, at least in the room full of long tables where groups of students sat in clusters. The noise put me on edge. I scanned their faces for my former co-worker as I moved through, thinking of what to say when I found him.
Wanted to make sure you were okay after that sword fight last night. Fucking weird, right?
Hey, I swear I’m not usually a psycho stalker, but there’s this Faerie cult . . .
I headed through quieter stacks of books and wandered the aisles in the sparsely populated computer lab, refusing to let the tension in my muscles push me into a trot. My weak excuses didn’t matter anyway. He wasn’t here.
Finally, I had no choice but to plaster a smile on my face and approach each study group in turn to ask after him.
On my third try, I got the usual head shake but a different response.
“He didn’t show.”
“Oh. Okay.” My mind raced for a good reason to press further. Should have planned this conversation too. “He told me to meet him here so he could give me a book. Is he just running late?”
“Got me.” The guy shrugged. “Haven’t heard from him today.”
“If he shows up, could you just tell him to text Jude?” My stomach churned with frustration but I kept my tight smile. I thanked them and hightailed it out. Undercover wasn’t my strong suit.
This didn’t mean Chris had been snatched by a supernatural serial killer. Maybe he’d just gone to the cops about the sword-fight.
Working through increasingly less believable explanations for his absence, I reached the front lobby. A familiar face in the entryway froze me in my tracks. My heart wrenched itself further off-beat.
Daniel stopped at the same moment, gaze fixed on something beyond me.
Flustered, I glanced over my shoulder. Nobody there except a Black guy in a navy pea-coat who’d just pulled out his phone a couple metres back. When I spun back around, it was just in time to see the library door closing as my ex made a hasty exit.
“You’ve gotta be kidding me,” I said to no one in particular.
Moving at a jog, I caught up to Daniel half a block down. He hadn’t broken into a run, just a brisk walk, but he pulled up short when I swung around him demanding: “What the hell was that?”
“Jude?” He looked startled.
“You see me and bolt and you think I’m not going to follow?”
“What? At the library?” Daniel glanced back toward the building.
His question had enough honest surprise to annoy me. Libraries weren’t my preferred hangout, but it wasn’t like I’d never set foot in one. Still, a second glance over his shoulder made it seem like maybe it wasn’t me Daniel had been fleeing.
“Who are you looking for?” I asked.
My voice made him flinch, but it won me eye contact again. He looked much more pulled together than the last time I’d seen him five months ago—clean-shaven now, dark hair trimmed short, clothing not covered in blood.
And not immediately pointing a weapon at me. That was a promising sign. Since last summer—more likely since last March, when I’d nearly killed him—he tended to carry iron. It functioned as Faerie kryptonite in the human world, strong enough to ward off even a hybrid like me.
“What are you doing here?” He met my question with a question, stepping around me at a polite distance like he was avoiding a puddle on the sidewalk. Or staying just out of my arm’s reach.
My throat tightened. There was no easy answer to that question that didn’t include Aubrie’s name. I’d tried going back to Toronto—I had—but the city didn’t fit anymore, like a sweater I’d stretched out of shape with my bad choices. Actually more like a sweater I’d hacked apart with sharp scissors and left in tiny ribbons because a guy told me to. Not just any guy—Spencer Aubrie, friend, mentor, destroyer of the Consilium, would-be king of the combined human and Faerie worlds. I’d blown up my life for him.
That had left me with so many different neighbourhoods to avoid back in Toronto, so many bars and bus stops that flashed me back to what I’d been thinking, feeling, the last time I’d been in those spots. When Aubrie and I had been plotting, last fall. When Daniel and I had been sleeping together, last winter. Or when I’d murdered Danny’s father and then nearly beaten him to death in service to Aubrie.
I swallowed my unease. Despite feeling it claw bloody trails all the way back down my throat, I managed a cool and steady reply. “I’m learning French.”
“Ouais, c’est ça?” Sarcasm leached into Daniel’s voice. He followed the three words I understood with something much faster and more complicated. Because of course my ex spoke French fluently, along with English, Faerie, and who knew what else. Never sleep with a translator if you don’t want to be made to feel inferior for only speaking one measly language.
Once Daniel had finished his French test, I returned my Stubborn 101 response:
“Ça va bien.”
I could have blinked and missed the brief smile that crossed his face, but at least his voice warmed a degree or two.
“Weren’t you headed for a beach?”
He remembered. I hadn’t expected that.
“Didn’t get my passport.” That had been one prize my aunt the Mab had promised me last summer in return for turning over Daniel and the spell he’d memorized. I’d given it up to protect him instead. A tiny dent in the debt I owed him.
“You know you don’t actually need magic for a passport, right?” he asked.
“No, but you need either money and time or lots of money,” I returned. “Not a problem you’d ever have, I guess.” He’d inherited a good sum from his father, and if I remembered correctly, his mother had been pretty well-off too. I didn’t know exactly how much, but he didn’t have a day job that I knew of and didn’t seem to charge for championing humankind against Faeries.
“The Mab’s not bankrolling you anymore? Tiara didn’t fit, I guess?”
“Getting knocked up with a royal baby didn’t fit.”
It was so rare I could leave Daniel speechless. I revelled in the win, then seized on it to challenge, “Why are you still in Montreal?”
He recovered with an awkward shrug. “Why wouldn’t I be?”
“Well, last time I saw you, you were stealing a spellbook and leaving me to cover for you.” I hadn’t meant to piss him off, still aiming for friendly banter, but he tensed.
“I didn’t ask you to cover for me.”
I put my hands up in surrender, regretting the misstep. Daniel tended to be up on supernatural threats. Ever since the Consilium had fallen, he’d been freelancing, using whatever was left of the Consilium resources for investigating and countering Faerie activity. So maybe he knew about this dead Faerie queen harbinger thing. Couldn’t hurt to check.
“Let’s catch up.” I nodded to the illustration of a steaming cup of coffee in the window behind him. “Or do you think you can outrun me?”
For a second, he seemed to consider the latter challenge, eyes flickering over my shoulder across the street. Then he turned with a sigh and pushed open the door to the cafe.
The place was busy enough that neither of us bothered going up to the counter to buy anything. I snagged a little round table in the back and slouched down in the chair that faced the windows and door, so that I could see the whole store.
Daniel sat with his back against the wall, resting one arm on the back of the chair. He asked again, “What are you really doing here?” As if thinking better of the question, he specified, “In Montreal,” so I couldn’t easily wriggle out with a vague answer.
I tried anyway:
“Toronto was boring. And my old roommate’s wife’s brother was driving here so I just came along and then . . . stayed.” The words came out in a stammer I hadn’t expected. I shed my jacket over the back of the chair, rubbing my hands to warm up and avoid his eyes.
My spur-of-the-moment move to a province where I barely spoke the official language hadn’t been the soundest decision I’d ever made, but at the time I’d been up for a challenge. I’d felt lost here in Montreal, in the best way possible. Five short-lived jobs later and now hunting what was apparently a Faerie serial killer, I felt lost in the bad way.
But we weren’t here to rehash my shitty decisions.
“Have you heard of the Shadow Mab?” I asked. “Apparently she cuts out hearts. Or her cult does. Do you have, like, books on it? Maybe in particular something about where she’d hide?”
Daniel eyed me with a dubious uncertainty, like he wanted to refuse, but he couldn’t seem to help considering my information.
“It’s familiar.” A note of interest crept into his voice. “Cult of the Unfading or . . . the Undying? It’s kind of a thorny difference.” He switched to the low, thoughtful tone that meant he was pretty much talking to himself now. It stirred an uneasy swell of affection in me.
At least I could still count on Danny to be into this bullshit.
“Abe called her the harbinger of something,” I added, “and that seems like it ought to be—”
“The Harbinger of the Host.” Daniel snapped to attention. It wasn’t a question.
“Yeah, that’s it.” I didn’t love his reaction. “What is that?”
At the sound of the bells above the cafe’s door jangling, he glanced over his shoulder and shifted suddenly in his chair. He put his back to the door before standing up.
“Get up,” he said. “Take your coat.”
The urgency in his tone cut off my first snide remark, but I still stood more slowly. I tugged my coat on while trying to peer over his shoulder and see who’d spooked him. Some guy in jeans and a navy pea-coat had just stepped into the cafe.
The guy did give me a sense of déjà vu. Ah, right—he’d been in the library lobby on his phone behind me when Daniel had turned tail and run.
Okay, so it hadn’t been me Danny was dodging.
I walked to the back of the store, turned left and ducked into the back hallway, which led to bathrooms and an alley entrance.
Daniel followed, careful not to turn toward the man who’d come through the door.
“Who is that?” I asked, poking my head
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