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This one is for Grandfather Barrie, who has read all of my books, and deserves a page just for him.




Prologue

Kion

PINION-UPON-KEAT, VICTORY FIELD

JULY 2024

TWO YEARS EARLIER

Kion Locke hated a lot of people. An extraordinary amount of people. A jaw-droppingly, shockingly large number of people.

He hated people who had sex while wearing socks. He hated children who smeared their sticky fingers all over upholstered furniture. He hated dogwalkers who strutted around with more than two dogs at once, he hated the giggling pixies who seemed to have a penchant for tugging at his ears in a desperate ploy for attention, he hated the irritatingly friendly hobs who snuck into his room to clean, and he especially hated the crowds of glossy-haired women who threw themselves at him simply for his prowess in the NCL.

Which would be flattering, save for the time that one literally burned his summer house down when things went sour.

And yet, somehow, there was nobody he hated more than Taissa Cho. Especially during games.

Especially now.

Kion leaned forward on the giant back of his stymphalian bird, his muscular thighs straining as he veered the enormous creature left, hurtling along the edge of the arena to the raucous cheers of onlookers. He shot past two of his teammates, his eyes on the looming wooden siege tower in the middle of the Wyverns’ side of the field. There was a sharp ticking in his mind that reminded him of a bomb’s countdown.

In a way, it was.

Because if he lost this game, he would be bloody furious.

And, like a bomb, Kion Locke tended to explode. Violently. With casualties.

He was on the brink of it now. This game was going like absolute shit. The Knockers, their defense, were off their rhythm, allowing the Banallan Wyverns’ offense to slip through the cracks toward their siege tower.

Plus, it didn’t help that in the fifteen minutes they’d been playing, fucking Taissa Cho had already stolen two sparkling draconian jewels from its highest tier. She’d also snatched hearty handfuls of weapons from the bottom levels, which the Wyverns’ three Knockers now wielded as Kion swooped closer.

A shining axe. A golden sword with a gem-encrusted hilt.

A … slingshot?

Please. Kion smirked. That pathetic thing must be from the bottom level of the siege tower, where the most useless armory was stashed. The player wielding it half-heartedly shot a stone at the white-haired Óríon as he overtook Kion and dozed aside the boomerang-wielding lad. Óríon’s stymph shot bronze beak–first into the soft underbelly of the wyvern’s dark, scaled body. The wyvern shrieked, veering away. As it sought shelter from the stymph’s attack, the two other Knockers dropped back apprehensively, leaving an open path toward their tower.

“Go!” roared Óríon, lifting one hand from his saddle to urge Kion forward. It was only thanks to the simple Communication glyph inked on Kion’s left forearm that he could hear his teammate so clearly over the din of the game and the cheers of the Monday night crowd below. As Kion nodded sharply, Óríon angled into a nosedive, set on pursuing the retreating Wyvern Knockers for as long as possible—anything to make the opening last.

“Let’s go,” he urged Cato, and his stymph cawed—a hoarse, rasping sound—in answer. It was only thanks to his Balance glyph that Kion didn’t tumble from his saddle as they hurtled forward, so fast that the circular walls of the arena, laden with glossy advertisements for this and that, became a muzzy blur. The looming wooden siege tower with its five levels approached so quickly that Kion had to fight hard against vertigo, instead leaning forward in his leather saddle, intent on those three draconian jewels glittering at the top. A rainbow aura sparkled around their smooth edges as they reflected rare bursts of sunlight through the heavy clouds of the Pinion-upon-Keat afternoon.

Kion narrowed his eyes, his fingers itching underneath his riding gloves. According to the rules, he could only take one jewel at a time, but nothing could stop him from snatching a few of the weapons stored in the lower tiers of the tower. That was the Robbers’ job, after all. They were the only two players on the team who could reap the benefits of the tower without being handed a purple card.

“Swords, Cato,” he urged through the Bonding glyph connecting him and his steed. “We need swords.”

“No shit,” his stymph snapped crabbily back. His voice, scratchy and deep, resounded in Kion’s own skull.

His stymph knew the routine well. Cato shot through the third highest level of the tower, just below the holding tier. Kion leaned over so that he could grab one sharply honed sword and one small dagger from the pile.

Reaching over his shoulder as they exited the level, Kion secured both weapons in the holster on his back, making a mental note to arm his flanking Knockers. Although all riders were banned from harming the Wingeds, slicing and dicing the players was fair game. The Wingeds would take care of the Wingeds—as seen with Óríon’s stymph’s attack on the wyvern.

Up, up, and up, toward the mottled gray sky, the hallmark of a typical English day. He was grateful for his Shielding glyph, knowing that without it, the cool air would be tearing at his unprotected eyes. Just a bit farther …

A disgruntled shout from behind him had Kion turning his head and gnashing his teeth in fury as he saw Taissa—always Taissa fucking Cho—triumphantly soaring back from his team’s side and distributing weapons to her teammates, giving Mr. Slingshot a real sword to fight with.

Great. Just great.

Kion cursed Taissa thoroughly, and violently, in his mind. At least she hadn’t managed to get the last jewel.

It was only a matter of time, though. “Fucking fuck,” he muttered, and he swore that—even from across the field—she looked up and winked at him.

Coquettishly.

Kion whipped his head back around as if he’d been burned, breathing heavily as he snatched the draconian jewel and vehemently cursed carriwitchet’s rules. This game would go much faster if he could grab more than one jewel at a time. Cato plunged into a fast descent, hurtling down the tower at a breakneck speed just as Taissa turned back on her wyvern, making for the last jewel on his team’s tower. If she got that, the game would be over.

Disastrously.

Baring his teeth, Kion felt his blood begin to simmer with the thrill of the game. It was like a drug, rushing through him as Cato’s wings flapped against the air, executing a perfect barrel roll to avoid the scrape of talons.

“Go, go, go,” Kion urged through gritted teeth as Cato flew faster, harder, bronze beak gleaming as it aimed toward their side of the pitch like a compass pointing north …

Where Taissa and her small, scaled steed were tearing for his tower in a textbook aileron roll followed by a beautifully steep and sudden turn, the rider and the dark wyvern shooting like a bullet through his Knockers, avoiding their defenses with that brilliant fucking maneuver that made his breath catch a little in his throat.

She was glorious …

She was gloriously horrible.

Ah, fuck.

Her fingers had closed around that last draconian jewel. Kion growled low in his throat.

He would not lose to Taissa again. Not today. Sensing his urgency, Cato crossed the border of the Stymphs’ side of the field just as Taissa began to swoop away from the tower, chased by Kion’s furious Knockers.

As a Robber, Kion might not be able to play flagrant defense without risking a purple card, but he could “accidentally” cut Taissa off just as she approached the border of the two halves of the field.

“Let’s go, Cato,” he muttered out of the corner of his mouth as Taissa executed a wingover tactic, her eyes blazing as she turned her steed one-eighty degrees, narrowly avoiding two bladed feathers shot toward her head by another stymph. Kion could practically hear the on-site healers below shifting in anticipation.

Furiously, he cut across the field, anticipating the point of the border Taissa would go for. If he could get there at exactly the right moment—not too fast, not too slow—he could ram into her side.

Afterward, he’d act very apologetic in front of the ref, who was circling the arena on his bloody ridiculous cockatrice.

Here. Now. Taissa was only breaths away. Kion gritted his teeth and prepared for impact.

Moments before the collision, she turned her head, and their eyes met.

Hers were heavily lashed, flecked with gold, slightly angular—like a fox’s, but twice as cunning. They sparkled, as if to say, Hello there.

And then Kion was accidentally ramming straight into her …

Or he should have been. That was what should have happened.

But today was not Kion Locke’s day.

Instead, rider and wyvern separated. Taissa leapt into the air, her long, brown plait whipping as she jumped up while her steed plunged down. Kion was left to tear through the empty space where both had once been, with Taissa high above him.

For a split second, she hung there suspended, and he stared—cold with horror and awe—at her, keenly aware of the audience’s gasping even through his Focus glyph. It was if the world froze as Kion gaped at her, at the way her arms were held out as if she were about to dive, the draconian jewel glittering in her right hand, and at her bare neck, its delicate slope unhidden by her floating hair …

And the symbol shimmering there.

A small sign resembling a wishbone. Small and dark, inked onto her golden-beige skin by someone’s qyl. He knew that symbol …

Realization staggering him, Kion’s eyes flared wide just as the world restarted, just as gravity finally took back over. He watched as Taissa dove downward, headfirst, toward her awaiting wyvern in a move that would have been completely implausible … if not for the illegal Luck glyph etched on the nape of her neck.

As Taissa raised the jewel in victory, swarmed by her teammates on the Wyverns’ side of the field, Kion turned toward the referee, perched upon that horrible cockatrice.

And he smiled.




CHAPTER ONE

Taissa

TWO YEARS LATER

MAY 2026

BANALLAN, SCOTLAND

Taissa Cho, the once-revered Robber of the Banallan Wyverns, national carriwitchet sensation, and the most popular athlete to ever grace the walls of fans, has gotten rather good at yelling at the happy-eyed youth to get off my lawn, right this moment, or I’ll make you regret it.

It is a talent she’s been carefully honing ever since her luckless ban from the Wyverns, which sparked a deeply concerning midlife crisis for Taissa at the tender age of twenty-two. During that transformative period, she morphed into a crotchety old crone trapped inside the body of a twenty-four-year-old witch.

Gone are her days of soaring triumphantly around a cheering arena, replaced instead by a crumbling cottage in Banallan (carriwitchet money dries up fast, especially if one had to bribe reporters with hush money) and angrily crocheting scarves on the porch while eyeing the neighbors’ children with suspicion, lest they encroach upon her territory.

(Which they do. Frequently. Dirty little rats.)

In the past two years, Taissa has crocheted thirty-seven scarves. And throughout the creation of each, she viciously imagined strangling a certain captain of the NCL Stymphs with the neat, colorful acrylic rows of cable, suzette, waffle, and cluster stitch.

For the past two years, Taissa Cho has lived in if onlys.

If only she hadn’t let her carriwitchet coach force her into wearing the forbidden Luck glyph.

If only she had demanded a more subtle place to have it inked (her back, her armpit, her torso, her buttocks—literally anywhere besides where it had been).

If only Kion Locke hadn’t caught sight of it and chosen to completely destroy her life.

If only any other National Carriwitchet League team would have taken her after the scandal.

But they hadn’t. And so, she turned to scarves. And she has become rather certain that one day, the UKHC Bureau of Unconventional Homicidal Instances will descend upon her cottage, and her unholy piles of scarves will be labeled as murder weapons.

That Kion Locke’s gravestone will thusly read: KION LOCKE, OCTOBER 1996–MAY 2026 DEATH BY SCARF. OOPSIES!

Taissa just hadn’t expected today to be the day she brutally murdered him.

All in all, however, the day starts off as it always does. Taissa wakes up and—over a nice cup of tea—wallows in her complete and abject misery before dragging herself to her front porch, where she furiously flips through the papers for NCL headlines and delights in certain tidbits of information. Such as, and especially, the fact that the Pinion-upon-Keat Stymphs are still predicted to epically fail this season (although how they can fail even more than they already have is a mystery to Taissa).

The photograph on the page is one of the entire team. Taissa glares at Kion Locke, standing next to the pretty Samara Heaton and the bespectacled James Ridgeshaw IV.

From what she remembers, James Ridgeshaw was a fantastic player, taking the position of the Bailer. When a player is knocked from their mount in carriwitchet, they and their Winged must wait in the holding tier of the siege tower to be tagged back into the game. The Bailer is the only one who can stage these rescues, and Taissa can’t count the number of times James whizzed by her fast as lightning, grinning smugly.

But nobody in this photo is smiling, not even mischievous-eyed Knox Tanaka, one of the offensive Dozers. Instead, he looks almost as depressed as Taissa feels daily as he stands next to one of the defensive Knockers, a girl that Taissa remembers as Isla Adaway.

Taissa can’t help it. Her eyes drift to Kion Locke, towering over the rest of his teammates with his ridiculous height, hands behind his back and dark eyes flashing. How did she ever think he was fit? He’s a monster. A sharp-jawed, tousled-haired monster.

With one fingernail, Taissa scratches out his eyes.

(Ha.)

Perhaps for her, the game is over, but her hatred of Kion never will be. It’s a very particular flavor of hatred. It’s what you end up with when love goes sour.

She used to have posters of him plastering her wall. He’d been her idol, Kion Locke had. Everything she wanted to be, he was. Everything she wanted to do, he did. To her, he was a god.

And when she joined the NCL at eighteen, she sought him out like a self-destructive, stupid young moth seeks an aloof, cruel flame who would, in his words, never waste a precious fucking minute on mentoring a simpering muppet.

She still remembers that moment so clearly. It was the annual NCL Gala, honoring present players and welcoming new ones. Taissa was wearing a dress her mum had bought her: a blue and white floral sundress that she felt pretty in. It was her debut, and she was a bundle of nerves.

Taissa spotted him immediately. Of course she did. Besides being inducted into the NCL, this was what she was the most excited for … meeting the incredible, extraordinary Kion Locke. Her hero, leaning against a pillar in the huge ballroom, smartly dressed with a glass of champagne in one hand. It was unfathomable; it was everything she’d ever wanted and more. Taissa walked over, heart bursting in her chest. She barely heard the dropping of a champagne flute from somewhere behind her, the sharp shattering of the glass. Perhaps it was an omen of what was to come.

When he first looked up at her, she didn’t recognize the flash in his eyes as disgust, mistaking it for interest. Stupid. With a shaking voice, she introduced herself, and possibly rambled on about how extraordinary she found him, before timidly asking if he would consider showing her the ropes around the league. Mentoring her, if he had the time or the inclination.

Locke shook her off with an irritation that cut her to the bone, snarling those words she still remembers. And the rest of the night she spent in a teary blur, even throughout her induction ceremony. What was supposed to be the greatest moment of her life.

Does it still sting? Of course not.

(Fine, yes, maybe it does.)

But Taissa takes great comfort in the fact that shortly after she was expelled from the Wyverns, the Stymphs embarked on a losing streak of most epic proportions, fumbling their place in the NCL Major League and sinking all the way toward the bottom of the Minor League underneath the Dunanaird Cockatrices.

The Cockatrices.

They’re worse than the team with the rooster-wyvern hybrids.

(Taissa had always struggled to keep a straight face while watching those overgrown chickens.)

And this particular article declares that they’re on the brink of being dissolved, thrown into the carriwitchet rubbish and disbanded forever. On top of that, they’re about to lose one of their Robbers: Samara Heaton has just announced her pregnancy, and will be leaving the team to protect the baby from an already risky sport where injury itself is part of the game. So the Stymphs are a player down and on the verge of collapse. Delighted by this splendid prediction, Taissa cheerfully yells for little Abigail Williams to stay the hells off her lawn if she knows what’s good for her.

A shift working at the local grocery store follows, with interludes of acute embarrassment as customers either recognize her or fail to. (She’s not sure which is worse. Maybe the third option, where people recognize her in a confused, vague sort of way and stare, trying to figure out where they know her from. Or the fourth option, where they recognize her and pummel her with verbal abuse. Or the fifth, where they call the paparazzi on her and then images of her crying behind a skip bin make their rounds on social media.)

Scran Mart is, politely put, the bane of Taissa’s entire existence. She’s made to wear a hideous yellow apron, for one, and to stand for hours on end listening to tinny pop music and breathing in the smell of the pork scratchings that her manager, Donald, is constantly eating. It’s not a posh shop, not at all. No, Scran Mart has a selection of fresh produce equivalent to the field of a medieval farmer during the bubonic plague.

Dirty, wilted lettuces.

Carrots so misshapen that they would give urologists nightmares.

And don’t even get her started on the aubergines.

Scran Mart’s real profit comes from the dirty magazines available for purchase behind the counter. (You’d think that with the rise of modern technology, nobody would want to suffer the acute embarrassment of purchasing pornography in public, but this tiny corner of Banallan is far away from the city and full of old perverts who don’t know how to navigate the wonders of the aethernet.)

Taissa tried to get a job somewhere else. Literally anywhere else. Including a breastaurant. But Banallan is loyal to its team, and spared no disgust for its “cheater.” Scran Mart was her last hope, and Taissa has the lurking suspicion that Donald took her on for some less-than-noble reasons.

Like sniffing her hair whenever he gets the chance.

So this is what has become of her. Selling copies of Faeries & Freaks while desperately trying to ignore the covers, listening to Donald devouring bag after bag of pork scratchings, and fending off his blatant attempts to smell her hair.

“Did you hear?” an elven male, with delicately pointed ears and absurdly beautiful features, slyly asks her now as she scans the barcode of his Irn-Bru. Behold: a customer who wants a juice instead of pornography. For this, Taissa decides to humor him. (Reluctantly. If she had it her way, she would go all shift without saying a single word to anyone.)

“Did I hear what?” she asks warily.

The elf leans closer, and Taissa thinks that he must be from the Wintertides. His hair is a pale white, like fresh snow, and the humid air of the shop’s turned just a touch colder in his presence. Elves, although they mostly reside in the UKHC, have their own boundary lines and rulers within it, their own courts based on the seasons.

“Everybody’s saying that the Dragons will take the Wyverns’ spot as rank one this season. Did you know?” A smarmy smile tells her that he knows exactly who she is and is delighting in this little exchange.

(Ah, the fourth option. Terrific.)

“Mm,” she replies flatly, ignoring the painful squeeze in her stomach that comes with any mention of her old team. Everything she’s lost flashes before her eyes in a brilliant burst of gold, quickly ripped apart to shreds by the smug, grinning face of Kion Locke. “Your total is—”

“Smile,” says the male, raising his phone and snapping what’s probably an extremely unflattering picture of her. “I’m DMing this into @washedupcelebs on Cauldron. Oh, and @cancelledcrones.”

At the mention of the cursed social media site, Taissa’s mouth twists in disgust. That’s where the majority of the death threats came from during the scandal, spamming her inbox, every picture she’d ever posted: even the one mourning the death of her father.

That was what broke her. The vile words underneath the photograph of her and her da, his crooked grin marred by the comments below. Telling her to kill herself. Threatening to do it themselves.

(There was one very interesting comment detailing a step-by-step ritual to summon Arawn, a death deity. Final step: Tell him to smite you down and spare you the shame of living, u stinky bitch, the user had written. Kion Locke had liked it. Because of course he had.)

As the elf taps away on his screen, Taissa feels her lips curl into a snarl. It is only by imagining Sansa, her little wyvern, standing behind her, that she avoids flinching as Worst Customer of the Week smirks gleefully. If Sansa were here, she’d bite the elf’s head off.

If Sansa were here, she’d bite Taissa’s head off for not standing up for herself.

(“I’m not the only one with teeth!” her wyvern would cry. “Use them!”)

Oh, she’s so tempted to take out her qyl. The silver, magical stylus resembling a feather is in the brown, faux leather holster strapped over her jeans, around her thigh. Witches like her are conduits to magic, and her qyl aids her in completing that magical circuit. Taissa could draw a Level Two Combat glyph, a circle with a slash through it, on her skin and leap over the counter with all the deadly grace of an assassin. Morgana help the male if she chose to use a Level Three.

It’s the way of magic to have levels. All glyphs—from Protection to Combat and everything in between—have different versions of themselves. Level Ones are the simplest: minor sensations, nothing deserving of jazz hands, easy symbols any witch, warlock, or mage could master. Level Twos, well, those are small miracles. More swoops and squiggles and overall concentration are required. Level Threes … Level Threes are most certainly deserving of jazz hands. Hardly anybody can master Level Fours or Fives, unless it’s part of their profession.

(For example: A Level One Luck glyph can help you find your missing sock from a few months back. A Level Two can make sure you get top marks on that alchemy exam. A Level Three can win you an entire carriwitchet game, unless you’re found out by Kion Locke. A Level Four can grant you the lottery. A Level Five can reunite you with your long-lost twin, who happens to be in possession of a staggering inheritance, and is ever so eager to purchase you a sprawling mansion on the tropical island of your choice.)

(Usage of Levels Four and Five are highly monitored by the Department of Magical Regulation.)

The male would never see her attack, fueled by the Level Two Combat glyph, coming. But that’s a surefire way to be sacked, and Taissa needs this job.

So instead—

“Give me your phone,” she hisses, but the male dangles it just out of reach.

“This old thing?” he croons. When she snatches for it, he laughs, stepping back. Her elbows hit the counter with a dull thunk. “Sorry, luv, no can do. I got photos to submit. Besides, they have, like, hundreds of photos of you already but I’m sure they’ll consider adding one more to the pile. There’s that one of you crying behind a skip. It’s my favorite—”

“Oh, fuck off, you pointy sod,” says Taissa, a little less than pleasantly and very loudly.

Sansa would approve.

Donald, waddling over from his perennial perch near the pork scratchings shelf, sends her home early with a half-hearted speech about being disappointed in her but not very surprised, no, not very surprised at all. (This is not an unusual occurrence, to be fair. The customer is not the first to harass her at her job, and he definitely won’t be the last. If only Scran Mart had some semblance of HR—but she’s well aware that the shop’s willingness to have a social pariah ringing up deformed aubergines only goes so far.) All the while, the elf smiles mockingly at her and takes some more photos.

Taissa sends a vulgar gesture his way. It’s one she invented herself, and it’s quite good. The elf, however, looks more confused than anything.

One miserable car drive later (good old Drucilla the Dacia is beginning to heave her last breaths), and Taissa’s rather regretting her outburst as she stares down at the bills on her kitchen table. No matter how shambly the cottage is (no, the microwave, washer-dryer, and bathroom sink do not work … yes, there is a family of rats living somewhere in her walls, and no, she does not want to think about it), the cost of living in Banallan is expensive. She could have left during the fallout; she could have gone to another Hidden City in Scotland, like Glascolm or Dunanaird. She could have even gone to Pluenn in Wales, Ballyford in Northern Ireland, or Great Hartwich in England. Why remain in the city where her ex-teammates still reign, where everybody hates her?

The answer is simple, really. And so, so stupid.

She’s holding out hope. That she’ll be asked to return, to play again. That one day there’ll be a knock on her door and it’ll be the NCL Wyverns, begging for her to come back. Maybe even Aster, wearing her half of their ridiculous friendship locket again, grinning like nothing ever changed.

Morgana, she’s an idiot.

Throat tight, Taissa shoves the pile of bills off the table. Fine. So she can make do with skipping breakfast and lunch, maybe picking up more shifts at Scran Mart and hiding her face underneath a hat. The one thing she won’t do is ask her mum for help.

After all, Estee Cho isn’t much better off than she is, even after selling the house. All that money she’s using to travel the world, but even that’s begun to run low. Taissa’s childhood home wasn’t a mansion. Sighing hard, she bends down to pick up the bills, trying to ignore how uneven the kitchen’s wooden floorboards are. Overdue payments, rude elves, and the lingering smell of pork scratchings on her clothes. This is her life now. After throwing the papers back onto the table, Taissa stomps into the garden and the late morning air.

The small vegetable patch behind her bucolic cottage was her mum’s idea. Estee is of the firm opinion that there’s nothing a few hours spent elbows-deep in a sea of damp, loamy soil can’t fix. And despite her daughter’s protestations (Taissa loathes eating vegetables, much less bringing them into existence), Estee marched right into Taissa’s garden armed with a spade, a shovel, and a boatload of good intention. Thus had Taissa’s vegetable patch been born (rather forcefully, in her opinion—her mother was quite ferocious in her shoveling), and despite her initial protestations, the ridiculous thicket of kale, Swiss chard, and tomatoes has grown in the rich Scotland soil—and has grown on her.

Nothing relieves the ever-bubbling cauldron of anger inside of Taissa’s chest more than brutally ripping stubborn weeds out of the ground, wringing them tight in her gloved fist, and pretending that they’re the necks of various people—Coach Frasier’s ruddy one, Referee Stoughton’s pale one, and Kion Locke’s stupid, thick one.

Aside from the violence Taissa likes to enact against her weeds, the garden is a peaceful place, dappled with sunlight and painted in shades of green. Dark emerald moss blankets speckled stones. Overgrown grass surrounds her vegetable patch, and a weeping willow is home to a family of chittering squirrels. The looming forest of pine seeps, somewhat, onto her yard.

Creatures from the forest—golden-haired and finely dressed gruagachs, snub-nosed bumpy-backed hobyahs, and even the occasional fomorian—like to watch the spectacle of Taissa’s bloodthirsty weeding with amused eyes, half-hidden in the woodland shadows. The higher-level Protection glyphs she etched into the trees with her qyl shortly after her move-in prevent the more unsavory creatures—those of the Unseelie court, such as the ogreish fomorian currently beadily eyeing her, as well as the people-eating hobyahs—from actually trespassing onto her private territory, but nothing stops them from laughing as she shreds a weed to pieces. It’s a cacophony of chuckles ranging from the sound of chiming bells (those would be the kindly gruagachs) to hoarse cackles (those from the lumpy hobyahs and the fomorian). Taissa sends the Unseelie a wary glance. These wild faeries are far more deceitful and dangerous than their modern counterparts: Those who choose to live in the forests of old tend to lean toward the ancient ways. They are the ones that might enchant you to dance until your feet are bloodied; they are the Fair Folk, who are every bit as tricksy as a feral fox and every bit as sly as a winding snake.

A trickle of sweat drips down Taissa’s temple as she digs back into the soil. She fervently imagines the day she wreaks her vengeance upon Coach Frasier for that Level Three Luck glyph. It’s a worn-out fantasy, riddled with wrinkles from its age, but Taissa cannot stop her mind from shooting in that direction.

She hadn’t wanted him to put that glyph on her. She hadn’t needed it, hadn’t needed any luck to beat the Stymphs. She was Taissa fucking Cho, for Morgana’s sake. She could execute an aileron one-handed with her eyes shut. She’d beaten every carriwitchet record at the age of nineteen. And her bond with Sansa, her wyvern, was unrivaled.

Which was why it was so fucking debilitating when they stripped her of that Bonding glyph, ripping it from her chest like a leech off skin. Even now, she can hear her own scream: hoarse and unending, joined by Sansa’s cries of pain and terror as her witch was taken from her, as that same glyph was burned from her scales.

It was like losing a limb, losing Sansa. Like having her heart wrenched out of her broken rib cage. Like being plunged into the darkest, coldest winter after four years of vibrant summer. It was like dying in the most horrific ways. Suffocating, drowning, bleeding out.

She bonded to Sansa at eighteen when she first joined the NCL, a bright-eyed rookie with a head full of dreams. Sansa was a runt, and the other players had opted for the larger beasts with fierce tempers and pounds of deadly muscle, scorning the little wyvern as useless. Coach Frasier was utterly unimpressed by Sansa and had been on the verge of selling her back to the breeder when Taissa laid eyes on the tiny wyvern in the stable’s stall. When the Winged turned those huge, luminous eyes back onto her, Taissa knew. Immediately.

This was her wyvern.

Coach Frasier protested, of course. He did a whole song and dance about how Sansa wouldn’t last the season, how she was cranky and unreasonable, how she’d bitten a handler so badly that he’d had to go to the hospital. Taissa didn’t care. Sansa was already hers, in her heart.

And, perhaps more important, Taissa was already Sansa’s.

The Bonding glyph only secured that, and gave her and Sansa a channel to speak through. She’ll never forget the sound of Sansa’s voice ringing through her head, bright and happy, with the sort of quick humor that only a wyvern could possess. The riddles she posed to Taissa before each game never failed to make Taissa laugh.

“Walk on the living, they don’t utter a mumble. Walk on the dead, they mutter and grumble.”

“Leaves?” That particular riddle was one of Sansa’s easier ones, but Taissa was still rewarded with a happy nuzzle from her wyvern and the ability to ride her throughout the match.

That particular part of the game is where carriwitchet derives its name. In order to mount their steeds for the match, each player has to correctly answer a riddle posed to them by their Winged. It’s an old, old custom. The sport, after all, comes from Ye Olden Days of magic and mayhem, when warlocks would ride cunning Wingeds into battle against rival armies.

This battle tactic was amply used in the First and Second Seelie-Unseelie Wars; the Great Elven Conflicts of the fourth, fifth, and sixth centuries; the Undead Horde Incident; as well as—bizarrely—the Audacious Bannik Uprising of Rus.

Why witches chose to ride steeds such as dragons and wyverns into battle against poor Russian bathhouse faeries who simply wanted better (and more modest) lodgings is far, far beyond Taissa.

The Wingeds had been wild then, not bred and domesticated as they are now. So in order to prove themselves worthy of riding upon the Winged’s back, a witch had to demonstrate their wit through the solving of a carriwitchet. But then the Wingeds, much like magic itself, began to die out, hunted by humans and their ilk. It was why the glyph-warded Hidden Cities had been established, to offer a refuge for the magical. Yet by that point, the Wingeds were little more than hunting trophies hanging on human walls. In a conservation effort, more were bred, but they were not as wild—nor as ferocious—as before. Oh, most certainly they were violent, especially during the games, but the Wingeds of old could topple mountains with their bellows.

The idea of Sansa doing something like that was always incomprehensible to Taissa. Her small wyvern was more likely to get distracted by a passing butterfly (her favorite snack).

How dare Coach Frasier give her to someone else?

To Elise, of all people?

For Morgana’s sake, it was Taissa that had finally broken through to the aggressive wyvern, Taissa who spent hours gambling her limbs to bond with the violent, sharp-toothed creature. Elise urged Taissa to pick a new steed, Elise had shot her dirty looks and muttered under her breath about “dirty runts,” Elise doubted that Sansa could be anything great—and now her ex-friend was reaping the benefits of Taissa’s hard work. It sickens her to her stomach.

Now, as she rips through the soil, a gaping hole in her heart where Sansa once occupied, she is entirely unaware of the soft footsteps approaching her. Unaware that things are finally diverging from her usual, depressing schedule. Taissa is only cognizant of how badly she misses her wyvern. She hopes, oh so dearly, that Sansa has been noshing on Elise, that stuck-up, preening, vain piece of—

Her scrabbling, angry hands freeze in the dirt, falling very, very still amongst the Swiss chard. A shadow has seeped across Taissa’s vegetables, and her blood runs cold as the sun is blotted out from above her.

The shadow clears its throat. Impatiently.

Who the fuck, Taissa thinks very calmly as she shucks off her gardening gloves, is this?




CHAPTER TWO

Taissa

It isn’t her mum. It can’t be. Estee is in a French Hidden City for the week, set on eating every croissant in sight, meaning that Taissa has a lovely respite from the motherly nitpicking (“yes, Mum, I’ve been eating my fruits”) and unless little Abigail Williams has suddenly become brave enough to trespass all the way into her backyard, this “visitor” is nobody friendly.

Her stalker fan from a few years back, intent on stealing more than just her knickers? The elven male from the shop, offended by her insults? Her brain tartly suggests that no, it is actually an assassin, a murderer, who likes to kill twenty-four-year-old women as they angrily garden.

The shadow clears its throat. Again.

(An impatient murderer. Oh, great.)

In one swift movement, Taissa is grabbing her qyl from its holster and leaping to her feet. As quickly as she can, she scratches a Level Two Combat glyph onto her exposed forearm just as her eyes began to raise toward the intruder.

She looks up.

It’s worse.

Oh, it’s so, so much worse.

She looks at him, and it’s like she’s back in the stadium, her blood thrumming with that potent mix of joy and anger as she swoops and soars upon Sansa, the wind whipping through her hair.

She looks at him and it’s like she’s eighteen again, locking eyes with him for the first time across the gala’s ballroom after loving him from afar for two whole infatuated years.

That unapproachable, unsmiling face is the same as it has always been, even back when she had his posters on her wall. Like his features were carved from unforgiving stone by a sculptor with bitter hands, an artist who wished to carve a violent tempest of a man. His eyes are dark slashes glaring at her above his aquiline nose, his mouth—the bottom lip slightly and perpetually bee-stung in a way that’s incongruous with the scowl it’s currently twisted into—set above a sharp chin and a neck that she has imagined wringing many, many times.

“Hello, Cho,” says Kion Locke in that gruff, cold voice. She’s heard it cussing her out, shouting in frustration across the pitch to his teammates, roaring at the refs … but never, ever greeting her. She’s staggered by confusion—literally. Taissa stumbles back, feeling the world shake beneath her feet.

She’d wanted, so badly, to know him.

He’d made sure that never happened.

Confusion replaces fear. And now, he’s …

In Banallan.

In her garden.

Saying hello.

After ruining her life, after ripping it apart and setting it afire. Standing over her patch of greens, the sun shining behind his head like some kind of ridiculous halo, his arms folded, his formidable brows slashed downward like he’s the one who’s been ambushed in the midst of his cathartic gardening therapy.

The audacity.

It’s like she’s been rammed by a Knocker, the way the breath rushes out of her, the way she feels like she’s falling, falling through thin air.

Does he know how completely he broke her?

Does he even care?

“You didn’t answer your front door,” Kion is saying rather accusatorily in that thick South London accent, but by now, the Combat glyph is darkening to black on Taissa’s dirt-smeared skin. It floods her body with adrenaline and a burning desire to see Kion Locke fall straight onto his arse (although, admittedly, that’s probably not completely the glyph’s doing).

Violence thrums through her like a song. Kion’s features slowly sharpen in wariness as somewhere in the woods, a group of gruagachs giggle. A few have drifted into the yard—the hob-like faeries are of the Seelie court, and the Protection glyphs don’t dispel the small beings in their traditional green and red finery, although Taissa does very much wish that the glyphs had kept Kion Locke out.

Kion’s eyes finally snap to the glyph. “What the— Are you bloody kidding me? Don’t you dare use that,” he warns, low and menacingly, but Taissa doesn’t much feel like hearing him out just now. “At least listen to why I’m here—”

Here. In her garden. In the one space that’s been safe since he ruined her life.

Is he here to take this away from her, too?

“You have five seconds to tell me what you’re doing here,” she rasps. “And if I don’t like the answer, I will use the glyph.”

“Five fucking seconds isn’t enough—”

“You have two left.”

“Merlin’s sagging balls,” hisses Kion, “you’re counting too fucking fast.”

“Aaaand that’s five.”

“For fuck’s sake, Cho.”

Taissa hates the way he’s looking at her, like she’s the one being unreasonable. “You ruined everything for me, Locke,” she chokes out. “Excuse me if I don’t want to listen to your half-arsed apology.”

Because that’s surely why he’s here. It’s the only reason Taissa can think of for his sudden, bizarre appearance. His guilty conscience (which she’s surprised he even has) is catching up to him. Well, she’s not interested in hearing it. Apologies fix nothing.

Unless his I’m sorry comes with a fat wad of cash, she’s got no time to spare for him.

But Kion snorts in disbelief, though there’s no trace of amusement on his face. Just cold, hard anger. “You think that’s why I’m here? To say ‘sorry’?” His eyes narrow and he continues, heedless of the rage boiling within her. Growing and growing. “I didn’t ruin your life. You did. Single-handedly.”

“Go fuck yourself, Locke,” she hisses, beginning to tremble. “Go fuck yourself with a big, bulky broomstick. You’re the reason I have to sell Irn-Bru to foul Wintertides elves—you’re the reason I can’t even see Sansa anymore—”

“Come off it. You want to know why your life is a sad disaster, Cho? Look in the bloody mirror.”

For a moment, the silence between them is so thick that it could suffocate fifty grown men. All Taissa can hear is a high-pitched screaming in her mind, much like the angry whistle of a burning teakettle.

Right. That’s it.

Later, Taissa will reflect that she should have risen above this little moment of gaslighting like a beautiful angel. Alas, she is instead prone to fits of violence more befitting a devil.

(Sansa really would be proud of her today.)

As the enraged screaming in her head grows louder, Taissa launches herself at him with all the fury, all the crazed rage, of a wounded wildcat. Kion shouts, reaching for his own qyl in his own holster, but Taissa tackles him before he has a chance to arm himself, hurtling over her beloved vegetables with a speed and strength made possible only through the ancient symbol burning on her arm.

For her, it happens in slow motion—her palms smacking straight into his shoulders as his eyes widen in disbelief, the way the wind generated by her attack stirs his dark, wavy hair, the way his stupidly, ridiculously high cheekbones have begun to flush with a deep, dark sort of anger underneath his five o’clock shadow in a way that would be frightening to anybody but Taissa.

She’s faced him on the field.

She’s beaten him.

And in her mind, this vegetable patch is the final, ultimate war zone. He’s crossed into her territory. Isn’t it enough that he’s trampled her heart? Does he need to trample her vegetables, too?

There’s also the part of her that’s convinced this is all some bizarre dream, that she fell asleep in the dirt while wading through those vivid fantasies of revenge. Best to live it up before she wakes, and murdering Kion Locke is entirely inaccessible to her again.

Yet any notion that this isn’t real quickly dissolves as the rest of her body collides with his, slamming into him like a wrecking ball, her forehead knocking against his so hard that she doesn’t see stars, but galaxies. With a roar of rage, Kion is toppling backward, his arms pinwheeling in a frantic and humiliating motion that is the most beautiful thing Taissa’s ever seen. He hits the ground.

Hard.

Taissa lands on top of him, forehead banging against his again. She wheezes as his elbow digs into her stomach—wheezes directly in his face. As the cosmos fades from Taissa’s vision, Kion’s expression is one she’d love to have framed: shock mixed with great disgust, fury, and bewilderment.

Straining to maintain the upper hand, Taissa straddles his waist and rips her qyl back out of her holster. She presses the feather’s sharp metal tip onto the hint of clavicle visible underneath his tight black shirt.

“I could draw a Level Four Pain glyph onto you,” she pants. She took the time to perfect that Level Four specifically for this reason. And her skill with glyphs made it easy. “Or perhaps you’d prefer a simple Pixie Pox glyph? I think the symptoms would be a most cruel and unusual punishment.” Boking pink glitter, for one, if she uses the Level Two iteration. “Some might even say karmic.”

Oh, she’d just love to see him boke that shite.

Both glyphs are forbidden, of course, by the UKHC Department of Magical Regulation, but she’s long past caring. No magic will ever deliver to him the pain he inflicted on her.

A vein is pulsing rather pugnaciously on Kion’s sweat-dampened forehead. His cheeks are even more flushed than they were before. “Yes, you do like forbidden glyphs, don’t you, Cho? You haven’t changed at all,” he sneers up at her.

She flinches but compensates by pressing her qyl into his forehead and, with gusto, begins to draw the Pixie Pox glyph.

It has a rather complicated series of loops speckled with small diamonds—

“Oh, piss off,” growls Kion, and with a heave of strength, shoves her off him before she can truly begin. Tumbling away from his hard body, Taissa rolls onto the grass and leaps to her feet just as Kion rises to his. His black jeans are streaked with grass stains, she notes with immense satisfaction. And he’s breathing hard, his chest rising and falling unevenly. His eyes are flashing with something that looks like hatred but has somehow surpassed all that hatred can be.

Impressive.

“Be glad I didn’t get my scarves, Locke,” spits Taissa.

Kion looks briefly puzzled before evidently deciding he doesn’t care enough to ask more questions. Taissa steels herself, drawing her shoulders back as she eyes the warlock’s lithe body up and down, hoping that her disdain burns in her eyes as much as it burns in her pounding heart.

“By the way,” Taissa adds, breathless with fury and the overwhelming need to throttle him, “I hate you.” Truthfully, she has never been so soul-baringly honest in her entire life.

“You,” he snaps back, his knuckles white around his qyl, the pointer finger of his other hand jabbing at her, “are fucking unbelievable—”

“And you’re a burnt-out Robber who tanked his team to the bottom of the Minor League and can’t even manage to crawl his way back up above the Cockatrices,” Taissa fires back.

To her great pleasure, she sees him flinch. It’s subtle—a stiffening of his shoulders, a bobbing of his throat—but she knows her arrow has struck true. She knows him, in the way only rivals on opposing teams can. That relationship (more of a hatredship, really) is just as, if not more, intimate than a marriage.

After all, they’ve seen each other drenched in sweat and panting, trembling with exertion, grunting and groaning and crying out in ecstasy. Seen each other at their most vulnerable: sobbing tears of joy, shouting in fury or triumph or panic until their voices gave way, spouting the dirtiest words known to man. Kion’s favorite cuss word?

Fuck.

Oh, Taissa knows everything about Kion Locke: his favored defensive move (a barrel roll, followed by a tuck-and-drop), the way his eyes grow glassy with a victory, the way his upper lip curls and his brows lower when he’s anxious. His favorite restaurant (Taste of Delhi in Pinion-upon-Keat), his favorite club (Rules), his taste in women (leggy, blonde, and certainly not Taissa Cho … not that she remotely cares anymore), and the exact type of cologne he favors (Atlantis, something tropical and not entirely unappealing).

Know thy enemy.

She most certainly does. Although some of her knowledge had been acquired from her heyday as one of his infatuated fans (see: taste in women, cologne preference), once their rivalry was established, it was impossible not to learn more. Their names were paired together for years, in magazines, in tabloids, in commentaries, on social media. At one point, their known rivalry was so intense that when one thought of Taissa Cho, mention of Kion Locke soon followed. It began at that gala, but burst into flames when Taissa broke the first of Kion’s NCL records. And then another. And then another.

He’d been great, once. And so had she.

But now they’re standing off in her garden, one disgraced and hated, the other the absolute laughingstock of the NCL.

Both very inclined to murder.

Kion looks like he’s slowly and painstakingly gathering the scraps of his already-tattered patience. A muscle is ticking ferociously in his jaw; his hand seems to be trembling around his qyl as he re-holsters it.

“You know, I came all the way up from England to Scotland on a perfectly fine Thursday afternoon when I could be doing literally anything else, to ask you one question. One bloody question, Cho, and your first instinct is to knock me flat on my arse and spit in my face,” he says, in an almost conversational tone belied only by the way his accent has become thicker, nearly to the point of non-intelligibility (the way it does when he’s close to flying into one of his famed temper tantrums).

“I’ve not spat in your face,” says Taissa, offended.

Kion looks like he’s about to choke on his own fury, swatting away the whispering sprites. “This is the part when you ask what the fucking question is.”

Taissa glares right back at him. Her head aches something fierce. With her initial reaction to scratch the tempestuous Combat glyph onto her skin, she’s been doling out punches first and thinking later. Or, really, not at all.

Kion Locke. Here. In her garden. What’s this “one bloody question” he came all this way to ask?

“I’m flattered,” says Taissa slowly, “but, see, marriage isn’t really in the cards for me right now.”

“I’m not asking you to marry me!”

“Oh,” mutters Taissa, being deliberately obtuse because she knows how it’ll incense him.

And then, because she also knows it will make him absolutely lose his mind, she shrugs, turns around, and begins walking toward her cottage. She feels the Fair Folk’s stares on her back from the forest, but nothing burns more than Kion’s enraged glower as it sears a hole through her spine.

Let him glare. Whatever Kion Locke has to ask her isn’t worth a minute more of her time. Yes, she’s curious (of course she’s curious), but that curiosity weighs nothing in comparison to the deep, deep well of resentment sloshing around inside of her.

Seeing him here, in the flesh, brings it all back in a gigantic wave, even more than cruel Cauldron posts or snide remarks ever can. Because of him, it’s been years since she played carriwitchet, since she felt like she could live, really live. Because of him, she lost Sansa …

And she’ll never forgive him for it.

“Cho!” hisses Kion from behind her.

She looks over her shoulder at him. Just a bit. For a moment, standing there near her tomatoes and kale, he looks almost lost. Forlorn. Something passes between them, just briefly. She knows he feels it, too—how the memories dangle between them like winter cobwebs, sparkling and delicate, yet cold. This isn’t the first time they’ve stared each other down from across a field. Calculating the other’s next move. Scouring for weaknesses.

She’s found his. For whatever reason, he needs her.

And she has no plans on helping him.

Taissa smiles sweetly at Kion Locke.

“Get the fuck off my lawn,” she says. The sprites giggle as she stomps back toward her cottage.




CHAPTER THREE

Kion

Look.

It’s not that he’d thought it would be easy.

Taissa Cho has never once made anything easy for him. Not a single time.

But was it too much for a lad to hope that he wouldn’t be the victim of an assassination attempt at two o’clock in the afternoon after sitting in a cramped train car for hours on end? Kion grits his teeth as he pounds his fist into the weathered green door of Taissa’s cottage. “Cho!” he bellows. “Open the bloody door!”

Merlin’s balls. It’s been two fucking years since he’s seen her, two years since that match against the Banallan Wyverns. Some seven-hundred-and-twenty days providing ample time for self-reflection, but she hasn’t changed a jot. Stubborn, infuriating, deliberately rude and violent. Not to mention her lingering predilection for illegal glyphs. Where the hell did she learn a Pixie Pox glyph? Those aren’t the sorts of glyphs that were taught in the Witcheries of the Hidden Cities. Unless Scotland has a very different curriculum than England.

Kion knocks again, even harder. This cottage isn’t at all what he was expecting. When he’d filched the address from a buggy website, he’d anticipated some swanky apartment complex. Not a tiny, cobblestone cottage in the middle of Nowhere, Banallan, with a disgustingly picturesque little front drive and a vegetable patch. A vegetable patch.

When he’d seen her in it, tearing up weeds like they’d personally offended her, his heart had stopped in his chest. Her long, curly, dark brown hair, her freckled skin, the way her lip juts out when she’s mad. He hadn’t thought he’d forgotten all those little details about her, but the sight of Taissa in the flesh had done something deeply disturbing to that organ nestled deep in his rib cage.

It was resentment, of course, making it beat harder.

“Cho!” he calls again, stepping back and running a hand through his hair. His eyes catch on a glyph carved just to the side of the green door—a spiky glyph, one against trespassers. Even were he to knock the door down, he won’t be able to get into the cottage. He groans, leaning his forehead against the door.

Hells. Why is he even here? Who knows how long Taissa had been using Luck glyphs? Who knows if she’s even a halfway decent player without them? Nobody thought so, no team would have her after it all went down. But this is his one last shot. He’s become a desperate man these past two years. His team is somehow at the bottom—the bottom—of the NCL Minor League.

And a part of him still grudgingly believes that Taissa Cho was one of the best Robbers in NCL history. That’s why he’s come. For another chance. One last shot.

Kion takes a deep breath, reminding himself of that. “Cho,” he says through the door, absolutely certain that she’s listening intently from the other side. “Look. I’m … sorry about that whole Wyverns business.” He forces the apology out through his teeth. It is, even to him, probably the least sincere apology he’s ever heard in his life.

There’s something like a snort from inside the cottage.

He grinds his molars together. “I’m here because I have something to offer you.” Let him put it like that. The thought of telling Taissa Cho that he needs her makes him shudder.

Silence from behind the door. But he can imagine her tilting her head, narrowing those eyes.

His forehead, still against the door, aches from her collision. Just say it, thinks Kion. Just say it, right now, and see what happens. You’ve got nothing to lose. Not anymore.

Right. Fine.

“Look,” he says, “I want you to come and play for the Stymphs.”

A dead, dead silence meets his ears. Kion presses himself harder against the door. “Cho,” he snaps, growing impatient. “Did you hear me—”

A moment later, the door is swinging open, and Kion is tumbling inside, staggering into a small foyer that smells like thyme and honey. He barely manages to catch himself as Taissa slams the door shut again and stares at him, her arms crossed, her lips thin. He can tell that she’s shocked, shocked to her core, even though she’s pretending not to care.

She’s Taissa Cho, for fuck’s sake. He knows her like he knows that autumn is followed by winter.

Breathing hard, Kion stares down at her. Other players used to underestimate Cho because of her, and that runt wyvern’s, small size. Kion never had. It’d be stupid to. She’s like a lightning storm contained: all flashing eyes, all crackling electricity as she glowers right back up at him. When time ticks by and she says nothing, Kion gives up.

“Will you just bloody say something?”

There, in her glare, is a spark of victory. He curses himself. He’s all but admitted that he needs her and has given her the upper hand. Kion suppresses a frustrated groan as her lips curl into an unpleasant smile.

“Would you,” she says in that warm Scottish brogue, “like a cup of tea?”
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It’s a fucking stalemate, that’s what it is.

Kion sits at the kitchen’s wooden table, staring Taissa down over his mug of chamomile. She’s staring right back, slowly stirring a sugar cube into her own cup, an impenetrable wall of willful nonchalance. A small clock hanging above the fridge ticks the time past.

It has been seven minutes and twenty-four seconds.

Taissa seems inclined to keep the deeply uncomfortable silence going until one of them drops dead from old age. Clearly, she’s hoping it’s him. The way she’s frowning just confirms it.

His teammates always said that the only person grumpier than Kion was Taissa Cho. He’s starting to see how right they were.

“You remind me of a hedgehog,” he mutters, because she’s worn him down and he’s bloody exhausted and also deeply uncomfortable, and the silence shatters into millions of jagged pieces.

Taissa sets down her spoon. “Why,” she says, very slowly, “do I remind you of a hedgehog?”

“Prickly and small,” is all Kion snaps back, incredibly fucking furious that he broke the silence first. What happened to his resilience? Shredded to nothing by Cho and her fucking sugar-cube-stirring, that’s what.

Her brows pull together and she leans forward across the table, drumming her fingers on its wood. Something in her face tells him that it’s time.

“Locke … I don’t understand. I don’t understand why you’re really here.”

“I told you—”

“No. You’re up to something, Locke. You don’t want me to join the Stymphs. You can’t. Is this some sort of joke? Are there hidden cameras on you?” She begins to rise, like she intends to pat him down in search of any. Kion scoots back before he can stop himself.

“I’m not lying to you.”

“I just—”

Is her voice wavering? Kion grimaces. Okay, yeah. So he can see that the fallout has been bad for her. When he first came in, there had been a pile of bills on the table. She’d hastily swept them away, but not quickly enough. And there are dark circles underneath her eyes, plus the faint smell of … pork scratchings?

Only depressed people eat those things.

“I just,” Taissa says again, this time steadier, “don’t believe you.”

Kion eyes her for a long moment before pulling out his qyl from its holster.

“What are you doing?”

“Truth glyph,” he mutters, tracing the swirling symbol onto his forearm. “Level One.” When it darkens to black, he looks back up at her. Taissa’s eyes are wide. Nobody can lie underneath Truth. Not even in its simplest form. He can feel his tongue loosening, magic binding him to absolute honesty. If it were its Level Three version, he’d be spilling his secrets here and now, unable to control his oversharing. Level One allows him more control. And he doesn’t exactly know many upper-level glyphs. Didn’t pay enough attention in class.

There’s only one Level Four he knows. And the memories of what it did still haunt him.

Technically, he’s not supposed to use any level of Truth in the absence of a magistrate official. Technically, what he’s doing is very illegal. But technically, he can pay a fine and be done with it all. He’ll call Lionel, have him pull some strings. “Ask again. Ask why I’m here.”

Her voice is scratchy. She’s staring at the glyph, a funny expression on her face. “Why … why are you here, Locke?”

“Because I need you to come and play for the Stymphs.”

Fuck. Kion grimaces, having said need instead of want. He’s revealed his desperation. He’s given Taissa the upper hand.

“That’s enough of that,” he grumbles, scribbling the Nullifying glyph over Truth. Its effects diminish, then disappear.

Her eyes are wide and shining. For a moment, she says nothing. Just stares at him, her breathing quickening. Uncomfortable, he shifts in his seat.

“Cho. For fuck’s sake, say something.”

Her lips part. Nothing comes out.

Merlin. Has she gone catatonic? He snaps his fingers in front of her face. Nothing.

“Cho.”

It’s like watching a computer reboot. Her expression rearranges itself from shock to cool amusement. Even her glittering eyes dim. Taissa leans forward, and Kion knows he’s in trouble.

“Okay. Why do you assume I’d want to come and play for your shite team, Locke?”

So she’s going to make this difficult. More difficult.

Kion pushes aside his chamomile and suppresses the urge to bash his head against the table. “No NCL team will take you; you’re all but unofficially blacklisted from the league. But you’re dying to play. Don’t think that I can’t tell.” He smiles unpleasantly. “Gardening, Cho? Really? You’re itching to be in the skies, not on your knees in a patch of dirt.”

Her eyes flash. “For your information, you absolute numpty, I happen to like gardening.”

“Maybe.” Kion sniffs, shrugs, and leans back in his chair. “But do you like it more than carriwitchet?” He watches as Taissa picks her spoon back up in a clenched fist, like she’s considering gouging out his eyes with it.

“Oh, I liked carriwitchet,” she snarls. “No—I loved it. The game. My team. San … Sansa.” Her throat works, she looks away for a long moment. Kion stiffens in his seat, clenching his jaw.

“Do you know what it feels like?” Taissa asks quietly, looking back at him. “When they tear your Bonding glyph off you? Do you have any idea what that feels like?”

Almost in answer, the glyph on his chest burns, nervously. Sweat beads on his forehead; itchy shivers roll down his spine. “That’s not the point, Cho.” Thinking about it is one million times worse than the idea of getting his bollocks chopped off.

She looks back at him for a long, long moment, her face still and steady save for the burning expression which Kion knows means that she despises him and wishes he would die immediately of the fatal illness of being a “numpty.”

Enough of this.

“Let’s not pretend you haven’t already made up your mind,” snaps Kion, shoving his chair back and standing up, suddenly deeply uncomfortable. “So we’ll go on and cut this short, yeah? You say you’ll be coming to play with us, thank you; I say you’re welcome, I bought you a train ticket to Pinion, you start packing—”

To his ire, Taissa hasn’t moved an inch. Instead, she stares down at her
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