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      It didn’t get easier. Grief.

      Something that had been just out of Mal’s reach for so much of his life had been ripped away—like sand slipping between his fingers, the grains lost to the wind—right as he got close enough to maybe grasp it.

      He’d almost had . . . everything.

      And then it was gone.

      The weight of his grief sat in his chest, every second of every day. Sometimes he could forget about it. Sometimes he could push it to the back of his mind, focus instead on the ebb and flow of life in the District of Eventide, on the way his sister kept him busy, on the blood and sweat and exhaustion that came with running a gang. And then—out of nowhere it seemed—something would remind him of them, and everything would ache all over again.

      The funny thing was . . . Well. It wasn’t really funny so much as sad. But the funny thing was that they—Sage Nocturna—likely hadn’t even known Mal existed at all. At the very least, he knew Sage hadn’t known his name. Sage had been the heir to a powerful family and all that entailed. The Night Market. The Faceless Few gang. The property. The money. Ruthless on one hand and kind on the other. The perfect balance. Ethereal in their beauty and vibrant in their violence. So far out of Mal’s league that Mal could have played the game for a lifetime and never even have made it out of the minors.

      Was that how sports metaphors worked? He wasn’t sure. He didn’t like sports. That was Mox’s thing.

      But he was sure that after Sage had saved him and Mox from a life of starving on the streets, after he’d made that . . . that promise to Sage, they had probably promptly forgotten about him. Aside from the few moments where they were in the same place at the same time, or where Mal was given orders by one of Sage’s underlings, there was no need for the heir to the family to have any contact with someone as low level as Mal. No need for them to ever think about Mal again.

      Brushing dark strands of hair back from his face when the night wind of the graveyard threatened to tug more loose, Mal curled further in on himself, the back of his suit jacket pulling as he hunched his shoulders at the onslaught of memories. A life debt never repaid. Stolen glimpses. Smiles that were never meant for him but he hoarded anyway. A few brief conversations between superior and subordinate.

      And that one awful, beautiful moment when Mal snuck into Sage’s room to haunt their dreams and had been trapped there, sealing his fate for the rest of his life. He knew most didn’t adhere to the old laws. They didn’t see the traditions of the fae long past as valid anymore. But for a Mare, being trapped by the person they were meant to terrorize was as good as marriage, and while Mal had never been a traditionalist . . . Something clicked into place when he stared down at the person sleeping on the bed, breaths deep. As silly as the tradition was, it was true. Sage was his person, his spouse.

      He’d never get the chance to so much as try, now. Because Sage was gone. Stolen away by greed and jealousy. Cut down by their own family, for fuck’s sake.

      Mal shook out his hands where they had tightened into fists on his thighs. The grip so intense his knuckles had begun to ache. The wet from the grass had long since soaked into his slacks, but he didn’t care. It gave him something to focus on as he smoothed his palms across the wrinkled fabric stretched tight around his quadriceps.

      He’d have stains on his knees, barely visible on the dark fabric but there just the same. Proof that he’d once again prostrated himself in the middle of the graveyard before someone who was dead. Who hadn’t even known his name. Mox didn’t approve. She called it an obsession, but there was little she could do to stop him, even four years later.

      “I’m sorry,” he murmured, gentle and low, tilting his head back to look up at the statue before him. Soft lights floated around the stone, illuminating the tranquil face of the person who meant so much to Mal that they left a gaping hole in his chest in their absence. “I didn’t mean to bring my negativity to you. And I know I promised you I’d live, but sometimes it’s just . . . it’s so hard sometimes.”

      He frowned, inhaling deeply, trying to regain control of himself where he knelt at the feet of the monument to the one he owed his life. The one he’d loved, to some degree, albeit begrudgingly at times. No. Not had loved. Not really. There was no past tense about it, Mal loved Sage still. Would continue to long after the earth had claimed his body. Eternal.

      Because Sage saved him and his sister. Pulled them off the streets when they were starving. Sage gave him something to strive for, to live for. Sage was good, and kind, as much as they were vicious and brutal. Mal would never be able to escape his bone-deep admiration.

      The monument was a beautiful rendering of Sage—mostly due to Sage’s beauty and not Mal’s skill—the best he’d ever sculpted. But in the dim light from the moon and the fairy fire drifting through the air like lightning bugs, he could still see where it wasn’t quite right. Where it was missing something. The shine of life, perhaps.

      Still, it was better than nothing and far better than the blur that the sculpture became when the sun shone too brightly and he could hardly see anything at all, just shapes and shadows. It was why Mal always visited at night, haunting the graveyard like a specter in his perfectly tailored black suit, only his white cane flashing in the moonlight. That, and maybe his dress shirt if he’d gone with white instead of black, but that was rarer and rarer these days.

      White stained too easily. Running the Faceless Few was a bloody job. And as much money as he’d made over the years since losing Sage, Mal was still an orphan at heart. Aware of the cost of things, the value.

      “Chuckles is doing well,” he said at last, when he was sure his voice would no longer shake. “Her naming ceremony will be on the solstice. She hasn’t told a soul what name she’s picked. Says she’s keeping it for someone special, whatever that means to her. Chuckles will still apply, she claims, though I’m not sure how. But then . . . I’m sure you already knew that. She’s here almost as often as I am.” Mal pulled in a breath, his next words leaving him on a trembling laugh. “It’s hard to keep secrets from the dead, isn’t it?”

      It would be easy to lean forward and rest his forehead against the outstretched hand of the stone sculpture. To pretend for a moment that it was Sage touching him. To allow himself that small comfort in a sea of darkness. A comfort he’d only experienced once before, when he was a young teen and Sage—in their early twenties then—helped him to his feet in the middle of a crowded street. But the touch would likely only make the ache worse in the end, and what had Mal ever done to deserve such softness? Nothing. Not yet, anyway. He couldn’t even wipe out the bastards who’d taken Sage from him.

      One got away. Fucking Bentley Nocturna.

      “I’m sorry.” Mal sighed again, lowering his head. He wasn’t worthy of even looking at Sage. Why did he think he was? It’d been four years and he still hadn’t finished the job. And even if he had . . . he wasn’t anything special. Little gutter snipe that he was. He could dress himself in all the finery the Faceless Few could afford, and at his core he’d still be a dirty child who’d killed his way into greatness.

      Not greatness.

      He wasn’t great. He wasn’t half the person Sage would have been had they lived long enough to become the head of the family. Mal was just playing pretend. Wearing someone else’s shoes that were much too big for him, and hoping no one else noticed when he winced from the blisters.

      A rustle of fabric sounded behind him. Mal didn’t have to turn to know it was Mox. It was always Mox. His sister couldn’t leave well enough alone, it seemed. Always had to pick at things like a scabbed-over wound.

      Mal released a soft, tense breath and didn’t lift his head. “Tell me you’ve found her.”

      “’fraid not,” Mox said, not even a hint of apology in her tone.

      She was lucky she was Mal’s twin sister, because if she weren’t—if anyone else came to him with that blasé attitude toward their failure—he’d have ripped them apart limb from limb with shadows. Let the darkness and the nightmares he controlled as a Mare tear them into pieces so small only a mouse could feast upon them.

      “Then what the fuck, may I ask, are you doing here?” Mal’s voice was quiet, deadly. In the years since Sage’s death and Mal’s subsequent violent takeover of the Faceless Few, he’d learned that sometimes the quietest voices were the most terrifying. Shadows writhed around him, picking up off the ground, hissing in annoyance, threatening even if Mox knew he’d never act against her.

      “The Court of Families is being held”—Mal heard Mox shift again, her shoes creaking from the uneven distribution of her weight as she no doubt pulled her phone from her pocket to check the time—“in twenty.”

      “Fuck the Court.” Mal squeezed his eyes shut and clenched his fists again. Hate lit his veins on fire at the mere thought of the group of fae who had benefited from Sage’s death. Stood by and let it happen because it wasn’t their business. “Fuck the Seelie. Fuck the Unseelie. And fuck the Court of Families.”

      “If only it were that simple,” Mox mused, wistful perhaps for the life they lived before Mal decided it was his responsibility as Sage’s husband to make those who’d hurt them pay. He couldn’t say he blamed her for that. Life was a lot less complicated then. Not easier by any means, but less complicated certainly.

      “If only.” Mal scrubbed at his eyes, his lips curling at the water that had collected along his lash line without him even realizing it. Thank the Goddess for waterproof eye liner. His chest ached again, the reminder of what he was missing, and how different everything would be were he not missing it, so all-encompassing it felt like someone was sitting on his sternum. He wouldn’t be the head of the family—that would be Sage’s place—but it would be enough to be their underling. To do as they bid. “Give me ten minutes.”

      “But we have to be at Court in twenty, and it’ll take us at least⁠—”

      “Ten. Minutes. Mox.” Mal’s jaw clenched so tightly around the words, his back molars squeaked against one another.

      “Yes, sir,” Mox murmured, and he could imagine her dipping her head with more deference than she’d ever shown her twin brother in their life before they’d come to the Faceless Few begging for a way to feed themselves. For a home. A family. Before Sage had taken them into the family, protected them with their name, put their own life on the line for two teenagers who’d been begging on the streets days before. He didn’t care for it. He knew it was his due, but he didn’t have to like it.

      Mal waited until he heard the car door shut behind her before he returned his attention to the monument in front of him. Sage’s visage was carved from a block of pale marble. Each fold of their clothing meticulous. Each feature of their face careful, and kind. Everything in its place, right down to the wrinkles that used to form around their eyes when they were trying to hold back a smile. It was exactly the way they’d looked down at him as his bones ached from the cold hard cement. Exactly the way Sage had looked when they’d saved another dirty child from the wrath of the gangs in Eventide.

      Chuckles had gotten just as lucky as Mal and Mox to have had this expression turned toward her. He hoped she realized that.

      It had taken far longer than Mal would like to admit, even with his magic to help him along, to get that almost-smile near perfect. And even now, there was a pocket dimension off the basement of his and Mox’s old house that led into a cavern full of practice runs. All lacking . . . something.

      Still. It wasn’t quite right. Like Mal hadn’t been able to catch the light in Sage’s eyes.

      “It’s the medium,” Mal concluded, running a hand through his long black hair, fingers skimming the undercut on his right side, his dangling diamond earrings tinkling with the movement. “Nothing will ever live up to you. But you know that, don’t you?”

      The statue looked out across the graveyard, one of those soft, secret almost-smiles carved into their lips, a hand extended to the grave below them. It was the expression Mal remembered the best, even when the other details began to smudge and blur together, like the sound of Sage’s voice. The almost-smile stayed.

      Perhaps because it was the only expression Sage had ever directed toward Mal outside of vague indifference when they passed one another at Headquarters. Except for one other time.

      In the dim light of the crowded hall as they stood over the huddled form of a child who’d been caught stealing from the Night Market, Sage had looked up at Mal, their eyes meeting, and almost smiled. Caught his eye and winked, like they were sharing some secret joke. Only Mal had missed the punchline and instead of laughter, he found his breath lodged in his throat, his lungs burning with . . . something. It was so much like a scene a mere decade prior when a twenty-something Sage had looked down at a sixteen-year-old Mox and Mal and extended the same kindness.

      The child had been Chuckles. And Sage’s care for her was why, even if Mal found Chuckles insufferable—she was nine at the time after all, and it was hard to find any nine-year-old not insufferable—he and Mox had taken the pre-teen in when Sage was gone. Protected her as the Faceless Few was torn apart and remolded in Mal’s image.

      “I miss you,” Mal said at last, reaching toward the outstretched hand. He didn’t allow himself to touch. He never did. Not since he’d finished the sculpture and paid someone to have it replace the paltry grave marker Sage’s family chose for them. But even those words didn’t fit quite right. “I miss . . . knowing you were there, if I ever needed you again.”

      There was only one Nocturna left now to complain about the statue, and it was unlikely Bentley would. And even if she did, Mal wouldn’t care. Sage was worthy of more than a cheap headstone. It had been generic and bland when they’d been anything but.

      “Until next week.” Leaning forward, Mal adjusted the fresh flowers in the vase and rose, the old bouquet in one hand and his cane in the other. He turned for a moment, allowing himself one last glimpse at the face of the person who’d meant so much to him softened by fairy fire and lightning bugs, then headed back the way he’d come, picking carefully across the graveyard to the car where Mox waited.

      Mox didn’t say anything at first, just pulled away from the curb and out into the busy streets of DE. But Mal knew better than to think that would last.

      “It’s been four years, Mal,” Mox murmured, soft, gentle. It was the only time she ever sounded that way. Most of the time, her tone had a crisp, cutting quality. Biting and acerbic. But when they spoke of Sage, she tried to be kind. It didn’t suit her. Neither of them had been built for kindness, to receive nor offer it.

      “I’m well aware of how long it’s been, Mox.” Mal didn’t bother to turn and look at her. He kept his eyes forward, watching the lights of the city sweep by them in a twinkling blur. It was almost beautiful. Almost. If he allowed himself to forget the power struggles, and the stink of iron, and the blood coating the streets as the Seelie waged a silent war against the Unseelie. Silent because that’s what the Court of Families was for: to keep everyone in line. To keep the peace—the accords. It didn’t work. But they all tried to act like it did for whatever reason. Maybe because the quiet battles were more profitable.

      “You’re not even really married.” She winced, likely feeling the way Mal’s expression turned cutting without him even fixing her with the glare. “I know . . . Mare tradition. Getting trapped with them when you went to give them night terrors, means you’re married. But they didn’t sign on for that. They were never as devoted to you as you are to them. Don’t you think it’s time you⁠—”

      “We are not having this discussion,” Mal said briskly.

      Mox let out a long, slow breath, her fingers drumming against the steering wheel for a moment as the car idled at a stop light. “Okay.”

      “Tell me what the bastards in the Seelie Court want this time.”

      “What they always want.” Mox laughed a little, the sound hollow, self-deprecating. “Power. Land. Magic. The Night Market.”

      “Fuck me.” Mal sighed, tilting his head back against the headrest. The Night Market. That had been the one thing he hadn’t calculated into all his careful scheming in the takeover. Or perhaps not the market itself, but the power struggle over the market that followed the death of the entire family of Nocturna. Everyone wanted a piece of it, wanted control over it because it was the most lucrative business in Eventide. Whoever held the power of the Night Market held the power of commerce for the folk of Eventide. Capitalism at its most magical.

      And then there was the upkeep. Which took a bigger toll on his and Mox’s magic than either of them had anticipated. Almost as if the city of Eventide didn’t agree with the change in regime.

      “My thoughts exactly.” The turn signal clicked loudly in the space between them as Mox checked each direction to make sure it was clear. “And there’s a new player in town. Or so I’ve heard. It’s got everyone all in a tizzy.”

      “What kind of new player?” Mal finally tilted his head to look at Mox, his eyes narrowing to try to make out her features and the vibrant blur of her turquoise hair half-hidden by the dark between streetlights. She was mostly a shadow like this, even without the glaring sunshine that turned everything into blurry but colorful shapes.

      “A fixer.” Mox’s cheek twitched, barely visible as they passed under a light, but Mal couldn’t tell through the gloom if it was a frown or a smile. “They’re making one hell of a stir.”

      “Do we have anything on them yet?” Mal didn’t like a new player in his city. Especially one he was just hearing about.

      “No. I wish we did though. Their work is . . .” Mox’s form shuddered, and when she next spoke her voice was a little raspy. “Breathtaking.”

      Mal rolled his eyes and looked back out the windshield. He’d never understand how Mox could jump from one crush to the next without any real thought to the person themself. All while he remained steadfast and true to one person. It was baffling.

      “Have they worked with anyone we know yet?”

      “Unclear. But I’m going to find out tonight.”
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      The gate to Court was nothing more than a brick wall with giant broken pieces of sculpted marble in front of it. It sat just off the walking path that ran between it and the water.

      A face, godlike in its size, gleamed in the moonlight. It looked like an art installation by some human, but anyone with any sense for magic—any folk—would know better, would see the way warding spells sizzled around it like heat off pavement. Look-aways. And keep-outs. And camouflages. To make any non-magical peoples walk right past. Maybe they’d take a couple of pictures on their phone, marvel at the broken artistry of a fallen god carved in marble and crumpled to pieces—an eye there, a lip here, a nose that way—before a generic brick wall. But none would get close enough to enter, and that’s all that mattered.

      A cool, briny breeze coasted across the water behind them, tickling the hairs at the back of Mox’s neck where her chin-length turquoise hair was cut high enough to expose sensitive skin. She wanted to grab Mal by the wrist and force him to talk more about Sage and his perpetual widowerhood. To look what he was doing dead in the face and realize how nonsensical it was. Would it make him give up on this insane quest to wipe out anyone and everyone that had anything to do with Sage’s death? Maybe. Maybe not. But anything had to be better than this constant moping.

      She wouldn’t though. Because, despite what a lot of people seemed to think of her, she wasn’t stupid. She still remembered the fistfight they’d gotten into the last time she’d pushed this. She had a scar along her chin from where he’d shoved her so hard, she cracked it against a tombstone.

      So yeah, let the grumpy bastard mope if that’s what he wanted.

      “You’re late,” a goblin grumbled from where he perched atop a broken piece of marble cheekbone. “They started without you.”

      “No, they didn’t.” Mal didn’t even bother to spare the creature a glance. He stepped forward, careful of the small curb and the gravel, and walked straight through the brick wall as his cane tapped lightly against what lay on the other side.

      “He’s in a mood, innit?”

      “Buddy, you’ve got no idea.” Mox rolled her eyes, pulled at the lapels of her plum-colored blazer to straighten it, and followed Mal. Preparing for battle. A shiver rolled down her spine, and she released a quiet curse at the cold, gritty feeling of stepping into a pocket dimension and having all potential glamours stripped away. The room on the other side, if a person could call it that, was more humid than a greenhouse and held twice as many plants. Every one of which shifted subtly as if it were breathing. A vine crawled across the stone walkway at Mox’s feet, and she almost tripped over it in her haste to follow Mal to the long stone table at the center of the space. “Sorry. Sorry.”

      The vine lifted, trembling as if shaking its fist at her, and Mox forced herself to turn away so she could pull out Mal’s chair for him. As was proper for the head of their family.

      Guin looked up from her phone for a moment, bored already if Mox knew anything about her. She was the head of the Delta Daggers, an Unseelie gang that controlled the docks on the western side of Eventide and seemed perpetually annoyed by the need for bureaucracy in this city. Mox couldn’t disagree. She gave her a quick, polite nod. Guin nodded back then returned to her phone, stringy navy hair hiding her face.

      “Well, if we’re all finally here,” Alton boomed, “then we can finally begin.”

      Mox tightened her hands on the back of Mal’s chair, her perfectly manicured nails digging into the ancient wood as she helped slide it in toward the stone table and resisted the urge to roll her eyes. Alton—the head of the Seelie gang the Divinity of Aquarius—liked to pretend he was king of the castle, high ruler of the Court of Families, even if he was only one of six family heads that ran the District of Eventide.

      Three Seelie. Three Unseelie. Balanced.

      Mal twitched where he sat in front of her, and she knew he was about to say something they were all going to regret. Something to rile everyone up. Great. Just great. That’s what they needed tonight.

      “We’re not all here, are we?” Mal tilted his head, his eyes narrowing as if to better view the people around him and take a head count. Mox winced, already knowing where this was going. She wished Mal wouldn’t. He drew too much attention to things they didn’t want anyone noticing. “We seem to be missing someone. Alton, where’s your dear brother and second? Shouldn’t Glyn be here if we’re to speak of new business?”

      Across the table, Guin’s shoulders tightened, her mouth pressing more firmly into a hard line. No one else seemed to notice, but it was Mox’s job to notice. Likewise, Evy—the leader of Zephyr, one of the three Seelie gangs—lifted her chin from her bored slouch to look around as if Glyn would suddenly appear. Something was going on there, but Mox would have to dig more into it later.

      “Glyn is unwell this evening. He has a delicate constitution, you know that.” Alton huffed as if this whole thing inconvenienced him most of all. “He’ll attend the next Court of Families.”

      “I see,” Mal responded, but there was an undercurrent to the tone that perhaps only his twin would read.

      He did see, far more than anyone else really. And he knew well enough that Glyn wouldn’t be at the next meeting, just the same as Mox did. He couldn’t be. But that was a problem for another night.

      “Then let us proceed.” Mal flapped his wrist as if he were a prince magnanimously allowing his lessers to continue as they were.

      These meetings probably wouldn’t take half as long if Mal didn’t insist on spending so much time winding everyone up. Not that they didn’t deserve to be wound up, especially the Seelie, but Mox just wanted to go the fuck home, thanks. It was her turn to take Chuckles to school in the morning, and she’d not be caught dead looking hungover and haggard in the drop-off line because she’d been out too late the night before. That led to bitchy PTA moms gossiping, and there was far too much of that going around already. Why Chuckles had to go to Moondale High, Mox was unclear, but Mal insisted. So Mox traded off with a couple of the other execs in the gang to drive her over every day.

      “As I was saying.” Alton cleared his throat as if he wanted to say before I was so rudely interrupted but was too much of a coward to do anything so stupid. “Let’s begin. Old business.”

      A collective groan went through the room, and Mox tuned out the voices of the six fae at the head of the six gangs that ruled Eventide. Instead, she focused her attention on watching faces, cataloging body language, and noting who looked like their suit needed a little extra attention. It was always easiest to see which gangs were in trouble based on the clothes their seconds wore. Brand names fresh off the summer line, or had someone’s jacket been taken in to hide how they were running leaner than they’d been a year ago? The heads, of course, would look impeccable, but the seconds didn’t have to try quite so hard. Or at least, they didn’t think so. And Mal always wanted to know which gangs were running into trouble, which ones would be easiest to pick off. Especially when it came to the Seelie.

      Cascade, or Cas, of the Delta Daggers was Guin’s second. A tall, dark brown–skinned fae with pointed batlike ears that she hid under a mane of curls that circled her head in a neatly trimmed afro. Mox couldn’t see the hems of her pants, but she could see the rest of her. Cas had her sleeves rolled up to the elbows. The liner looked neatly pressed and un-frayed. The crisp white button-up beneath the black suit jacket was ironed to perfection, and the front pleats on her pants were just the same. Neat, tidy, likely professionally taken care of. The Delta Daggers were doing fine, even if Guin herself was fucking around with things she likely shouldn’t. Good. They were the Faceless Few’s best allies, and the Few couldn’t afford a weakness there.

      Beside her, keeping a careful distance of about six feet, stood a short, lanky creature, limbs spindly and awkward. Damascus, Dam for short, was the second and elder sibling to Fluonia—Flo, to those who didn’t want to get their head bitten off by a bitchy redcap. She led the Blood Moons, an Unseelie gang made up mostly of other redcaps. Dam had never put much stock in dressing, so it was always harder to tell if their gang was doing well. Except . . . Well, except Dam was sporting a thick gold chain around their neck. New, if the way they kept fiddling with it was anything to go by.

      Curious. Why were the Blood Moons suddenly flush enough for Dam to start investing in gawdy jewelry?

      There was an empty spot beside Dam where Glyn would be standing if he’d been able to attend. His absence made his older brother look smaller. Unprotected. Mox wondered how long it would be before Alton caught on to what was happening right under his nose. But it was none of her business. At least, not until Guin made it her business.

      Beside Mox stood Celeste. She was a tall, full-figured woman, nothing at all like her name might suggest. She, just like her leader, Evy, was dressed immaculately in all white. Not a stain or a wrinkle in sight. Mox felt smaller standing next to her, but she wasn’t worried about the Zephyr gang. Evy and her people had never posed a problem for the Faceless Few, and as far as Mox knew, they weren’t harboring Mal’s fugitive either.

      That left the Wildlings. Mox couldn’t get a good look at their second, not from this angle. Silva was a slender young man, probably too young for the position he’d been given. He was the son of the head of the family, a woman who went by Mata. They both had long dark green hair and light brown skin. And although Mata’s hair looked freshly styled, that didn’t mean anything. As guardians of the forest at the heart of Eventide, and the few blocks that surrounded it, they were a well-respected family. Maybe one of the first that had settled there and taken root, so to speak. Mata had always stayed out of the politics and mudslinging, but Mox could never tell if she thought herself above it or if she was just too damn old for such childishness.

      Either way, they probably weren’t harboring Bentley Nocturna. That left the Blood Moons and the Divinity of Aquarius. One would think narrowing it down like this would make it easier for Mox to determine which of their enemies had taken in the woman who’d killed Mal’s spouse—his words, not Mox’s. But four years later, the little rat was keeping herself perfectly hidden. Annoying, is what it was. And Mal was growing increasingly impatient.

      “The fixer,” Mata said, after someone else must have prompted a call for new business. Mox tuned back into the conversation so fast, the words almost seemed to echo in her ears. “What do we know?”

      Mox watched a few of them shift uncomfortably at the question. Most notably, Alton, who had run a hand through his curly blond hair as if it would hide his unease. It just made it more obvious.

      Interesting. Alton knew something. Either he’d been the one to hire this fixer first, or there was something else going on. Mox would have to speak to Guin about that.

      “They go by the Phantom,” Evy volunteered. When everyone turned to look at her, she gave a dainty shrug, lavender hair brushed carefully behind one ear. “They cleaned up a pack of bargheist in my territory. Left a calling card. It was good work, very tidy.”

      Mox had seen that cleanup job. Evy was right, it was tidy. Almost too tidy. The bargheist, a pack of three giant wild black fairy hounds, had been making a mess of Zephyr territory lately. Digging through trash, killing outdoor cats, the usual antics wild dogs got up to. But they all knew it was only a matter of time before the creatures turned their attention toward bigger prey, their gleaming red eyes hungry. The Phantom had left nothing behind but their hides—so clean and neatly cut that someone could have turned them into rugs—and a sharp, crisp, white business card bespelled to stay in place and weather the elements. The curling font showed the word Phantom and a phone number to a burner phone—Mox knew because she’d gone digging.

      “Do we think they’re for hire?” Flo asked, a gleam in her eyes that Mox decided immediately she didn’t care for. Redcaps were much too bloodthirsty by half, and Mox didn’t want to think about what kind of work Flo and her cohorts would want a fixer for. “Or are they just going to act as a vigilante?”

      “They’re for hire,” Alton said with too much certainty. Then he tried to lessen the statement by saying, “I believe so, anyway.”

      Silence followed the declaration, every family head debating what to do with this information. A new fixer meant the rates of those previously helping the families clean up their messes might go down. But it also meant there was someone dangerous and unaligned in their territory. Only time would tell if this Phantom would become a problem that needed to be cleaned up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      The peaceful silence couldn’t last. Not in a place as blood-soaked and festering as Eventide, Maryland. Corey knew that perhaps better than anyone else in the city. She knew the ins and the outs of the gangs and their violence. She knew the creatures that lurked the streets at night hunting for their next victim in the dark. And she knew, above all else, that she was one of them. Even though she was half human—a halfling—she was one of those monsters.

      Bloodthirsty and full of rage.

      It was why she’d done so well in the gangs when she’d been a part of them. Why she’d made a name for herself for a short while there, a few years back. It was also why she’d had to disappear. Why she’d taken the chance provided by a dead family heir and enough money to buy her way out and run with it.

      The problem was . . . the money ran out.

      About six months ago.

      And while she wanted to keep her head down, run her bakery, and pretend the underworld of Eventide didn’t exist, she couldn’t. Because it was the fastest way to make a buck in this Goddess-forsaken place. It wasn’t that she was greedy. It wasn’t that the money was for her. It was her stepsisters. One of them in medical school, of all things. The other was studying to be . . . She wasn’t quite sure what Clancy was planning to do with her degree, but the youngest of them had been at it for only a year at this point, so she had time to sort herself out.

      Corey had no such time. Never had.

      With a gusty sigh, Corey brushed the back of her wrist over the tip of her nose, scratching an itch, and tried to pretend it wasn’t some kind of sign, an ill omen. Her nose always itched when shit was about to hit the fan. Grammy Corwin said Corey was a bit psychic, just like her. Said it was a part of her bean-nighe lineage. Corey thought that was a crock load of shit—she was half human and there was no way she’d gotten anything from her fae side except an annoyingly long lifespan and the ability to see through glamours—but one didn’t call Grammy Corwin on things. Even if fae genetics didn’t work like that. The woman had been all teeth and had smelled like blood up until the day she died.

      Gods, but Corey missed her, the crotchety old biddy.

      If only she’d been half as rich as she was bitter, maybe Corey wouldn’t be in this predicament. But no, any money Grammy Corwin had before she passed had long since been gambled away by Corey’s delinquent father. Not that there had been much anyway.

      Wherever Carlin Corwin had disappeared to shortly after Grammy Corwin died and willed what little she had left to her son—mostly just the house—Corey hoped he stayed there. Neither she nor her sisters needed that man in their lives. He’d only bring them down.

      The dough squished between her fingers, sticking to her knuckles in her agitation. Flour. She needed more flour, or this shit was going to wind up glued to her and then she’d never get on with the other five loaves she had to make before morning.

      That was one good thing about running a bakery: the late nights. The hours she worked lined up almost perfectly with the hours of her . . . side hustle.

      Was it a side hustle when it paid more than her day job?

      Maybe that meant the baking was the side hustle. She wasn’t sure. The only person who might know—because she knew shit like that—was Clancy, and Corey couldn’t ask. She didn’t want Clancy or Cassidy figuring out that she had gone back to that life to support them. Not after she’d promised them both she was done with it. She said all the money came from the bakery. Swore up and down that none of the Corwin sisters would ever set foot on Aquarius territory again, not so long as she lived.

      She’d kept part of the promise, at least. Her home and her bakery weren’t situated in Aquarius territory. They were nowhere near Seelie territory at all, in fact. Instead, they were smack dab in the middle of the streets the Faceless Few controlled. Whether that was better or worse than returning to her old stomping grounds was yet to be seen. But she’d kept her promise!

      Likewise, the job she’d done a handful of days ago had been on Zephyr land. Which abutted Aquarius lines, but still, it wasn’t in Aquarius territory. And if she played her cards right, maybe Alton wouldn’t even realize she was “back.”

      Doubtful. But maybe.

      Just as that thought flitted through her mind, the phone in her left back pocket buzzed. Someone calling for Corey then, as the Phantom’s burner was in the right.

      “Please don’t be someone from the Aquarius. Please don’t be someone from the Aquarius. Please don’t be someone from the Aquarius,” Corey muttered to herself like a mantra as she cleaned off her hands on her frilly apron, careful of her floral blouse and corduroy pants. She pulled the phone from her pocket. Her heart sank at the number on the screen.

      “Fuck!”

      It would be Alton, wouldn’t it? Bastard. Why was he bothering her? She’d made a clean break. Couldn’t he leave well enough alone?

      “Did you think you could come back into my city and I wouldn’t notice, Corwin?” Alton hissed into the phone, his voice lowered like he was trying not to be overheard. It was probably only a matter of time before he started screaming at her. He liked to do that.

      Corey rolled her eyes and resisted the urge to remind Alton that Eventide didn’t belong to him. There was no single owner of the misty island city. Which was likely for the best as there were far too many fae there and no one being should rule them all without some kind of check and balance. Alton wasn’t fucking Sauron. She also did not tell him that she’d never really left “his” city. She’d simply stepped out of his borders and thus disappeared into the hustle and bustle of Eventide. It was easy enough to do when one had the right contacts. When one knew how to disappear, or rather make someone else disappear, which Corey had had to do enough times it was almost second nature.

      Still, it was amazing it had taken him this long to notice. She wondered what had tipped him off, or who . . . She’d have to check into that at some point.

      “Hello to you too, Alton.”

      “The Phantom,” he said, cutting right to the chase.

      “What about them?” Sweat trickled down Corey’s spine. He hadn’t figured it out yet, had he? She’d been careful. Had left no obvious signs that might connect the Phantom to her. She forced herself to breathe. There was no reason for him to think she was the Phantom. None at all.

      “I want to know who they are. Now.”

      A hysterical laugh burbled up from Corey’s chest, and she had to clear her throat to keep it from finishing its journey into the air. “And what would you like me to do about that, Alton? You have people for that, why don’t you just⁠—”

      “No one as good as you.” That would be flattering if it didn’t mean there was probably no way to get rid of Alton without giving him what he wanted. “You already know who they are, don’t you?”

      Biting down hard on her tongue, Corey drew in a short breath and hoped it didn’t ring through to the other end of the line. She couldn’t lie to Alton. She’d tried a hundred times over. But she was a terrible fucking liar—which had nothing to do with her fae lineage. And besides, he’d practically raised her for a time. At least until she’d grown into her usefulness and been inducted into the Divinity of Aquarius. Then she became just another underling for him to order around. He knew her too damn well. Maybe better than anyone else. And if she was being honest with herself, the way he weaponized that knowing hurt.

      He’d been an older brother to her once upon a time. The only person she felt she could rely on after she’d lost her grandmother and only guardian. He’d even paid for her to go to patisserie school. But all of it had been an act. A way to keep her close, to make her feel indebted to him and the family because of her strange affinity for ferreting out lies and people who were in hiding. Her gift, as Grammy Corwin would call it. So that when he needed her, he could call in those favors.

      “You do. Of course you do,” he said. He didn’t sound surprised by the revelation. “I want them, however you can get them for me. On my payroll⁠—”

      “They’re freelance.” Corey shook her head even though he couldn’t see her. She sat on the metal stool tucked under the counter, hooking the toes of her loafers into the bottom rung. “They won’t accept an offer to be on someone’s payroll, no matter what the salary is.”

      That was not a lie. Corey was freelance, and she wouldn’t be beholden to one of the gangs, not ever again. She’d learned that lesson the hard way.

      “Then get me something I can use to force them to accept my offer.” It sounded like Alton was gritting his teeth, the words strained and annoyed. Corey wondered why he wanted this so badly. Because it would be something to lord over the other family heads? Because he didn’t like not knowing? Or was there another reason? “Blackmail. Family members. Whatever. Just find me something.”

      “And if I don’t?” Corey challenged, although she thought she already knew the answer to that question. Alton was not one to trifle with. He’d get what he wanted. He always did.

      “Then I’ll have to send someone to visit those sisters of yours. I haven’t seen Clancy and Cassidy in a long while, you know, and I’m sure they’d be more than happy to come home. To Eventide. To the family.”

      Bile rose in Corey’s throat. It was not a threat, nor an idle speculation. It was a promise. Cassidy and Clancy had never been a part of this life, but they’d met Alton and for a time he’d helped raise them when Corey needed him. He would drag them into this if he had to. He would dig into their deepest, darkest secrets and he would force them. The same way he wanted to force the Phantom. Corey couldn’t let that happen. She’d worked too hard and too long to keep them out of this to fail now.

      “I’ve got something better,” Corey said, not even thinking, because she was an idiot and a coward and she was going to try to wiggle her way out of this by any means necessary.

      “What.” It wasn’t a question, more a demand. Corey hadn’t seen him in four years by this point, but she could picture him raising one blond brow, looking down his nose at her as if she were nothing more than a slug. She’d railed against that look once upon a time. Fought to prove herself worthy of more. She wouldn’t do it now.

      But she also didn’t know what the fuck she was going to tell him to get him to back down . . . “What if I told you the heir to the Nocturna family wasn’t dead?”

      Fuck a duck. That was not what she was supposed to say. She didn’t know what she had been planning to give Alton instead, but it definitely hadn’t been that. That wasn’t her secret to barter with.

      “What?” This time it was a question, a note of surprise in the short, sharp sound, the t enunciated in a way that was almost pointed. Corey had heard him say that word in that exact way enough times to know that if she didn’t spill her guts in short order, he’d hunt her down and beat it out of her. Didn’t matter that she was on another gang’s territory. Didn’t matter that she’d left Aquarius years ago. Alton would have his answers.

      “Sage Nocturna is alive.” Or . . . as alive as they could be, considering someone slit their throat and left them to bleed out in an alley four years ago.

      “And you came by this information how?”

      “Doesn’t matter.” She couldn’t tell him that she’d come by it by being the one to find Sage in that alley. That she’d come by it by promising to resurrect the little shit for a price and following through with that by . . . Well, it was better not to think too much about that night. It’d only give her nightmares to dredge up images of Icarus Ashthorne covered in blood, handing over the still-beating heart of a newly dead fae for Corey to— She shook herself. “Point is, Sage Nocturna is alive and well. Not sure where they’re at exactly. They hightailed it out of Eventide, last I’d heard.”

      Not that they’d had much choice. They were supposed to be dead.

      “Who else knows this?”

      “No one.” Well, Icarus, but she wasn’t going to tell anyone. It would raise too many questions. Corey was sure the necromancer didn’t exactly want word getting around that she’d brought the heir to a fae Mafia family back to life—if she’d even connected the dots about Sage’s identity. She might not have. Stuff like that tended to get a witch in some serious shit, and without a coven or clan at Icarus’s back to protect her—without one at Corey’s back to protect her . . . Better not to drag Icarus into this.

      “Not even Mal and Mox?”

      “No.” Corey’s heart hammered in her chest. She’d promised to never tell another living soul about Sage. To protect their secret until she died. It was the best way to keep Sage safe. But . . . Sage wouldn’t have to know, would they? They were in fucking Florida or somewhere thereabouts, the furthest they could get from Eventide, Maryland, without leaving the East Coast. Alton wasn’t going to scour the country looking for them, but it would allow him to feel superior to Mal, the head of the Faceless Few, Sage’s old gang. Corey knew how much Alton hated Mal, so this would distract him from the Phantom.

      Hopefully for a while.

      Long enough for her to come up with something else.

      “Well then,” Alton said, a laugh in his voice, smugness curling the edges. “So Sage could just . . . come back one day. And take over?”

      “Yeah. I suppose they could.” They weren’t going to, not as far as Corey knew. Sage had wanted a clean break, just like Corey. And playing dead was the best way to get it. Sage’s relatives had done them both a favor when they’d decided to turn on the rightful heir to the family and try to off them once the old head of the gang died.

      “Then they’d rip the gang right out from under that pretentious Mare.” Alton was muttering to himself now, content in whatever misery he was fantasizing this would inflict upon Mal. It was all imagined since Sage wasn’t coming back to Eventide. It wasn’t safe for them here, not with so many enemies still lurking in the shadows. But let Alton get his rocks off on the idea of them returning and stealing back their proverbial throne from Mal. “All right then,” he said finally. “You may keep the Phantom’s secret, for now. But if they prove to be a problem for me . . .”

      “You’ll want their head. I know.” Corey would have to figure out what being a “problem” for Alton entailed later. For now, she wanted to get off the fucking phone before she said something else stupid. Maybe she should call Sage and warn them⁠—

      Nah. They’d be fine so long as they stayed far away from Eventide.

      “Good night, Corwin,” Alton said, then hung up without another word.

      The breath whooshed out of Corey in a long stream, and she slumped back against the counter. “That was close.”

      She’d somehow made it out unscathed. For the moment.
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