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      Mox’s heels clicked on the pavement. Her breath fogged in the early-winter air. She raked her fingers through her hair, tangling them in a knot brought on by that exact action. The pacing didn’t really help—not that she expected it to, honestly. But sitting idle hadn’t helped so far either. Being stationary only made the impending sense of dread—the creeping, crawling notion that something was very wrong with her, with the world around her—more intense. Which wasn’t conducive to remaining calm.

      She was calm. Right? Right?

      Maybe not.

      Six months. It had been six months since Sage Nocturna returned to Eventide and upended her brother’s life, and her own by extension. And in those six months, Mox found her brother at the graveyard, changing the flowers on the grave dedicated to Sage Nocturna at least once a week. It wasn’t as frequent as before they’d returned, but there was just something… sad about the way Mal couldn’t seem to get over his grief.

      She wondered sometimes if it was because he thought all of this would slip through his fingers. Disappear like so much smoke, just as it did before.

      Scratch that. She knew that was the reason. That, coupled with her brother’s self-worth issues, was the perfect recipe for whatever this was. This ritual. This prevailing grief.

      Mox loved her brother. More than she loved herself, even. He was the other half of her. The better half. And he’d sacrificed so much over the years to ensure she and Chuckles had a good life. Cut away pieces of himself so he could better fit into the brutality his position as the head of their gang—the Faceless Few—required. He deserved happiness. He deserved love. He deserved the respect and the care of the person he had given his heart to. She only wished that he could see that just as she did.

      Her phone buzzed in her pocket, and she pulled it out to glare down at a text from Guin—the leader of the Delta Daggers.

      
        
          
            
              
        GUIN

      

      
        Where are you?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I can only keep this guy on ice for so long.

      

      

      

      

      

      Mox let out a long aggrieved sigh and tilted her head back to look up at the watery winter moon through the fog that forever lingered over Eventide, Maryland. Don’t snap at her. Don’t snap at her. Don’t snap at her.

      
        
          
            
              
        MOX

      

      
        We’ll get there when we get there, keep your tits on

      

      

      

      

      

      Damn it.

      There was no immediate response, which was predictable. Guin had probably just thrown her phone across the warehouse and screamed. Completely warranted, in Mox’s opinion. Guin was only putting up with Mox and Mal’s shit because she had to. Because she knew what the consequences would be if she didn’t. Mox could hardly blame her for being as pissed off as she was most of the time. Plus, that was just kind of how Guin was.

      
        
          
            
              
        GUIN

      

      
        I’m giving you an hour

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Then I’m throwing him into the fucking bay and you can find another way to get your answers

      

      

      

      

      

      Well shit.

      Goddess, sometimes Mox wished she smoked. It would give her something to do with her hands during situations like these. She glanced down at her watch, scoffed, and decided that enough was enough. If Mal felt he needed to come back out to Sage’s grave tomorrow before the meeting at the Court of Families, so be it. They didn’t have time for him to wallow tonight.

      Another deep inhale-exhale that clouded in the chill air, and Mox started her steady march across the graveyard, walking carefully on her toes so her heels didn’t sink into the ground.

      The monument to Sage Nocturna was back away from the circle in the older section of Eventide’s single graveyard. On a plot of land that had been dedicated to the Nocturna family, and by extension the Faceless Few, for centuries now. All around Sage’s grave were markers for their parents, cousins, aunts, uncles. Many of them Mox put in the ground herself when Mal decided to cull the entire organization before taking over.

      She stepped lighter over these graves, her brain supplying images enough of their deaths to make it feel almost disrespectful, walking on them after what she’d done. She didn’t feel guilty about her actions. She’d done what she had to, after all. But that didn’t mean she wanted to risk waking the dead by stomping over their final resting place.

      Mal heard her coming. He always did. Even before his vision deteriorated to the point of legal blindness due to his Mare nature, he’d always had keen hearing. “What is it, Mox?” he asked, not bothering to turn his head from where he was staring up at the marble statue of Sage Nocturna.

      It was a good likeness. As close as one might ever get to living, breathing realness when carving it in stone. But she could tell based on the pinch between Mal’s brows that he didn’t seem to think so. He was always so critical of his own art. Not just his art. Mal was the kind of person who could take a task and excel at it, do it better than anyone else ever would, then call himself trash and point out his single mistake. As his older sister, and second in command, Mox found this increasingly frustrating.

      “Guin texted. She says she won’t wait much longer. We need to get over there if we’re going to have time to question him.” Mox shoved her hands into her pockets and forced herself to relax. To not say the thing she wanted to say, which was, “How much longer are you going to do this to yourself?” Because she already knew the answer to that question, and she wasn’t in the mood for a fight.

      “Guin will wait.” Mal’s fingers flexed where they rested on top of his thighs, wrinkling the fabric of his slacks. He was going to wind up with dirt stains from kneeling there for the last hour, but Mox was his twin, not his laundress, so she didn’t comment.

      “She won’t. She’s getting antsy.” Rocking back on her heels, Mox looked up at the sky again. It was easier than watching her brother, whose expression was that of a man on the edge. It hurt to see him do this to himself, especially after she’d fought so hard to bring him back from the brink. “She can’t keep one of Alton’s peons on Delta land all night. People might start sniffing around, and then we’re all fucked.”

      “She’ll wait.”

      “Mal—”

      “Enough, Mox. Leave me alone.” He sounded so fucking tired, and even the shadows that he commanded roiled in a lazy kind of threat, not riotous and violent as they normally might have been when he was annoyed. Shouldn’t this have gotten better? Shouldn’t Sage coming back have cured some of this ache? Maybe it had. But maybe it wasn’t enough. Mox had never experienced this kind of grief before; she didn’t know how it worked. All she knew was that watching her brother deal with this lingering pain day in and day out left her feeling helpless.

      Letting out a long, slow breath, Mox flexed her hands open and closed at her sides. She knew better. She really did. She knew she should just stay out of it. She had a scar on her chin to prove that sometimes it was better to let Mal stew when that was clearly what he wanted. But he was her brother, and she hated seeing him like this. So instead of doing the smart thing, the rational thing…

      She reached out.

      Her hand landed on his shoulder, clumsily, but she held on. She curled her fingers until her nails indented his suit jacket, and squeezed. “They’re back, you know,” she said, soft and kind. “You have a date with them at the end of the week.”

      Mal made a sound like a balloon deflating, and his shoulders sagged. Mox had known him his entire life, and he’d never looked so weary before. “I know.”

      Mox hummed gently. Then asked the question she knew she shouldn’t. “Then when do you think you’re going to be done grieving someone who isn’t dead?”

      A hiss left her brother, and he whipped his head around to glare at her through the dark. “When I’m done.”

      “You and I both know they don’t want you to continue punishing yourself for something that wasn’t your fault.”

      “It’s not logical. I know,” he said, his voice stronger, but a moment later the expression on his face wavered, and he pinched his brows together. There was a surprising vulnerability to the leader of the Faceless Few like this, kneeling in the grass before the grave of a person who’d never been dead, staring up at his sister like he was scared. Mox wished she were stronger, better. Wished she had the ability to scoop him up and solve everything for him, but she didn’t. She never had. She’d only just managed to keep him alive until Sage returned. She wasn’t capable of healing a broken heart. “Do you think I’ll ever be worthy of them?”

      Mox’s hand flexed on his shoulder involuntarily, the only outward sign to indicate the internal feeling of being slapped. She knew her brother had self-worth issues, knew that he struggled with how he felt about himself, particularly when it came to how he idolized Sage. But she’d never once thought that maybe this was making the grief linger. Why she hadn’t, she didn’t know. She should have. It made perfect sense.

      “I don’t think you get to decide who is or is not worthy of Sage,” Mox said carefully. If this were a conversation with anyone else she cared about—Chuckles, or one of their crew—she’d have shot for brash and angry. She’d have promised to cut Sage down if they decided that her people weren’t good enough for them. That would only enrage Mal, and her goal here was to not get hit in the face. “I think only Sage can decide that.”

      Mal let out a soft, broken sound that she only heard because the silence of the dead surrounded them, and hung his head forward.

      Mox sucked down another cold breath that ached in her throat, and tightened her hold on her brother. “You can’t keep doing this. To yourself, or to them. They’re a living, breathing person, Mal. They’re not a statue. They’re not an ideal. They’re not some god or saint. Yes, they saved us when we were children, but they’re flesh and blood like the rest of us. When are you going to start treating them like it?”

      “I don’t know,” he mumbled.

      “Okay. Well. While you figure it out, get up. We’ve got work to do.” She squatted down, hooking her wrists under his arms and tugging until he eventually huffed and pushed to his feet.

      With a grumble, he shrugged her off, adjusting his suit jacket and settling his white cane into his right hand. “I hate you. You know that?”

      “Sure you do, big guy.” Mox grinned, patting him on the cheek. “C’mon, I left the car running. We’re wasting fuel.” Then she looped her arm through his free one and practically dragged him across the graveyard. “I’ll have Guin shoot us the address to where she’s holed up.”
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      The address in question was on Delta Dagger turf, which set Mal’s teeth on edge. He could practically feel this plot of land rejecting him and his magic. Not that Faceless Few land cared much for him either, but it had learned that he was the head of the family, and so long as that was the case, he was in charge. Most days he felt that he and that bit of Eventide had come to a mutual agreement simply not to kill each other, and that worked for them.

      Delta Dagger land sat along one shore of the island of Eventide. It smelled heavily of brackish water and bay mud, even in the winter, like the smell had seeped into the buildings and the streets. At least they were going at night, so Mal wasn’t completely out of his element. His Mare abilities worked better in the dark. Mox, on the other hand… They were two sides of the same coin, he and his sister, one dark the other light. She shifted beside him, anxious. Which seemed to happen more often over the last few months. He wasn’t sure what was going on with her, and honestly, he was a little afraid to ask.

      He gave himself the time from the car to the door to get himself in order. To lock away the parts of himself that might be squeamish or disgusted by what was to come next. The task so familiar, so practiced, it was almost easy.

      Guin opened the door to the warehouse when they knocked, the hinges giving a loud screech, and stepped back to let them in before following them across the cement floor to where the captive was chained to a chair beneath a glaringly bright light. Mal squinted at the shape of the man before him, unable to make out his face with the way the light refracted off it. But he could tell that it was downturned, his shoulders shifting heavily with labored breaths. Red gleamed at the side of his mouth, vibrant and vivid against pale skin.

      “What’s your position in Aquarius?” Mal asked, squatting so he could force the man to look at him. Even if he couldn’t make out the man’s face, that didn’t mean the man couldn’t see him.

      “Please,” he begged, voice raspy from screaming. “Please just let me go. I won’t tell anyone. I’ll leave Eventide. Please.”

      Mal tsked. “Bit early for promises, isn’t it? We haven’t even gotten to the good parts yet.”

      Mox didn’t need the order. She and Guin stepped forward to stand on either side of the chair. The iron implement in Mox’s hand glowed like a brand fresh off the fire, while water gathered and rippled in a slowly forming ball above Guin’s outstretched palm.

      “Now,” Mal said, settling further into a squat that was probably going to have his lower back screaming by the end of this, but it was all about the aesthetic with these things. “We’re going to play a game.” He pulled a coin from his pocket, then flipped it idly in one hand. “I’ll ask you a question, and then I’ll flip you for what comes next. Heads, I win.” He nodded to Mox, the brand sizzling in her hand. Then to Guin, where the water gave a little gurgle like someone drowning. “Tails, you lose.”

      The man gulped, the sound audible in his dry throat. “What do you want to know?”

      Mal’s smile crawled across his face, a living, violent thing. “Good boy.”
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      Sage knew it was a dream.

      Knowing and being able to wake themself up were two entirely different things, however. There was no escape, there was just running. Running. Running. Praying that they’d wake before the thing chasing them caught up. And they knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that if they stopped running, they’d die. Did that mean that death would carry over into the real world?

      They didn’t know. They didn’t want to find out.

      So they pushed forward. Their footsteps echoing loud in their ears. Their heart beating so hard that every time it slammed against their chest it hurt. Still not fast enough. Still the thing behind them gained. The thing they hadn’t seen. The thing they didn’t know how to name. Maybe it didn’t even want to kill them. Maybe it didn’t even mean to hurt them. Maybe it didn’t even exist, and it was only themself they were running from.

      No.

      They couldn’t take that chance.

      The space around them twisted and warped. The ground shifted under their feet. They recognized this alley, even without being able to get a good look at it. It was the one they’d died in all those years ago. The one where they’d bled out on the cobbles of Eventide, their blood soaking into the land. The one where Corey found them as they took their last gasping breaths. Where they made their vow to each other, a promise that would dictate the next four-and-a-half years of Sage’s life.

      They’d never escape the alley.

      Even as they ran, the exit onto the street seemed to get farther away.

      No one could hear them scream. No one had heard them scream that night either. It was just Corey’s nose for blood that brought her to them—that and the good grace of Eventide herself. The city had her hand in that, just as she had her hand in so many other things.

      The alley twisted again, flipping over.

      Then Sage was falling toward the sky. Their stomach in their throat. Somehow the thing chasing them was in front of them now, a looming darkness that grew as Sage’s arms pinwheeled like they were trying to swim against a current.

      The ground disappeared beneath them.

      The shadow turned into the shape of a woman, glowing green eyes floating in the space where a face should be. Eyes Sage recognized, because they saw them every time they looked in the mirror.

      “Mom?” The word echoed off the emptiness that surrounded them in that strange way voices in dreams do sometimes.

      Sage kept falling.

      The shadow lightened, gradually, slowly, and then all at once until they saw⁠—

      With a jolt, the ground came back into focus again, and they were hurtling toward it at a speed that would break every bone in their body.

      Their mother reached out a hand toward them, but as Sage reached back, they missed, and⁠—

      Sage jolted awake, their heart beating hard and fast in their chest. The room around them blurred in their still-tired eyes. Sun streamed in through the curtains they swore they’d closed before bed, probably a product of Corey coming in and opening them. It took Sage a moment to be able to focus their brain and their vision, but when they could they found a pair of dark eyes peeking at them from over the edge of the bed.

      Ah. That explains the open curtains.

      “What are you doing in here, Puck?” Sage asked with a groan.

      “Auntie Corey said you need to get up, it’s bakery time,” Puck responded matter-of-factly.

      The words “you can tell Auntie Corey to bite me” were on Sage’s tongue, but they swallowed them. There was no point in being an even worse role model for the kid they’d rescued. Bad enough he was going to grow up in the home of an ex-Mafia heir and a hired fixer for the mob.

      “Tell her I’ll be a minute.”

      “Kay!” Puck popped up from where he’d been crouched at the side of their bed, and spun on his heel to scurry out of the room. “Auntie Corey! Bibi Sage says they’ll be a minute!”

      “A minute my ass!” Corey’s voice snarled from somewhere else in the tiny apartment the three of them had been sharing for the last six months. It really was too damn small for two adults and a growing toddler.

      “Don’t say ass!” Puck shouted back.

      There was more grumbling on Corey’s part, but Sage tuned it out as they took a moment to remind their body that they weren’t, in fact, dead by carefully wiggling first their fingers, then their toes. Then turning their wrists and ankles in slow, calculated movements. Then bending elbows and knees. By the time they got to the point of pushing themself up to sitting, they felt mostly themself. Mostly alive.

      Still. The dream lingered.

      Nightmares weren’t uncommon. Dying and being ripped out of the After by a necromancer could do that to a person, but this one had been different. There was no blood. There was no one slicing them to ribbons unseen in the dark, leaving them choking on air as they bled out on the stones. And that shadow… It reminded them so much of their mother, only… only different.

      There was something not quite right about her. But the longer Sage tried to make sense of it, the more the dream faded.

      “Are you getting up?” Corey called from what sounded like the kitchen.

      “Yeah! Hold your horses!” Sage shouted back and slid their glasses onto their nose before pushing to their feet and grabbed their sugar meter to check it as they started their morning routine.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Could you chew any louder?” Corey’s eyebrow twitched with an irritation she felt down to her marrow.

      Sage looked up from their plate, cheeks full of food, circles around their eyes so dark it looked like they’d given themself two black eyes in the middle of the night, and smirked. The fucker. “You know they have a word for people who don’t like the sound of people chewing. It’s called misophonia.”

      “It’s not people in general. It’s you specifically,” Corey bit back, annoyed. They’d been at this whole living-together thing for six months now, and Corey would be lying if she said she wasn’t begrudgingly fond of the little shit she currently shared a home with. She just wished they had a little more space, so they weren’t constantly on top of each other. Or at bare minimum a second bathroom.

      “Then maybe you shouldn’t have invited me to have lunch with you.”

      “I didn’t,” Corey said through clenched teeth. “I made myself lunch, and you came in here, took half my sandwich, and proceeded to start chewing louder than an alpaca.”

      “How do you know what an alpaca⁠—”

      “Don’t you dare.”

      Sage grinned wider. It was a relief, honestly, to see that smug look on their face. It was better than the way they’d looked when they first walked into the kitchen, dragging their feet, their shoulders drooped forward. If Corey had to put up with a little annoyance for this, it was worth it.

      “Are we going to talk about whatever has you walking around like the undead?” Corey lifted a brow and rose from her seat to head to the fridge for the container of chicken salad.

      “Firstly, technically, I am the undead,” they said, holding up a finger with a wry smile. “Secondly, no. We are not.”

      Right. Because even six months later, they still weren’t close enough to share all their secrets with each other. Corey shifted on her feet, grateful her back was turned to hide the frown that tugged the corners of her lips down. “If you had some kind of prophetic⁠—”

      “I don’t do prophecies. I’m not an oracle fae. Stop asking.”

      “Suit yourself.” Corey shrugged and spun with the container in her hands to grab the package of potato rolls off the counter. She had just started the two short steps it would take her to cross their tiny kitchen when she sneezed, loud and violent, three times in a row. The sensation jolted her spine and nearly sent her backward into the counter. Her eyes watered.

      Shit.

      When she could breathe again, she scrubbed her wrist at the itch that now tingled the tip of her nose. It didn’t go anywhere. Like something crawling under the skin.

      Sage was watching her when she looked up, their pupils narrowed to slits like a cat about to pounce. “What was that?”

      “Itchy nose.” Corey shrugged. “I’m sure it’s nothing.”

      “That didn’t sound like nothing,” Sage pressed, and they were probably right. Grammy Corwin had always said that when a bean-nighe gets an itchy nose, it means trouble is coming, but Grammy Corwin said a lot of weird shit, and there was absolutely no reason to⁠—

      She sneezed again, almost cracking her head on the table as she sat.

      “Okay, that’s not nothing.” Sage leaned across the table, nearly dragging their fluffy oversized sweater into their plate to get a better look at her. Their brows pinched together for a moment, then they nodded to themself, once, as if making up their mind about something. “My nightmare this morning was that something was chasing me.”

      Corey looked up from where she was stuffing probably too much chicken salad onto a potato roll to widen her eyes at Sage. “What exactly?”

      “I don’t know. Not really. It was a shadow. And then it looked like my mother, but it wasn’t my mother. She was reaching out for me when I woke up.” They ran a hand through their white hair, clearly unsettled by this vision and what it could mean.

      “Well, that’s not fucking good.” Which was probably putting it lightly, but Corey didn’t exactly have the skillset needed to pick apart what a dream like that could be warning them about.

      “Definitely not.”

      “I heard the f-word!” a small voice shouted from the living room over the half wall. “You shouldn’t use the f-word, Auntie Corey. It’s impolite!” Puck let out a soft grunt, and Corey caught sight of his teal hair just above the wall before his feet thudded back down to the floor.

      “Kid, if you’re going to give me the stink eye for cussing, come in here and do it. Don’t try jumping over the wall. You’re going to hurt yourself, and the neighbors below us will think we’ve got a tiny elephant living with us. You don’t want them to call animal control, do you?” Corey shook her head, biting back a small smile. “It’s getting crowded in here,” she muttered to Sage, before shouting in the direction of the other room, “You too, Chuckles, lunchtime.”

      “Coming,” Chuckles called from the living room.

      “You’re telling me,” Sage agreed.

      Puck barreled around the corner, skidded to a stop in front of the table, and put his little fists on his hips like an overworked mother of three telling off her kindergartener. Then he jutted out his chin. It was terribly adorable.

      Chuckles followed a second behind, her hood pulled up over her carrot-orange hair and a heavy-lidded look to her eyes.

      “How’s the studying going?” Sage asked.

      Chuckles grunted and shrugged before heading to the fridge to start digging around inside to make herself something to eat.

      “That bad, huh?” Corey tilted her head.

      A shake of her head was the teen’s only answer as she pulled a bottle of fruit punch from the depths of the fridge somewhere.

      “Now,” Corey said, turning her attention back to Puck. “What was it you wanted to lecture me about, kid?” It was amazing the progress he’d made in the last few months. The closed-off shell of a child they found in Dam’s basement being used to fuel an illegal door to the Night Market was now rambunctious, outspoken, and a complete and utter menace. And Corey was awfully fond of him. Which was weird, because she didn’t usually like kids.

      “You shouldn’t use the f-word. It’s unladylike.”

      Corey narrowed her eyes on him. He’d grown a bit in the last few months, but most of his change in height was down to the fact that he wasn’t holding himself like he needed to be as small as possible anymore. Which should have been a relief, but she was sure they’d just fuck him up some other way. That’s what people like them did. “Who taught you that?”

      Puck glared at her in return. Chuckles snorted.

      “Who taught him that?” Corey asked. She pointed at her four-year-old charge with the fork that still had chicken salad on it, and frowned at Sage accusingly. “Did you teach him that?”

      Sage waved their hands in front of them, their lips pressed together hard enough that they were a line, their eyes dancing in merriment. No question, then, that they were getting a kick out of this interaction, even if they didn’t contribute to it. “Wouldn’t dream of it,” they squeaked.

      “Lucy,” Chuckles offered.

      “Auntie Lucy has been teaching me all sorts of things,” Puck informed them, puffing up his chest even further.

      Great. That was just what they needed.

      “Yeah. Well. Auntie Lucy’s not a lady either. She’s a demon. I don’t think she gets to critique how I comport myself.” Corey stuck her tongue out at him, and he returned the gesture without a second thought.

      “What’s comport mean?”

      “How she acts,” Chuckles supplied helpfully. “It’s a fancy word for behavior.”

      “Oooh.”

      Sage met Corey’s eye across the table, a little smile on their face. Well, at least one of them was happy about this intrusion on their space.

      Corey shook her head. “Do you want chicken salad for lunch, or chicken salad for lunch? And you’ve got to eat something more than sugary flavored water, Chuckles.”

      “It’s fruit punch,” Chuckles argued.

      “I’m not really hungry.” Puck huffed. “I want to go back and play.”

      “No. You’re eating lunch. Both of you,” Sage said, already rising from their chair to head to the cabinets. “Sandwiches. Before we head to the bakery.”

      “Chicken salad is for old people,” Puck grumbled as he climbed into Sage’s vacant chair and poked at their sandwich.

      Sage shot Chuckles an accusing look. Chuckles widened her eyes for a moment in innocence.

      “Then what do you want instead?” Corey frowned, dropping a sandwich onto an empty plate and handing it to Chuckles.

      “Peanut butter and jelly chips.” Puck grinned up at them, gap toothed and proud.

      “Jelly chips isn’t a food,” Chuckles muttered, then took a big bite of her sandwich when Puck cast a glare her way as if daring him to start a fight.

      “How about peanut butter jelly and carrots?” Sage reasoned.

      “No.” Puck poked out his lower lip.

      “If you eat all your carrots, you can have a small cookie at the bakery,” Corey added. “Fresh baked, right out of the oven.”

      Puck gasped, looking up at her with wide eyes. Then he stuck his hand out the way Lucy did sometimes when she was bargaining for more than she was willing to give. “Deal?”

      Corey squinted at it. They really needed to stop asking a demon to babysit the little rascal; it was only going to end in trouble. Still, she said, “Deal” and shook his hand while Sage finished making up his lunch. When they had a full plate in front of them, Corey gave her chair to Sage and went to lean against the counter next to Chuckles to finish her own meal.

      Her nose still itched, and try as she might, she knew she wasn’t hiding it from Sage, because they watched her, their pupils narrowed to slits.

      “It’s probably fine,” Corey said with a shrug.

      “What is?” Chuckles asked.

      “Nothing,” Corey muttered at the same time Sage said, “Famous last words.”
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      The proposal was simple. An unbiased middleman. A mediator. Someone with no skin in the game on either the Seelie or Unseelie side of things. Someone to keep both sides in line, to ensure what happened with Dam never happened again.

      Sage knew for a fact that because it was them proposing it, there would be opposition.

      A split right down the middle—that’s what they expected. Three Seelie no’s, and three Unseelie yeses. Because that’s how the vote always went, the different sides of the Court sticking together whether they liked one another or not.

      That knowledge didn’t make this whole exercise any easier. The goal of standing up in front of the Court of Families, with the Phantom at their back, was to sway them. To hopefully prove that Sage’s idea had something to offer everyone in the room. But honestly, when was the last time a room full of fae agreed on anything? Much less on letting someone else tell them what to do.

      Never. Probably.

      “You’ve got this,” Corey grumbled gently through her mask. The glamour stone Lucy sold Sage a few months back was really coming in handy for this whole exercise, allowing Corey to conceal herself better than she had before. Although Sage was beginning to wonder how long they’d be able to keep her identity as the Phantom hidden from the group in front of them.

      Anxiety, more than the humid air of the greenhouse-like pocket dimension used for the Court of Families, made sweat trickle down Sage’s spine. Their dress shirt stuck to their back under their navy blue blazer. Blue, because it was a trustworthy color, according to Mal. Goddess, he was so cute.

      What stood in front of them tonight seemed like insurmountable odds as much as it was a table of the ten most powerful fae in all of Eventide, possibly all of Maryland.

      Ten because Guin—the leader of the Delta Daggers—was mysteriously absent, her second standing in her place, and Flo had yet to replace Dam. Sage wondered, briefly, what that meant about the structure of the Blood Moons. Did Flo just not have someone else she trusted to fill in as her second? Or was it a case of there being split loyalties left behind by Dam’s betrayal of the Blood Moons and the Faceless Few? They were sure Mal had his theories, but they made the effort not to talk “shop” on their dates.

      “We’re really just letting anyone into these meetings now, aren’t we?” Alton said in a faux whisper that carried across the space.

      It didn’t bother Sage as much as it maybe would have once upon a time when they were young and eager to prove themself not just to their peers but to their own family. What they felt at the slight now was… nothing. Alton didn’t know them. Maybe never had. His opinion didn’t matter.

      It was freeing.

      “All right,” Corey mumbled to them, nudging them with her shoulder, “let’s get this show on the road.”

      “Right.” Sage nodded firmly to themself, then took a step closer to the long stone table. It had always reminded them of something out of a fantasy novel or the medieval era. Not round, like King Arthur’s, but they wouldn’t have been surprised to see the likes of Lancelot and his ilk sitting at it. That was part of why Sage strove so hard growing up to make a name for themself. Why they acted the perfect heir apparent. They wanted to be worthy of a seat at this table, and in the end, it was that desire that had gotten them killed. By their own family, no less.

      “Shouldn’t we start with old business?” Evy asked, looking around the other family heads and seconds, clearly unsure of her place in this. She was young still. Untried. She hadn’t been a family head before Sage died, nor a part of the family she currently ran, as far as they knew. Back then the Zephyr were run by an elder fae whose name Sage could no longer remember, but she’d been old enough at the time that she was on the verge of retirement even then. It wasn’t really a surprise that she’d found an heir. What was a surprise was that she’d chosen someone from outside of the family.

      Alton scoffed. “And let these two outsiders know what’s happening in Eventide?”

      “This isn’t a normal Court meeting,” Mata spoke up, calm and controlled, brushing a strand of forest green hair back from her face. The leader of the Wildlings had been around so long that Sage wondered if she’d been one of the original fae to come over from the old country. That would make her at least five hundred years old. But then… trees lived a long time unless they were cut down. “We don’t have to stick to the usual structure.”

      “Then let’s just get on with it,” Flo grumbled. She looked so small sitting there in the high-backed antique wood chair with no one at her side. Not that she’d ever been particularly large. She was a shorter woman, with sharp, cutting features. But having Dam at her side had always made her seem like more than what she was.

      Sage took a deep, centering breath, and stepped carefully over the root- and vine-strewn ground to reach one end of the long table. They straightened their spine and lifted their chin, hoping it made them look more certain of what they were about to do than they felt.

      Mal gave them a subtle nod from where he sat among the other Unseelie family heads, a smile twitching one corner of his lips that no one but Sage would notice. It was encouragement enough. It would have to be.

      “Due to recent events, it is has come to our attention that the Court of Families needs oversight. We⁠—”

      An explosion of sound assaulted Sage’s ears, making them ring, as the room erupted in arguments. They resisted the urge to rub their jaw or yawn to make the sensation pass. Instead, they waited. Hands folded calmly in front of them, expression neutral. They could not react. They could not yell back. All those actions would simply make them appear ill-suited to the task they were proposing.

      Corey, at their side, seemed to hold her breath to keep herself in check as well.

      Maybe it was better they hadn’t been able to convince Lucy to help them in this. She, no doubt, would have blown up at the first sign of disrespect. Demons didn’t take kindly to people underestimating or disregarding them. Then again, had Lucy joined them, perhaps this wouldn’t be happening at all.

      Sage lost track of who was saying what. The shouts all blurred together in a wall of sound. Indistinguishable from the white noise of a crowded stadium. The din grew louder until it grated at Sage’s ears, and something must have shown on their face because Mal rose from his seat.

      “Enough,” he said in a voice that was soft but steady. Firm. There was an underlying threat beneath the word that cut through all other chatter, calling the room to order. If Sage were anywhere else, they might have melted into a puddle at the sheer power behind it. As it stood, they had to lock their knees to stay upright and clench their teeth to keep their face impassive. Although nothing could hide the warmth on their neck if Corey clearing her throat was any indication.

      When the room finally settled again, Mal gave Sage another encouraging nod.

      “As I was saying,” Sage said, forcing their eyes to unfocus so they couldn’t see the way the other family heads seethed. “Any vote taken for changes to Eventide has been split down the middle between the Seelie and the Unseelie since the city’s infancy. And for a while, that persistent split benefited Eventide and her citizens. The divided factions kept each other in check through the accords. But after the events of a few months back, I think we can all agree that the careful balance is crumbling beneath our feet. You are no longer able to hold each other accountable because you’re always worried about how best to utilize whatever you’ve found, or how it might come back on you.”

      Sage’s skin prickled with the number of people glaring at them at that exact moment, but no one argued they were wrong. Because they weren’t. They’d seen it for themselves. The Blood Moons had gone onto Faceless land without once caring about the consequences, and Mal’s hands were tied because he didn’t want a war. Or maybe he did, but the return of Sage stayed his actions. Either way, Sage could feel Eventide around them, a powder keg ready to blow. All it would take was a single spark.

      “What we propose is a neutral party that can act as mediator in situations like the ones we saw last spring. A group that has no stake in any of the gang’s businesses. The Phantom and I have neither. And thus, we propose to act as mediators willing and able to enforce the accords where necessary.”

      It felt like agreeing to be the bad guy with a group of children who all didn’t want to follow the rules. But if that was what it took to ensure that Eventide was safe for Chuckles and Puck, then that was what Sage would do. They’d said they didn’t want to get back into gang politics. They didn’t want to have more blood on their hands. But this was something they could do to make Eventide better. And it felt right. The city itself seemed to hum with approval.

      “Let’s put it to a vote,” Mata said, one dark brow lifted.

      Sage tightened their hands around one another until the grip ground their knuckles together, pulling them back into their body. They knew which way the split would go. They knew they wouldn’t have the votes. Not tonight. Not at first. They weren’t a fool. But they needed to introduce the idea to the Court of Families and gradually build up their case if they were going to get anywhere with it. It would take time, just as it had taken time to be able to bring this before the Court at all.

      “All in favor,” Mata called. And then, predictably, her hand stayed on the table in front of her.

      What was surprising was that Evy lifted hers right along with Mal and Guin’s second.

      A fifty-fifty split, yes. But not down the line of Unseelie and Seelie. Interesting.

      Evy blinked over at Alton where he sat with his brother, Glyn, behind him, a crease forming between her brows. It was clear she had been expecting something else from them and was confused by the result. Sage would have to ask Mox and Mal what that was about.

      The longer Sage looked at Glyn, the more their head hurt from the slight haze that clung to him. A glamour. But why? Who was beneath it, and did Alton know? That was a mystery for another time.

      “And those opposed?” Mata called, raising her own hand.

      She was followed by Flo and Alton.

      Sage’s chest ached with a held breath that they released a second after all the hands returned to the table. This was going to be an uphill battle. One that would take far more time and effort than they’d originally thought. They’d thought that if they could get an even Seelie-Unseelie split, it would only be a matter of changing the mind of one Seelie family head, then they’d have their majority. Their bet had been Evy, but since she’d already sided with them…

      “I think,” Sage said after Alton tilted his head to them as if to say, “See? You idiot. No one wants this. Crawl back to whatever rock you crawled out from under. You don’t belong here anymore. You never did. You’re weak.” Sage swallowed around a throat gone tight and forced themself to continue. “That shows exactly the problem you’re facing here. It’s too easy for an even number to bring progress to a complete standstill.”

      Alton pushed his chair back from the table noisily, the sound echoing in the vastness of the pocket dimension of the Court of Families. “If we’re done here. Some of us have actual work to do. You know. Families to run. Territory to keep in check. Businesses to oversee. Not all of us were able to skip out on our duties for four years and come back without⁠—”

      “Do you have something to say?” Mal asked. He hadn’t even risen from his chair, but the way he tilted his chin made it obvious he was looking down on Alton. “If you do, then⁠—”

      “Let it be, Mal,” Sage murmured. “He’s not worth it.”

      That coupled with the fact that Sage didn’t really want the rest of the Court to know how deeply intwined Sage and Mal were. Not that it would remain secret for long. These things never seemed to in Eventide. It had been obvious when they walked into Court a few months ago together, holding hands. But at least for the moment, as Sage proposed being a neutral party, they wanted to look like one. Not that they weren’t—they were, they could be completely objective—but half the battle in this would be optics.

      “You’re right. He’s not. Doesn’t mean I couldn’t spare a few moments to take out the trash.” Mal’s smile was all teeth, the rictus of a nightmare lingering in the shadows of his long hair.

      “I’d like to see you⁠—”

      “Glyn,” Evy called, breaking up the argument. “May I speak with you a moment?”

      Glyn tilted his head. He’d been quiet the entire time, and now as he moved and his glamour shifted to try to keep up with him, Sage could see beneath it more easily.

      Guin. Why was Guin pretending to be Alton’s brother and second?

      “Of course, Evy,” Guin-disguised-as-Glyn murmured gently, but there was a sullenness to the set of his—her—shoulders. Sage was going to have to ask Mox what was going on there. “I’ll see you at home, brother,” Guin-disguised-as-Glyn called, and Alton stormed off, leaving the rest of the Court to quietly disperse and go their own way.
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      Mox stood on the edge of the gathering. Always on the outskirts, always on the fringes. Outside looking in, forever. That was her role in this organization—her role in life, it seemed. She railed against it sometimes. Tried to push through the glass separating her from everyone around her, but it was always there. Pervasive.

      That was part of the job. And being a part of the Faceless Few—nay, the second in command—wasn’t just a job, it was a lifestyle. The kind of lifestyle where lies were commonplace and falling in love was a liability.

      Or at least that’s what she always told herself, as she watched Mal drown himself in his grief. She had convinced herself—almost entirely—that these were simply the facts. That she was intimately aware of them because she’d been doing this for the last four years. That her brother was a prime example of what love inside of the families looked like. And really, what other examples did she have? None, that she could find.

      Still, as she stood there watching, she saw the way Guin—wearing Glyn’s face for the night—leaned toward Evy like a flower seeking the sun, and she was jealous. Her gut twisted with a snarling, green beast. Envious. Of how easy they made it look. Of how Guin had found happiness in this fucked-up blood-soaked city. Of how they seemed to be wrapped up in one another while already Mox’s mind was thinking of ways she could use this. Twist it to her best advantage. Spin it just so to get her brother what he wanted.

      The added bonus of that was that it would also get Corey what she wanted. Would that change how Corey looked at her? Was there some hope that once Mox helped Corey and Sage reach their goal of becoming a voice of reason in the Court of Families, Corey would finally agree to go out with Mox? Yes. The hope was there, but Mox was too realistic to put any stock in it.

      It had been months. Months. Since they’d first met outside Corey’s bakery. Months of Mox carefully inserting herself into Corey’s life and trying to annoy her into agreeing to a date. And still no go. She’d never struck out so soundly for so long.

      Maybe if she changed her face. Picked a new name. Pretended to be someone else. Anyone else. Maybe then she could have that small glimmer of happiness that she’d always longed for the way that Guin seemed to.

      She shook herself. No.

      That would never work. Halflings could see through glamours, and lying to Corey would only make her more furious with Mox. Better to prove her worth. To keep playing the long game. Corey would agree at some point. Surely. She had to. Right?

      Right?

      Giving up wasn’t an option. Mox couldn’t explain why, it just wasn’t.

      Normally, after the first no, Mox would have moved on. What use was there in trying to force something that wasn’t working? But even as she tried to put distance between herself and Corey, tried to remind herself that Corey didn’t like her, much less want to date her, Mox couldn’t seem to stop.

      It was pathetic, really.

      Why couldn’t she stop? Why couldn’t she move on?

      What was she even⁠—

      “Mox,” Mal called, cutting short her musings, and Mox realized that as she devolved into a minutes-long pity party, Court had largely cleared out. All that was left was Mal, Sage, and Corey. Corey, who was watching her like she had a second head. Delightful.

      “I’m coming.” Mox spun away from where she’d been standing watching Guin and Evy—who were also gone by that point—and caught up with the others.

      “So now that we’ve gotten our no, what’s the plan?” Corey asked. She ripped her eyes away from where she was inspecting Mox to face forward, like she couldn’t bear to look at her any longer. Mox tried not to shrink under the realization that perhaps she’d never gain any ground with Corey. That maybe Corey would always look at her like she was something dragged in on someone’s shoes.

      “We turn those no’s into yeses,” Sage said like it was the simplest thing in the world. Like changing the mind of a Mafia family
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