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  Chapter One


“I finally found you,” Zach says. He looks the same as when he died—the real him, not the witch’s wooden doll—a teenager who’d only just started growing into his frame, face tan and hair bleached almost blond from the sun. His throat is cut open, exposing layers of skin, fat, and muscle, though the blood spilling over his shirt is long dry. He studies me amiably, his smile crooked. He has a zit on his chin. 
“Now I’m talking to myself,” I say. “Of course I’d start talking to myself.” Zach and I stand at the beginning of a hallway, the end of which vanishes into the distance. Doors line both sides, crammed together with hardly any wall in between. All kinds of doors. The door to Grandma’s house. The door to the shed. The door to Zach’s room.
“You’re talking to me.” Zach sounds indignant.
“And you’re not real, because Zach died seven years ago. I just dreamed you up, like everything else here.” 
Zach. The hallway. The doors. All of it a decorative finish atop the workshop of my mind trying to reclaim the memories of my human childhood while I sleep. It’s how all my dreams have been since I broke the prison that once held Leithe. And part of myself, I guess. Since then, I always know when I’m dreaming, which means I’m never really asleep, never really resting.
“If you say so.” He steps past me and pushes open Grandma’s front door; beyond is a scene from forever ago. The memory settles back into my brain: Zach and I sit on the floor and categorize our Halloween candy while Grandma and Zach’s parents chat, beers in hand. Zach was a skeleton. 
Zach wanders off and opens another door. And another. Fragments of memories play out before my eyes: my tenth birthday party where the only kids who came were Zach and a girl named Samantha who told everyone at school she’d been a horse in a past life. We were friends because I was the only one who genuinely believed her. 
Beyond the next door, Zach’s father teaches us to drive his pickup truck when we were thirteen. Brent Foster found it hilarious that I picked up shifting gears faster than Zach even though I was a girl, and at the time I took it as a compliment. 
Each mundane memory of my childhood with Zach is another nail driven into my skin.
“If you made me, I could look like anything you wanted. I could be from any of these moments,” Zach says. “So why this?” He gestures to his neck.
That answer is easy. “It’s the last time I saw you. The real you.”
“That’s not a reason.” He opens another door. The memory beyond isn’t new. It finds its way to me every night. The other side is illuminated only by what moonlight sneaks past the forest canopy. We watch ourselves limp over moss and roots.
“I don’t want to see this again,” I say.
“Then close the door,” he says.
I don’t close the door. I watch myself lead Zach to Thistledown. To his death. I watch myself scream, cry, beg. I watch Thistledown slit his throat and leave. And I watch Zach die. 
“I’m sorry.” The words come out as barely more than a whisper.
“About what?” Zach asks.
“I killed you,” I say. “I wanted to save Hunter, or maybe I just wanted to win. Either way, you paid for it.”
The hallway dims and shudders. Zach’s eyes glint in the gloom. “You wanted to save Hunter.”
“But I didn’t save anyone,” I say. If I’d been better. If I’d listened to Hunter. If I’d made it through the prison sooner. If I’d been able to stop Thistledown. If I’d been able to do anything but sit and scream. There are countless ifs. 
Pieces of the world flake off, leaving behind gaps where early morning light seeps through. I’m waking up. “No,” I say. “I don’t want you to go. I want you to stay.”
Very gently, he takes my hands in his. “Then you should have chosen me.”

      [image: image-placeholder]The drone of the window AC unit drowns out the remains of the dream—a static, unchanging noise that reminds me that I’m awake, along with my sweat-soaked sheets. My bedroom is cast in gray, predawn light.
Zach is gone. Zach is dead. Has been for years, though he’s only been officially missing for a month.
If I roll over and close my eyes, I’ll once again be kneeling on that patch of blood-soaked dirt. 
So I get up. Force myself to cross the hall to the bathroom, where a face that’s supposed to be mine stares back from the mirror. It’s framed by hair that falls nearly to my hips. Hair I didn’t have a month ago. It’s missing the tiny crescent scar that once sat above my eyebrow from when I tripped face-first into the kitchen counter when I was nine.
This body isn’t the one I grew up in. It’s the one that was trapped within the prison tree. Mab’s body. The body I wore for over twenty years vanished where it fell from the kelpie’s back when Hunter shot me. A tool meant for me to use and discard, just like the thing the witch made of blood and twigs and magic and left in Zach’s place. A fetch, Leithe had called it.
It was a well-constructed fake. But the freckles that used to dot my knuckles are gone, as are all other marks, blemishes, and old scars accumulated through the course of a life. This new skin is flawless, marked only by the faintest tracery of the veins beneath.
I want to peel it off.
In a burst of savage energy, I yank open the medicine cabinet, take the scissors, and saw off a fistful of hair before throwing the scissors into the sink and hissing in pain. My fingers are red and raw where they made contact with the metal. The stench of burning hair fills the small room. Where the scissors touched, the strands are blackened and curling at the tips.
Half my face is framed by hair that falls in uneven chunks nearly to my shoulders, while the hair on the other side vanishes past the lower edge of the mirror.
I want it gone. Using a hand towel, I take the scissors again, wrap the rest of my hair around my fist at the back of my head, and hack it off. 
It looks terrible. The left side is shorter than the right and the back is far shorter than the front. But at least it’s something I did myself.
I throw my hair in the trash and rinse my head under the sink to get rid of the burning smell before I go downstairs. 
In the living room, Cheeps is perched on the windowsill, staring intensely outside. He doesn’t react when I look out over his head. A lone squirrel sits on a low-hanging branch and screams indignantly at something I can’t see, tail lashing. Cheeps hates squirrels. That’s all it is. 
There’s nothing else outside. The movement on the ground in the corner of my eye is just the shadow of a branch swaying in the breeze. No faeries. No monsters. No matter what I think I see in the trees at night. No matter how often I consider sneaking Grandma’s rifle up to my bedroom.
I take a breath. Force myself to relax. There’s nothing outside.
“What are you looking at?” Grandma asks from her armchair.
I jump at her voice. “Squirrels.” She gives me a skeptical look, but doesn’t push.
“You’re up early,” she says, coffee mug clutched in her hands. “There’s coffee.”
“So are you.” I fill a mug from the carafe. The bitter coffee lacks the acrid tang of metal that’s present in everything Grandma cooks, every dish she uses being cast iron or stainless steel. The smell permeates the house. It makes my nose burn and skin prickle. 
Even with the stench of iron hanging in the air killing my appetite, my stomach growls. It hasn’t stopped growling since I got this new body. But nothing I eat dulls the pain.
“Bad dreams,” she says.
“What kind of dreams?” I ask before I can stop myself. If Grandma remembers that night in the hospital when I tried to tell her the truth, she’s never said so. It’s simultaneously a relief and a disappointment.
She purses her lips. “Do you want me to even out your hair?”
“No,” I say quickly. Too quickly.
“Hm,” she says. Her go-to phrase to indicate she’s suspicious but choosing not to ask. She hasn’t confronted me for answers, not about how my hair grew three feet or why I only use plastic utensils now. I’ve run through scenarios in my head of telling her the truth. She usually calls me a monster. A murderer. Accuses me of taking the place of her real grandchild. I imagine the scraps of goodwill we’d just managed to cobble together going up in smoke.
Telling her would also mean whatever protection fae laws provide to humans would no longer apply to her. So I tell myself hiding the truth is for her sake and not my own cowardice.
“They’re pausing the search for Zach,” Grandma says. The sensation of the town of Shrike Run for the past month. There hasn’t been anything this interesting here in years. They’d interviewed all the neighbors at this point. A journalist came by to interview me after a picture the Fosters must have supplied ended up in a human-interest profile on Zach for the local paper. Grandma headed them off, wouldn’t let them speak to me.
“Oh.” She stares at me. That wasn’t the right response. I have to sound interested. Invested, like I think there’s a chance they’ll find something. “Why?” 
“Molly called me late last night.” Grandma and Zach’s mom have been talking every day since his disappearance. “Do you remember Grant Stanley?”
I think. “He was our elementary school P.E. teacher.”
“He got separated from the search party yesterday afternoon. They found his body in the creek a few hours later.” The creek.
“What killed him?” A dull roar begins at the base of my skull. I already know what Grandma is going to say.
“An animal. He’d been …” Grandma’s mouth scrunches up in disgust. “He’d been partially eaten.” By the creek. “Molly knows the medical examiner’s wife, and she says he’s confused as hell because the bite marks look more like an alligator than anything we’ve got around here. They’re wondering if it …” She hesitates. “If it might be the same thing that …”
I press my face into my hands. “Okay, I get it!”
“I’m sorry,” Grandma says, to my surprise. “That was morbid. I shouldn’t have gone into detail.”
“It’s not you. I’m sorry.” It’s me. I might as well have killed that man. I pulled the arrow out of the kelpie’s jaw and left him free.
“Molly’s coming over for coffee in a bit,” Grandma says, frowning. “Brent’s been fishing most mornings, looking for an excuse to be out of the house, probably, and I don’t think she likes being alone right now. Don’t tell her I told you, but she’s been having awful nightmares. Not sleeping at all.” 
“Got it.” I understand the warning in her words: pretend to be normal in front of Zach’s mom. She’s been through enough.
“How’s your job search going?” she asks.
“Nothing yet.” Nothing I can do that won’t require regular contact with metal. Iron worked by human hands, Leithe explained, including iron alloys, burns fae. And iron is everywhere. It was already hard enough to get a job with no college degree, and now I need to find one that won’t burn me alive. Alleged Faerie Queen isn’t a fit on most resumes. 
I take a breath before I launch into the next subject. “I did find some houses online, though. Have you ever thought about Vermont? Washington State?” 
She frowns. “We talked about this.”
“Seattle is pretty. Or what about Oregon? There’s trees there. You could find a place that’s just like here.” And they’re on the other side of the country.
“I’m not moving, Tamsin,” Grandma says. “I’ve been here for forty years and I plan to die here.” I must flinch, because her expression softens. “Not that I plan on dying anytime soon.”
“What about just into the city? You know, you might want to move closer to civilization soon, so you won’t need to drive as much.” Do faeries live in cities? How much iron does a place need to be laced with to keep them away?
“Child, I am not even seventy,” Grandma snaps. “What is so wrong with this house?”
When a house is haunted, the smart thing to do is move. When your house is in the middle of a faerie-infested forest, the same concept should apply, not that I can say that. “It’s just … there’s a lot of memories here. And with Zach …” I let the words hang. Grandma sighs, and I feel like a monster.
“I understand, but we can’t just up and leave while the Fosters are going through this. It’s not right.” She contemplates her coffee. “I’m not kicking you out, but you know you don’t have to stay here, don’t you? I’m doing so much better it’s throwing the doctor for a loop. You can go back to Boston, if you want.”
I can’t go back to Boston. My former roommates hate me for breaking my lease and my meager savings were wiped out on the penalties for doing so. But I could still leave. I could sleep on a couch if I was lucky. A park bench if I wasn’t—as long as it’s not made of metal. Either one might be better than staying. Would Faerie chase me and leave Grandma alone, or would leaving be getting her killed? 
“Do you want me to leave?” My voice is small. Vulnerable. I hate it.
“No,” she says quickly. “I just mean that you should be traveling, dating, partying, doing drugs responsibly, things kids should be doing. You should be living your life, Tamsin, not trying to babysit me.” Something on my face must concern her, because she sighs. “I will think about thinking about moving. But it’s not happening anytime soon.” Then it might not be soon enough. She sighs again and looks up from her coffee, making purposeful eye contact with me. “I know … things have been hard for you.” By the window, Cheeps starts growling deep in his throat like a cat. I whip my head around to look. “Tamsin,” Grandma says indignantly. “I am trying to say something important.”
“Sorry.” I focus on her.
She sighs a third time. “I lost Skye twice.” This gets my attention. Grandma hates talking about her daughter. My ‘mother.’ Skye’s son, her real child—Grandma’s real grandchild—was taken on the orders of the witch who built Mab’s prison. I’ve seen no sign of the witch after my useless attempt last month to get her to tell me what happened to the baby. 
Grandma keeps talking; I force myself to concentrate on what she’s saying. “Skye left when she turned eighteen because she didn’t get along with her father—and me, I shouldn’t downplay my role. She came back after she got pregnant, but you know she wasn’t … she wasn’t well.” Grandma stares at her coffee, a deep line between her brows. “She was convinced … she kept going on about …” She trails off, looking for the words. I see the suspicion working its way through her, the threat that she might start putting things together.
“It’s okay,” I say quickly. “We don’t have to talk about it.”
“It’s not …” Grandma sighs and gives up. “I don’t know if I will ever see her again. I just don’t want that to happen to you.” 
It won’t, I want to say. But I can’t promise that. I don’t know what’s going to happen. If they come for me, from Grandma’s point of view, I’d simply disappear.






  
  Chapter Two


“What’s wrong?” I ask Cheeps after Grandma finishes her coffee and goes to her room to get dressed before Molly arrives.  
“Dead things in the trees, Young Miss. Watching us,” he says. “They smell. I don’t like them.” I crouch to his eye level and follow his gaze. Now that he’s pointed them out, I notice several birds sitting stock-still in the trees, staring at the house. One, a crow, has a twisted neck and tattered feathers sticking out at odd angles. I only know of one person who can make dead things move around. And I need to talk to him anyway. 
“I’ll take care of it,” I say. I move to go, but Cheeps grabs a lock of my hair in his tiny hands and tugs on it.
“It’s court fae,” he says, his round, ink-black eyes wide with fear. “The scent of all the creatures that wait under the dirt to reach up and take the dead. The Crawling Court.” He tugs on my hair more insistently. “Young Miss, you have not known your nature for long so it is okay if you do not know these things, but the creature you brought home is court fae. Court fae are very very bad. If you anger him, he will eat us all up.” When I brought Leithe here briefly after we left the prison, Cheeps hid the entire time. I only saw him again a week after Leithe left. “When the court fae are here, all we can do is wait for them to get bored and leave.”
“I don’t think he’s going to get bored.” I’d hoped he would. I thought if I hid in the house, I could wait him out. 
There is nothing here for you, I’d told him. I just want to live my life. And he’d left, but not without telling me how to find him. Every day for the past month, I’ve thought about going, thought about the questions I’d ask. But I never go. I don’t want to give him an inch.
The birds turn their heads in unison to watch me as I leave the house. They follow as I make my way down the driveway, flapping clumsily from branch to branch. I pause at the edge of the yard. For a moment, I consider turning around and getting the rifle, just in case. But I don’t think Grandma would let me leave the house with it. 
It’s just one step, then another. The only monsters in the woods are the ones I’m expecting. 
A shiny black Oldsmobile rumbles up the driveway, pulling to a stop next to me. One of the Foster family project cars. If I had any control over the fae ability to vanish from human perception, I’d use it now, as Molly Foster leans across the passenger seat and smiles at me. There are dark bags under her eyes.
“Looks like I just missed you, huh?” she says. “Maybe you’ll be around tomorrow? We haven’t gotten the chance to catch up since you moved back.” 
Because I run away whenever Grandma says you’re coming over. “Tomorrow could work.”
“Tomorrow,” she says. “You be careful, honey.” 
Once Molly’s car is out of sight, I lean against a tree and breathe until the nausea fades. Every time I see her or her husband, I want to tell them everything. I can’t stand the sympathy in their eyes, as if this is a tragedy that happened to all of us equally, instead of something I did.
The driveway that leads to the old Randall Place is only identifiable as a cut of younger growth curling around the bits of gravel that remain, hedged in on either side by far older trees. Humans haven’t lived there since the Randalls died. After that, Hunter made use of it until he returned to Faerie, his duty to watch the prison no longer needed. 
Now, the overgrown yard in front of the decrepit three-story house is covered in dead things. Some are intact skeletons—deer, raccoons, lizards and mice fresh enough to still have connective tissue holding their shapes together—thrown together over piles of loose bones and rotting wood. A tree stump as wide as a tractor tire sits on the ground by the porch, roots as thick as my arm sprawling out from its base like the limbs of an octopus. More dead birds perch on the roof. Numerous partially-finished constructs of bone, wood, and chitin lie thankfully inanimate on the ground or draped over the porch banister. 
There’s no smell of rot as I approach, just age and dirt. Shadows whisper across the ground and around corners. The entire place is colder and darker than it should be on a June morning. No matter how carefully I step, tiny bones or the bodies of insects crunch beneath my shoes. A vague feeling of wrongness settles over me as I get closer; I wonder if that’s what keeps the humans away. 
“Did someone attack you, or did you do that to your own head?” Leithe asks. I jump in surprise. Seated in the shade of the porch, he blends into the overlapping shadows almost perfectly. A collection of small bones, twigs, and feathers lies splayed out across the rotted planks before him.
My hand goes to my hair before I can stop myself. “It was too long.” I cross my arms, trying not to look self-conscious. “Your zombie birds are scaring Cheeps. Keep them away from my house.”
Leithe, even while sitting, somehow manages to stare down his nose at me as if I’m one of the many dead bugs scattered across the ground, his yellow eyes glowing in the dim light. “Who’s Cheeps?”
“You know who Cheeps is.”
He thinks. “The brownie? Tell him to adjust. The birds are guarding you. Lelit certainly knows where you live, since you insisted on letting her servant go.” Lelit, one of Queen Mab’s vassals and one of the three who betrayed and trapped her in the prison tree.
“I’m going to start sitting on the porch with a rifle. If I can hit the birds, they’re too close,” I threaten.
Leithe’s lip quirks. “If you can get rid of them, I’ll concede they’re unnecessary.” His eyes are the only thing about him with any color. His skin is pale, almost gray. His black hair falls in a perfect sheet past his chest. His robes are also dark, blending seamlessly into the shadows around him—shadows that move on their own. Those robes are made of glamour, hiding the clothes I’d scrounged for him from Grandma’s attic. “Your own power would be more effective than human weapons, but you haven’t been practicing, have you?”
I haven’t. I’ve thought about it. Of doing silly little things, just to see if I could, like change the color of my shirt or make a twig crawl like an earthworm in an imitation of a trick Hunter once showed me. But I never made it to trying. I don’t know if I’m more scared of failure or success. 
“I told you before, you’re not going to bully me into marrying you, or whatever it is you’re doing. I’m not your wife. Fiancée. Whatever,” I say. His eyes narrow. He’s attractive in a sharp, almost-alien way; his features come together barely enough to appear human. Because he isn’t human. And I shouldn’t be antagonizing him. For a moment, despite my feigned bravado, I worry my fear shows through. I don’t know how far I can push him. It’s why I haven’t told him what the witch said about Mab’s desire for death. If I did, if he didn’t think there was a point in waiting for her memories to return, how quickly would he turn on me? The thought doesn’t completely bury the twinge of guilt in my chest from the lie. 
He idly examines the bones and feathers scattered about, picking them up and setting them down as if looking for something specific. “I cannot understand why you’d rather sit in that house and play at being a human. You refuse to even learn how to shield yourself from worked iron.” He gestures at my singed hair. “It’s one of the simplest glamours. The brownie could probably teach it to you.” A tiny wraith peels itself away from Leithe’s shadow and darts into the collection of bones, twigs, and feathers in his palm. They twitch and pull themselves into a skeleton—something between a mouse and lizard, with a sparrow’s wings pressed flat across its back. It flutters off his hand and vanishes into the grass. 
“Do you have dead rats watching my house, too?” I ask. 
“If I did, you couldn’t stop me.” He crosses his arms. “Are you not the slightest bit interested in what you could do if you tried?”
“I thought this would be over with by now.” I veer away from that subject. “I wanted to know the truth. Now I want things to return to normal, but it just keeps going.”
Leithe snorts in disgust. “I would think you’d be grateful to learn you’re a queen and betrothed to a fae lord.”
“Because you’re such a catch?” I snap. His expression turns neutral. He stares at me, unnervingly still. My pulse quickens, but that fear only fuels my venom, as if goading him into violence would somehow be a victory. As if his disdain for me would convince him that there’s none of Mab in me. I wait, holding his gaze. Holding my breath.
Leithe sighs, life returning to his face again. “What do you plan to do when the courts come for you, then?”
“What I do is none of your business,” I say, because I have no answer to that question.
He rises to his feet. “It is, actually, because I’d like to keep you in one piece until your memories come back, and everyone else wants the opposite. Lelit knows we’re free, since you insisted on sparing that knight of hers. And folk talk. Enemies will come looking for you: the queen who can’t protect herself. You are the most vulnerable a monarch has ever been. Everyone will want to take advantage of that.”
He takes a step forward. “Some might gamble on your generosity and offer up their service in the hopes of a reward when you’re restored to your rightful place. But most are going to take what they can while they can. They’ll take you apart while you can’t fight back. Some will try to force you into deals, but others won’t bother. They’ll just eat you. Your flesh, your blood, your bones—they’re power, power that others will want for themselves, and right now, there’s nothing stopping anyone from taking it.” By the time he’s finished speaking, he’s approached close enough to tower over me.
“Does the height thing usually intimidate people?” I have to look up to see his face. 
He rolls his eyes. “Burn the hair you hacked off your head if you haven’t already. It could be used against you.” He steps back and leans against the wall. “I’m leaving the birds where they are. If that’s all you came for, you’re welcome to leave.” When I hesitate, he adds, “Though it seems you have something else you’re going to ask for.”
The real reason I came here, before I let myself pick a fight. “I think the kelpie killed someone. A human.” 
There’s a pause as if he’s waiting for me to get to the point. “It’s probably killed many humans.”
“But he promised me he wouldn’t kill any innocent humans.”
Leithe laughs. “Innocence is subjective. If someone touches you without your permission, is it forgivable because they didn’t think they needed to ask? Why would I care how that creature chooses to interpret transgression?”
“But that’s … that’s entrapment.”
“Obviously.” He gives me a calculating stare. “I assume you brought this up because you’re going to ask me something.”
I shift on my feet. “Could you make him stop killing humans?”
“Oh?” he says airily. “I thought you wanted me to leave.”
“Could you make him stop?” I ask again.
He smiles. “So that’s why you finally came. After all that bluster, you need something from me. That must rankle.”
“What, do you want me to say ‘please’?” I say, defensive because he’s right. Instead of answering, he waits expectantly. “Will you please stop the kelpie from killing people?”
“I serve at your convenience.” He bows mockingly. “For a price.”
“I’ll stop complaining about the zombie bird guards?” I offer.
“The last deal we made had you extort me for a wish,” he points out. “It would only be fair.” A wish. Anything within my power to give.
“No,” I say. “Absolutely not.” I don’t want to know what he’d demand.
“Then best of luck figuring your powers out before the kelpie gets hungry again. Though they’re always hungry, you know. Fascinating creatures, really,” he says.
“Oh, well.” I take a few steps toward the road. “I guess I’ll just go ask it nicely to stop eating people. I really hope it doesn’t devour my delicious queen flesh. But maybe this is goodbye forever.”
“Do you really think threatening to get yourself killed is going to get you your way?” Leithe asks.
“Is it?” I make it maybe twenty feet down the driveway before the temperature suddenly plummets, and I realize with absolute certainty that Leithe is right behind me. His fingers are cold where they settle on my shoulder; the cold spreads across my skin, into my bones, my lungs. I can’t move. Can’t breathe. I collapse to my knees, unable to support my own weight. I can’t force the smallest noise from my throat.
The spell is broken as soon as he lets go. I gulp down lungfuls of air, shivering uncontrollably. “Asshole.” It takes a few tries to get the word out through chattering teeth. Any guilt I felt about keeping the truth from him about Mab is gone.
Leithe stands over me, looking unimpressed. “You have so little leverage right now.” I look at the ground. He’s right. “If you could use your own powers, you wouldn’t need my help, you know.” 
I push myself shakily to my feet, ignoring his offered hand. “Fine. If you stop the kelpie from hurting people, I’ll give you a wish. I swear on my last drop of blood.” It’s my fault it’s killing people. I should be willing to pay anything to fix my own mistake. As I say the words, they form a weight that sinks into my chest and rests just above my heart. Palpable, but not painful. A constant reminder of my promise.
Leithe raises an eyebrow. “I expected you to try a little harder to negotiate down, but very well. Let’s get this over with.”






  
  Chapter Three


I shiver as we walk down the winding road toward the creek, slowly massaging feeling back into my arms. “What did you do to me?” 
“Pulled a little of your life out,” Leithe says. “Not enough to cause any real damage.”
“So you could kill someone like that?” I ask. “Just by touching them?”
“Yes,” he says. “The kelpie should be little trouble.”
“You’re going to kill him?” I ask in alarm.
Leithe stops in his tracks, expression exasperated. “Is that not what you wanted me to do?”
“Couldn’t you talk to him? You’re court fae, right? Cheeps seems to think that makes you important. Wouldn’t the kelpie listen to you? I just want him to stop hurting humans.”
“People,” Leithe says. “You said ‘people’ before. Which is it?”
“I—It’s not fair for the humans. They don’t even know what’s happening. They don’t know the rules.”
“Ah,” Leithe says. “So it’s about sportsmanship. Interesting.”
“That’s not—” I recall the screeching of the pixies as the kelpie snatched them out of the air in his jaws. “That’s not what I meant.” I hadn’t thought about the fae at all. “Can you tell him not to hurt fae either?”
Leithe raises an eyebrow. “Then what is it supposed to eat?”
“Animals?”
“And if the kelpie refuses to obey?” he asks. “Then what shall I do?”
I’m saved from answering when a faded red SUV whips around the bend in front of us and disappears back the way we came. I scrabble away from the road, though the car came nowhere close to me. 
Leithe watches the car with mild interest, and for a moment I hope he forgot his question. “Well?” he asks expectantly after the noise from the car fades. 
“Let’s … let’s just see what the kelpie says, first,” I say.
Leithe snorts. “If you insist.”
When we reach the bridge that spans the creek, an old blue pickup truck is parked on the dirt pull off. I want to vomit.
“That’s Zach’s dad’s truck.” I can’t force away the image of Brent’s body lying on the creek bank, waterlogged and mangled.
I pick my way down to the water and start walking upstream, toward where the creek deepens and widens out—a place people sometimes go to fish. Brent only brought us once. I couldn’t sit still long enough to catch anything and Zach cried the first time his father shoved a hook through a worm, which made me cry, too.
Rivulets of something dark twist through the otherwise clear water before branching outward like the roots of a tree, splitting and growing thinner and thinner until the red dissipates completely.
No. I’m too late. he’s already killed Brent. I run—as if that would make any difference now—following the trail of blood as it meanders downstream.
I slam into something and scream, waiting for the kelpie’s jaws to close around my head.“Tamsin?” Brent Foster’s large hands grip my shoulders. He looks down at me with concern. His hair is darker than his son’s and he has a burgeoning beer belly. A beard obscures most of his face. In a few decades, this could have been Zach. “Are you okay? What are you doing out here?” A tackle box and rod lay on the ground near his feet.
“I … I’m sorry. I saw your truck, and … I heard there was maybe a bear or something running around, and …” I trail off. And what? And I came to save him?
He shows me the shotgun slung over his shoulder. “Molly made me bring bear spray, too. I’m not worried.”
I almost let out a sigh of relief, then I see what lies in the water beyond him: the body of a large black horse nearly dams the creek; blood, bits of viscera, and water weeds peel off the corpse and drift away with the current. 
Most of the kelpie’s head is blown away. Wisps of smoke still waft from where bits of shot are embedded in the flesh, now blackened and cracked from the contact with the iron. The smell is horrendous, not just an uncomfortable mix of gunpowder and cooking meat, but the kelpie’s innards reek of scum, rot, and stagnant water. 
“Did you kill it?” I whisper. Leithe catches up and glares at the scene. He strides past Brent—who doesn’t acknowledge his presence—and stops in front of the kelpie’s remains.
Brent follows my gaze and looks blankly at the water. “You okay, sweetheart?” he asks. “You need a ride home?” His eyes are bloodshot; the skin around them red and puffy. I’ve known this man my entire life, and I’ve never seen him shed a tear. Not the time he broke his arm working in the garage; not during the group searches; not during the news interviews; not when someone else might have been watching.
I must stare for too long, because Brent averts his gaze. “Well.” He coughs. “The fish keep stealing my bait. I think I’m going to pack up, anyway.”
“Wait.” Leithe places his hand on Brent’s shoulder. 
Brent stiffens and turns. “Who—”
“Be at ease,” Leithe says. “And tell the truth.”
“Okay.” Brent immediately calms, his eyes glazing over.
“Did you kill anything today?”
“Worms.”
“Do you know who killed the beast in the water?”
“What beast?” Brent asks blandly.
“Did you see anything out of the ordinary today?” I ask.
Brent thinks. “You. And the Subaru.”
“Subaru?”
“The red Subaru Outback. 2001, probably. It was parked by the bridge when I pulled up. Had out-of-state plates. Thought it might be a journalist or something, but no one was out here.”
“Forget this happened and go home,” Leithe says, releasing Brent’s shoulder and flickering back out of mortal sight. Brent blinks several times, then looks around. He looks as if he wants to ask me a question.
“I don’t need a ride, but thank you for offering,” I say, as if our conversation was never interrupted.
“Right. Well, tell your grandmother hello.” With one final, puzzled look around, he quickly makes his way back toward the bridge, as if trying to outrun the feeling that something unexplainable happened.
“What is a ‘Subaru’?” Leithe asks once Brent is gone.
“A car. Probably the same one we saw on the way here.” I look back toward the bridge. “You didn’t have to mess with his head.”
“He’ll be fine. A few moments under a glamour won’t do permanent damage.” 
“That seemed to be a lot easier for you than it was before.” Fresh out of the prison, he’d struggled to glamour human minds at all.
“I’ve had time to recover.” Leithe returns his attention to the kelpie. 
“It looks like he was killed with a shotgun,” I say. “Do fae use guns?” 
He frowns. “No.” 
I squat on my haunches and force myself to study the ruin more closely, though I don’t know what I’m looking for. One of the kelpie’s milk-white eyes threatens to spill from his cracked socket. 
He was a monster. He tried to kill me. He probably did kill Grant Stanley. He’s probably killed countless people over the years. Humans and fae.
My first thought is relief. Not just that the kelpie is dead, but that it wasn’t because of me. That thought is quickly followed by a wave of self-disgust. As with Thistledown, someone else took care of it for me. I didn’t have to pull a trigger, or even hand someone else the gun. I shouldn’t be grateful. I shouldn’t be relieved that something has died. But I am. And I hate myself for it.
“I have no idea how to find that car.” The only lead.
“Why bother?” he says. “The kelpie’s dead. Your problem is solved. And if there’s a human that thinks it can hunt us, it will come to us eventually. We have more important matters to focus on.”
I gesture at the kelpie’s body. “They clearly can hunt … us.” Us. I stumble over the word.
“No. They can hunt that. I’m not concerned.” He kneels next to the body, the hem of his robe bubbling with shadows that seep outward as if someone spilled boiling ink on the ground. “This is convenient, regardless.” He touches what remains of the kelpie’s neck; a piece of the shadows at his feet breaks off and slithers across the ground toward the body, solidifying into the impression of a four-legged animal—a deer, or perhaps a dog—and finally vanishing into the kelpie’s remains.
With a shudder, the kelpie’s legs jerk into motion. One by one, its limbs prop themselves up and heave the creature’s bulk off the ground, wobbling and finding its balance like some grotesque parody of a newborn foal. The kelpie’s neck lolls to the side, head barely attached by strips of skin and muscle. Dark, bloody water spills from the pieces of skull still attached to its body. Teeth and other bits of loose bone fall free as it rises and plink into the water.
“A shame the head is in so many pieces,” Leithe says. “But I can work with this.” When it’s standing, I can see that another shot blew away a portion of its chest cavity, exposing splintered ribs and dark organs spilling outward. “Head and heart both destroyed. Not necessary to kill a faerie this weak, but I suppose someone wanted to be sure.”
“Oh my god.” Reality catches back up to me. I turn and run to a nearby tree, doubling over as my breakfast threatens to come back up. 
I groan and rest my forehead against the tree trunk. The smell of rancid mud is overbearing, but it’s the image of the kelpie’s lifeless, unseeing eye that makes bile rise in my throat. But I fight the feeling back and take several deep breaths. I don’t want to puke in front of Leithe. Almost puking in front of him is bad enough.
After wiping the tears from my eyes, I turn back to Leithe, then look around, confused. “Where did it go?” The kelpie is nowhere to be seen.
“I ordered it to go back to that hovel. It’s not much use in pieces, anyway.” He picks up a shard of jaw and drops it back into the water in disgust. “What a waste of time.”
“Now you’re mad because you didn’t have to do anything after all?” I ask. As the realization dawns on me, the weight in my chest—the promise—vanishes like a sigh. “Since a mystery party possibly driving a Subaru dealt with the kelpie before you did, the deal’s off. No wish for you.” 
“This doesn’t change your real problem,” he says petulantly.
I start back toward the road. “Like you said, that’s my problem.”
Leithe catches up easily. “You’re very quick to dismiss me when there’s no longer an immediate monster to deal with. Are you that short-sighted?”
“Don’t act like you’re not using me, that you’re here for my own good,” I say. “I have no reason to trust anything that comes out of your mouth.”
“I am here for your own good,” he says.
“You’re here for Mab’s own good. Not mine. You’re not my friend. You’re just the person I met first. Maybe you’re exaggerating this Lelit-and-the-courts stuff to scare me, because it’s been over a month and they’re not here. Maybe you’re just wrong. Maybe they don’t know. Maybe they don’t care. Maybe we can talk it out.” But a knot of worry still squirms in my stomach.
“They will come for you, and if you aren’t ready, you’ll end up in another tree.”
“I’m not going to just get strong enough to deal with these people just because I want to,” I snap. “You’re all, what, hundreds of years old? Thousands? Old enough that quantifying it is pointless? I’m twenty-one. Am I just going to make a stick move a few times and suddenly be able to kill people with my mind, or whatever you expect me to be able to do?”
“Wanting to would be a good start,” he says.
“It doesn’t matter what I want to do. It’s not going to change anything.”
Leithe sighs. “Give me the time it takes for us to walk back to your home, and I’ll have the birds fall back to where they won’t bother the brownie.”
I look at him suspiciously. “What do you want me to do?”
Leithe picks up a small rock. In his hands it becomes an eyeball with a slit, reptilian pupil that rolls in his palm to focus on me. “Turn it into something else.”
“How?” I take the glamoured stone from his offering hand. It’s wet, and the surface gives slightly against the pressure from my fingers. 
“Can you see the threads?” he asks. 
If I let my eyes relax until they’re nearly unfocused, tiny, dark threads wrapping around the stone-turned-eye come into view. From one angle, it looks like an eyeball, from another, a rock. If I concentrate, it somehow feels like both at the same time, though that quickly makes my head throb. “Yes,” I say with some surprise. I tug on the threads until one snaps and the entire thing unravels. The eye becomes a stone once more. “I did it.” Suddenly, I don’t want to hold the stone anymore. I offer it back to him.
“You have some ability to undo glamour, at least.” Leithe doesn’t move to take the stone back. “Now try it yourself. Changing one thing into a like form is one of the simplest glamours. It’s easier than making something from nothing. Just order it to be something else.”
“Um. Be purple.” I imagine a deep, royal purple blooming across the rock’s surface like paint in water. Nothing happens, except that I feel extremely silly. 
I can feel Leithe’s annoyed gaze boring into my skull. “Can you feel your power?” he asks.
“What’s it supposed to feel like?” I ask. He pauses, frowning, so I continue. “You have no idea how to teach this, do you?”
“You might as well be asking me what it’s like to see with my eyes or hear with my ears.”
“And you’re asking me to see with my ears and hear with my eyes.”
Leithe sighs. “You are using glamour, or you wouldn’t be visible to humans. What does that feel like?”
“I haven’t thought about it since I did it the first time. I haven’t needed to. It just feels … normal.”
“Hmm.” He taps a finger against his chin as he thinks. “Try to do something with the rock again.”
“Fine.” I look at the rock. “You are a sapphire.” It does not become a sapphire.
“Try harder,” Leithe says.
I groan and stare harder, imagining the top layer of rock sloughing off and revealing blue facets beneath. Instead, the rock splits open like an egg and the kelpie’s head lunges out toward my face, small at first but growing rapidly to its full size, jaws splitting open like an alligator’s.
I scream and throw the rock as hard as I can, coincidentally straight at Leithe. He catches it with an unamused expression.
Once I recover, I ask, “Did I do that?” There’s hope in my voice. I hate it. I shouldn’t be excited. Shouldn’t want this. The rock in Leithe’s hands looks once more like a rock. 
“No,” he says. “I did. I thought you might be able to accomplish something on instinct if you felt threatened. Apparently not.”
“I was going to apologize for throwing that rock at you,” I say. “Now I’m not.”
“Perhaps you weren’t in enough peril.” He tosses the rock back to me. I let it land on the ground.
“Whatever you’re thinking, don’t.”
He sighs. “You’re right. It wouldn’t help. You need to return to Faerie. The mortal world is too thin for you to recover properly. You need Faerie food and air.”
“I’m not going to Faerie with you.” I have no doubts he’d never bring me back. “Go back yourself. What I do doesn’t need to be your problem.”
“I made a commitment that I intend to honor, whether you remember it or not.”
“Well, you can go honor your commitments somewhere else. This is my stop.” We’ve reached Grandma’s driveway; her house is just out of sight.
He looks down his nose at me. “There’s going to be a point where you wish you paid a single mote of attention to what I’m saying.” One of Leithe’s birds swoops down and lands on his outstretched hand. It croaks; the sound comes out reedy and broken. Much of its face has been eaten clean away. Leithe frowns at the bird. As I turn to make my way up the driveway, he says, “And perhaps that point is now. There’s fae at your grandmother’s house.”
“Who? How many?” Fear. Immediate, shameful fear. I should run to the house. Grandma’s there. Cheeps is there. But my feet stay rooted where I am. 
“I don’t know.” He looks at me slyly. My change in attitude must be apparent. “Are you not going to go talk out your differences?” he asks. “You can go hide in that hovel while I deal with this, but I recommend you come with me, in case there are more waiting to ambush you.” I stay where I am out of fear, but he seems to take it as my decision to accompany him. “Remember that right now, your best defense is Mab’s reputation. She’s a monarch; so long as the vultures think you are capable of what she was, you’ll be safe. Act as if you believe everyone else is beneath your notice.” Leithe thinks for a moment. “Actually, just don’t talk.” He starts toward the house and I follow, in part because I don’t want to be left alone—the normal noises of the woods now sound far more threatening.
With each step down Grandma’s driveway, I expect monsters worse than the kelpie to appear and run me down. I clamp my hand down on the fabric of my pants to resist grabbing onto Leithe’s sleeve like a toddler.
But we reach Grandma’s house without issue. Standing in the yard, arms clasped behind his back and a hound at each heel, is Hunter.






  
  Chapter Four


“Hunter,” I say, speaking against Leithe’s advice. Hunter’s clothes are different—nicer—with a deep emerald cloak and a leather breastplate tooled with roses and serpents twining together. A uniform. He has a bow across his back and a dagger at his waist. 
“Your Grace.” Hunter bows at the waist. There’s nothing but rigid disdain in his eyes when he looks at me. Anything I might have said perishes under that gaze. His hounds remain stock-still, watching Leithe warily. “My lady is waiting for you inside.” His voice is neutral, his face a mask. 
Lelit is here. I want to run inside, yell for Grandma, but Leithe loops his arm through mine and leads us at an unhurried pace. Hunter opens the front door for us, allowing overlapping peals of laughter from multiple women to escape.
“And the time they gave each other haircuts; do you remember that?” Molly’s voice carries from inside. “I had to buzz Zach’s head to even it all out. I almost cried. I loved his hair at that age. It was so curly.”
“How adorable,” says a woman’s voice, low and smooth. I recognize it from the prison. 
Lelit sits at the dining room table with Grandma and Molly, all three of them holding coffee mugs. Like her appearance in the prison, Lelit looks like she should be on magazine covers: all gleaming olive skin, long copper hair, and vibrant green eyes—airbrushed, unnatural perfection, even in just a simple cream dress and a narrow green scarf. And she’s sitting. With my grandmother. Lelit watches me, a small, conspiratorial smile on her lips, one inviting me to share in her secret. I want to go in screaming and swinging, but I can’t bring myself to move from behind Leithe. It’s not until now that I realize I believe every warning he’s given me.
“Tamsin!” Grandma says, beaming up at me. “Your friend from school wanted to surprise you.” Her eyes are glazed over the same way Brent’s were when Leithe glamoured him. Molly’s, too. “We were just about to break out the baby pictures.” Lelit’s in Grandma’s house. Lelit’s in Grandma’s head.
“His hair was so soft,” Molly says, oblivious to the rest of us. Tears begin streaming down her face. “I just wanted to … I just wish …” Her breath hitches as a sob constricts her throat.
“Shh.” Lelit takes Molly’s chin in her hand. Immediately, Molly’s eyes close and she slumps forward as Lelit gently lowers her head to the table. “Dream of nice things. Be free of those nightmares for a while.” Then she turns and takes Grandma’s hand. “I saw your garden. You already know that no matter how many flowers you rear from seeds, it will not fill the hole in your heart left by … not a lover. Him, you don’t miss as much as you feel you should.” She looks closer, tapping long, manicured nails on the dining table. Her eyes flare. “A child, then? One that’s lost to you?”
“Yes,” Grandma whispers, tears gathering at the corners of her eyes.
“Leave her alone,” I say. But I don’t move. She’s threatening my grandmother, the only person I have, and I’m watching myself not do anything about it.
Lelit ignores me. “Working with your hands lets you forget the words you said to her that day, though they can never be unspoken.”
“No,” Grandma whispers. Tears flow freely now.
“Then sleep,” Lelit says. “Go to your garden and find what passes for peace.” Grandma sinks down onto the table.
“Why hurt her?” I ask. “She didn’t do anything to you.” I want to sound angry, in control, demanding, like this is my house, but the words come out a traitorous, pleading whine.
“I had to give her something as thanks for her hospitality,” Lelit says. “Though the truth is a gift few know to appreciate.” 
“It’s poor manners to trespass in someone else’s home,” Leithe says. “Even a human’s.”
Lelit takes a sip of coffee. “I was invited. The woman wanted so deeply to believe her … granddaughter …” She says the word as if it’s foreign, “had friends. She asked me inside before I’d finished introducing myself.” Her mouth curls into a smile as she turns back to me. “I’ve missed you. I thought you’d return to court as soon as you were out of that tree. When you didn’t, I had to see what was so interesting in the mortal world.” She taps her nails on her mug as she speaks.
“Did it cross your mind that your queen has better things to do than entertain you?” Leithe glances around the room. “Where is Noctiva? I thought you two traitors were inseparable.” Lelit’s fellow vassal and co-conspirator in Mab’s imprisonment.
The corner of Lelit’s mouth curves down. “I wasn’t speaking to you.” The scarf around her neck ripples, and for a moment, I see its true form: an emerald snake with a body thicker than Lelit’s arm. “Noctiva is busy with her own affairs.”
“Look,” I say. “I really don’t care that you locked me in a tree. The court’s all yours. We’re good. I’m going to stay here, and you can stay in Faerie, and we can both live happily ever after.” Please just leave. Please just take it all and go.
Lelit’s eyes glow with sudden rage—literally glow—and her skin ripples as if something within wants to escape. My knees buckle as the air gets heavier. Then she stops, closes her eyes, takes a calming breath, and smiles—an expression that says oopsie, that was almost bad.
I gasp as breath suddenly crashes back into my lungs. I didn’t realize I hadn’t been breathing. 
Lelit studies me and I fight not to shrink back, afraid of what she’ll see. “I’ve been hard at work planning a celebration in your honor. Will you not return to court with me?”
“I’m not going anywhere with you,” I say. This time, I manage to sound more confident than I feel. 
Lelit sighs theatrically. “Then I will give you the gifts I brought and depart for now, Your Grace.” She crooks a beckoning finger, and Hunter moves to her side. “My knight reported that he struck you with an arrow. I offer you the offending hand.”
“No, that isn’t—”
Lelit looks at Hunter and speaks a word. Her mouth moves; my ears refuse to process the sound in a way that makes sense, but Hunter goes rigid. Lelit follows it with an order: “Cut off your hand.” Without hesitation, Hunter draws his dagger and places his hand on the table.
“Stop!” I scream. But the blade flashes down.
Lelit speaks the word again and orders Hunter to stop. The blade freezes a hair’s breadth from his wrist. “Is something wrong, Your Grace?” she asks innocently. But her eyes burn.
“I’m not mad about the shooting thing and I don’t want his hand,” I say. “Don’t do this.”
“Of course, Your Grace. Silly me. You’ve been coveting my knight, haven’t you?” Hunter still stands stock-still, but his eyes widen. “You don’t just want a hand.” 
“I don’t—” I don’t care about this. Hurting him won’t bother me. Those would be lies.
Lelit finishes her coffee and gently sets the mug on the table. She stands, checks her nails, adjusts her dress, and before I can hope she’s just going to leave, her hand strikes out, graceful and fast as a snake, and vanishes through fabric and flesh into Hunter’s chest. 
I whimper, mouth opening and closing while producing no coherent words. Hunter doesn’t make a sound as Lelit twists her hand and tears free a dark, beating heart from its cavity. Hunter buckles but remains on his feet. 
“I think I’ll keep this,” Lelit says, “since it’s mine anyway. Do what you wish with the rest.” I stare dumbly, unable to tear my eyes from the blood where it pools on the floor around Hunter’s feet. I should do something.
Lelit turns away from Hunter and steps around the table, making her way toward us. She’s barefoot; a dollop of blood hits the top of her foot from the messy prize in her hand. I should do something.
Leithe takes a half-step forward, placing himself between her and me. 
“Oh?” Lelit looks more amused than worried. “Are we getting violent already? I doubt a century in a tree left you in any position to fight. And in a place where a single accident could render you a rule-breaker? Please, kill one of these humans and wither to a husk.” She draws a small scroll from her dress pocket. “I’ve planned a ball at your palace to celebrate your return, Your Grace, to be held in three days.” She holds the scroll out to me.
I stare at the scroll, at her other hand, stained with Hunter’s blood. I can’t get any words out. Slowly and deliberately, Lelit places the scroll on the table and gives me a sly look. “If you want to save my hunter, you should come before I get bored. Or hungry.” She holds the heart up pointedly. “I’d rather my plans not go to waste, Your Grace.” With a final dazzling smile, she steps around us and out the door, shutting it behind her with a delicate click.
“That went terribly,” Leithe says.
A roaring in my ears jumbles my thoughts. I need to do something. I’m supposed to do something. Hunter grabs the back of a chair for support. The dogs howl and whine outside, scratching at the door. Molly and Grandma sleep, oblivious to everything. “Leithe,” I say. “He’s … the … dying?” My mouth doesn’t want to work.
“He’s not going to die unless Lelit destroys his heart.” Leithe frowns. “You gathered that he’s bait, correct?”
Hunter’s bleeding. Some distant part of my brain reminds me I should do something about that. “Here.” I loop Hunter’s arm over my shoulders and lead him to the bathroom. If he couldn’t support most of his own weight, I would keel over immediately. Leithe watches, offering no help.
After setting Hunter on the toilet, I scramble for the first-aid kit as if it would have something to treat traumatic heart-removal. I curse when I grab the scissors without thinking and the metal bites into my fingers. “Um.” I look at Leithe. “Can you do something?” 
“Alas,” he says. “I can do him no harm. That was your wish, remember? He’s in a delicate state; I wouldn’t want to risk hurting him by accident.” That was my wish, made a month ago in a blind panic to keep Hunter alive—keep him alive for this. Leithe leans against the door frame, watching like I’m a soap opera. 
“Fine.” I grab a pile of gauze pads. “I’m going to take off your shirt.” I peel away the bloody fabric to reveal the shredded flaps of skin beneath. Still-warm blood stains my fingers and I’m back in the glade, staring at the life leaving Zach through the gash in his neck. My throat closes; my hands shake.
“Tamsin,” Hunter says. “Just give me the bandages. I’ll do it.”
“It … You need stitches.” I realize that’s an idiotic thing to say. He just had his heart ripped out and he’s still alive. I hand over the kit. “I’m sorry.”
“You shouldn’t be,” Leithe says. “Lelit would never have dared coming here and baiting you like this if she wasn’t already certain you were vulnerable, and the only reason she would know that is if someone told her.” He gestures pointedly at Hunter. “And who knew, aside from the three of us?”
Hunter’s mouth tightens, though he doesn’t look up from his work. “I’m not as stupid as you must think I am, My Lord. She didn’t ask about my relationship with the queen and I didn’t tell her.” 
“Regardless, she knows.” Leithe snorts. “Tamsin, you might as well put him out of his misery now. He’s caught between two Gentry. He’s dead and he knows it.” Hunter doesn’t protest.
I get up and shut the bathroom door, locking Leithe outside. “I …” I’m about to offer some useless platitude, when the truth comes out instead. “I don’t know what to do.”
“Tamsin,” Hunter says, then balks. “Your Grace. I failed to guard the prison as my lady ordered, and she’s punished me for it. My lady will return my heart if she sees fit to do so. I don’t require further help. There’s no use.” Further help. I’ve never helped Hunter. Everything I’ve ever done has just made things worse for him. 
“I’m so sorry,” I say. 
“Your Grace, the ‘innocent human’ act can only work on me once.” He sounds exhausted.
“It’s not an act, Hunter.” I watch him dig through the first-aid kit, other hand pressed against his chest. “If I go to Lelit’s ball
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