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Chapter 1

 

I didn’t slowly wade into the water from the comfort of the sandy beach. That would have given me too many opportunities to turn around. Instead, I stood at the top of a rocky outcropping and stared down at the wild waves below. I tried not to think about what had happened the last time I had gone for a dip in that ocean. And the time before that. I tried even harder not to think about what it would mean if I failed a third time.

All around me, the wind started to pick up. The weather on the island was almost aggressively neutral at all times. The air was the tepid no-temperature of a sensory deprivation tank, neither warm nor cool. The sky was a perpetual gray twilight. And, most relevant to my current situation, there was never any wind. But there was now. Tiny pebbles swept up from the rock face and peppered my wetsuit-covered shins.

I knew what that meant. My magic was kicking in. I looked down at my bare wrist, where I normally wore a steel watch to suppress my magic. Then at my waist, where I had kept a length of rusted iron chain tied since arriving on the island. Without iron against my skin, I had nothing to keep my power in check. If I didn’t want to unleash a storm of destruction on the island, I had two choices. Go back to Engstrom and Tristra, admit defeat, and go with the alternate plan Tristra had been trying to talk me into ever since the first attempt had failed… or quit stalling already and dive in.

When I put it like that, there was only one choice. Well, two, really… but as satisfying as that storm of destruction sounded, I knew from experience that it wouldn’t do more than daze Engstrom for a couple of minutes, and leave me exhausted from expending a great deal of energy for very little purpose.

I raised my hands above my head, took a deep breath, and swan-dived into the ocean.

The shock of the cold water expelled all the breath from my lungs immediately. I had to fight not to suck in another breath and fill my lungs with saltwater before my head broke the surface. Well, that answered the question of how well the wetsuit would work. The rubber suit the island’s magic had constructed for me on Engstrom’s orders had seemed insulated enough on dry land, but it did nothing to block out the frigid bite of the enchanted ocean. I might as well have gone in stark naked.

The cold was especially painful for me, with my Summer Court blood. I was meant for lying on the beach with the sun blazing down on me and a drink in my hand, not going for the Polar Bear Plunge. The deep ache that penetrated to my bones reminded me of the sensation of touching iron—with none of the benefits. Keeping my magic under control was worth the constant dull, grinding pain in my wrist from the watch. Being half-fae meant I had all my father’s fae magic, but none of his ability to control it. Something about the iron in human blood got in the way. So I accepted the pain as the lesser of two evils. At least with my magic under control, I was the only one who got hurt.

But the only iron here on Engstrom’s nightmare island was the aforementioned length of chain, which Tristra had come here bound in after being exiled from Faerie. The long, unwieldy chain got tangled under my feet badly enough even when I wasn’t in the water. On my first attempt to leave the island, it had wrapped around my neck and almost strangled me before I had the chance to drown. The second time had been worse—it had come untied, and I had almost lost it, which would have left my magic permanently uncontrolled… at least for as long as I was trapped on the island, which was starting to seem like it might be an eternity. On this, the third attempt, I had left the chain up on shore with Engstrom.

Charles Engstrom—the last person I would have trusted with the means to control my magic, if I’d had any choice in the matter. I would even rather have entrusted it to Tristra. I still wasn’t sure how much to trust her, but at least the two of us had a history. Also, as another plus, she hadn’t overseen the imprisonment and torture of dozens of fae in order to sell their blood at a markup. But Tristra was a full-blooded fae, so she couldn’t touch iron without burning and blistering her skin, not to mention risking death by iron poisoning. So Engstrom it was.

My arms and legs were already going numb. I kept swimming. I pushed forward mechanically, doing my best to ignore the cold. I had faltered too easily the last two times. I had slowed down, and given the water the chance to push me under and sweep me back onto shore. This time, I wouldn’t give it the chance.

You again, a cold, murky voice echoed in my head.

As far as I could tell, that voice belonged to Engstrom’s curse itself, or at least a magical guardian someone had created to oversee it. It was responsible for creating everything Engstrom asked the house to make for him, from my wetsuit to the three-course meals we ate every night. It kept any humans from inadvertently crossing the boundary between their world and the corner of reality that held the island. And it kept Engstrom and Tristra from leaving.

Originally, I had hoped it only cared about the two of them. It had been created to keep Engstrom on the island, and Tristra was exiled from Faerie, which I thought might have triggered the guardian’s magic to keep her here. But it was beginning to look like the guardian didn’t care who was on the island, or how we had ended up here, as long as we didn’t leave.

Turn back, the voice hissed. I still wasn’t sure how much sentience the guardian had. I preferred to think of it as a guard dog, or better yet, a sort of inanimate security system. That made it easier to endure the constant feeling of it breathing down my neck, especially when I was in the bath or trying to drift off to sleep. But when I had fought my way onto the island, it had been smart enough to know exactly what memories and fears to play on to try and turn me back. And right now, it sounded downright tired of me.

You know how this ends. Yes, that right there was an exasperated sigh if I had ever heard one.

A second later, an image popped into my head. Me in a small wooden rowboat, the first time I had tried to leave the island. The guardian had created the rowboat willingly enough, even though it had to have known I was planning to use it to escape. I suspected hadn’t had any choice in the matter. That was part of the curse—Engstrom could ask the house magic to create him anything he could ever want… and he couldn’t enjoy any of it.

But that didn’t mean I couldn’t. My thoughts drifted; the image dissolved, and transformed into a view of my room in Engstrom’s mansion. Normally Engstrom only used magic to create food and other necessities of life, but when I had moved in, he had built me a bedroom, bubbled it out from the back of the mansion like a tumor. As if that architectural abomination, a towering monstrosity composed of at least a dozen clashing architectural styles, didn’t have enough rooms already.

Engstrom had asked me what sort of room I wanted. He could design it any way I liked, he said. At first I had thought about asking for a plain monk’s cell. I didn’t want to get too comfortable, here in my enemy’s home. But then I had thought about how I was trapped on an island made of malevolent fae magic, sharing a house with my ex-wife and her new partner. A partner who was the founder of Arkanica, a clean-energy company that planned to sell fae blood as their new miracle fuel. The corporation I had lost everything trying to take down.

And why was I here? Well, because I couldn’t leave, first off. The magic had me trapped, if my first two attempts were anything to go on. But also because the fae had cursed Engstrom with, among other things, immortality—so killing him like I had originally come here to do wasn’t an option. If I wanted to destroy Arkanica for good, the only way to do that was to free him from the curse so he could bring the company down from the inside. And if he was lying about the belated attack of conscience that made him want to turn on the company he had built? Killing him still wouldn’t be an option, because he had extracted a magically-binding promise from me not to harm him once the curse was lifted and his immortality was gone.

In short, I was already suffering enough. So I had gone all out with the bedroom. An oversized mattress with the texture of a marshmallow. Silk sheets. A hot tub built into the corner. Even a delicious heat emanating from the floorboards, which made my bedroom the only place on the island that had any temperature to speak of.

I wished I were stepping into that hot tub right now. The cold of the ocean felt even more cruel at the thought of the heat waiting for me. I glanced over my shoulder. The island was still in sight. I hadn’t gone that far yet. If I turned around now, I could be in the hot tub by—

No. I shook my head, flinging droplets of water in either direction. This was the guardian’s doing. The memories, the craving for heat. All of it.

At that, I heard a low laugh. The memories changed. I felt the rowboat splintering around me in the pounding waves, and the iron chain wrapping around my neck. My fingers burned with cold as I tried in vain to claw the chain away. I saw my vision turning red and spotty as I ran out of air. Felt myself sink under the waves, too weak to keep myself above water. And finally, I saw myself lying on the shore where the ocean had spat me up like a bad meal, and watched from above as I thrashed like a fish while I struggled to untie the noose the chain had become.

I opened my eyes. I hadn’t realized I had closed them. For a second, I was surprised when I saw water all around me. I had thought I was still lying on the beach after my first attempt to leave. The guardian had made the memories far more vivid than I could have managed on my own.

Turn around. It will be easier than waiting for me to stop you.

Definitely more intelligent than a guard dog. Which was going to be a hard thing to get out of my head the next time I felt the thing’s incorporeal eyes on me while I was taking a bath. “You wouldn’t be trying so hard to stop me,” I grunted through the exertion as I sped up my swimming, “if you weren’t afraid I would make it.”

I couldn’t stop Arkanica without freeing Engstrom from his curse. And I was fairly certain I couldn’t free him unless I left the island. Tristra had a plan to do just that, but even if I thought her idea would work, the hundred years I had spent married to her weren’t enough to make me comfortable letting her do what she had suggested. Maybe I would have felt differently if I hadn’t found her shacking up with the founder of Arkanica. Or maybe my memories of how we had met—the years-long dance we had done where she tried to get close enough to kill me for my father, and I played dumb while I waited for my chance to stab her in the back—were too clear.

No, I would much rather do this from a distance. I wasn’t sure yet what I was going to do once I got off the island. Go through a Faerie portal, maybe, and look for answers in the Summer Court. Or at the very least, track down Rina Ashante, the foremost human expert in the fae. I had been trying to reach her since I had gotten here, but she wasn’t taking my calls. I wasn’t surprised, considering there was the distinct chance she had sent me to the island knowing the curse wouldn’t let me leave.

I didn’t even know for sure that there was a way to break the curse at all, which made getting off the island even more urgent. I didn’t relish the thought of an eternity spent sitting around the dinner table with Engstrom and Tristra, watching them make doe eyes at each other while Arkanica went public and gained control of the world’s energy market. The thought made me speed up even further. I was getting out of here. Whatever the guardian had to say about it.

This is your last chance. Turn around. You know what comes next. Memories of my second attempt followed the words. The iron chain slipping from my waist as I struggled for the disappearing surface. The heat of my magic surging out from my core, too late to do me any good. The taste of salt water at the back of my throat, the burning in my nose. Thrashing, choking. I had drowned several times over my long life, but being familiar with the process wasn’t enough to keep that panic instinct from kicking in every single time.

With a desperate push, I strained for the surface—but I was already there. I had gotten lost in the memory again.

“Yes, you beat me twice,” I said to the guardian, already out of breath from the cold and how hard I was pushing. “Don’t get cocky about it.” This time, I had gone into the ocean with my magic already active. I could feel it stirring up the waves, but not doing much else, not yet. I had the sense that it was holding steady, waiting for its chance.

My magic had brought down Arkanica’s headquarters. It had to be enough to get me off this measly island.

A giant wave reared up ahead of me. I didn’t try to avoid it; I knew there was no point. I kept going, pushing myself to the limits of my strength, and held my breath as I waited for the wave to crash over my head. My best chance was to swim through it and come out the other side—if the curse’s guardian let that happen.

The wave slammed into me so hard it drove me back a good twenty feet. I spun in a backward somersault. Salt water stung the insides of my nostrils. Even though the force of the wave had driven some of the air out of my lungs, I kept my nose and mouth clamped shut tight. As soon as I sucked in water, I was done.

After that spin, I didn’t know which way was up. I opened my eyes, ignoring the stinging of the saltwater, and searched for the sun. But of course there was no sun here. Only an eternally flat, gray sky. It didn’t look that much different from the hazy depths below.

There. A small ripple ahead; a patch of water that was a little brighter than the rest. That was the surface. I kicked and stroked, straining for the light.

Only for the water to shove me down again.


 

Chapter 2

 

I kept kicking. Kept sinking. My lungs started to burn.

It would have been a great time for my magic to kick in.

But my magic was an unreliable ally at the best of times. A powerful one, when it did what I wanted. Sometimes too powerful. The images of what I had done to the town of Hawthorne in a few brief moments of rage still haunted my dreams every night.

And that was the core of it—the blessing and curse of my power. Descended from Oberon, king of the Summer Court and one of the oldest known fae in existence, I had a magic older and more dangerous than the elemental power most of the younger fae had. And by “younger” I mean only a millennium or two old. Unlike the fae who could only wield one or two of the four elements, my power was capable of anything, and there was very little that could stand against it.

Including myself. Once my magic was free, it would do what it wanted, whether I liked it or not. Technically, what my magic did was always what I wanted, since the power came from the deepest part of myself. Technically. But what I wanted consciously and what I wanted deep in my heart often weren’t the same thing. And the latter was often far more dangerous than the former.

Which was why my magic hadn’t stepped in to save me yet. What I had done in Hawthorne… it had spooked me, all the way down to my core. I had killed innocent humans, after devoting my centuries-long life to protecting people just like them. For a while afterward, my magic had stopped working entirely. I had gotten past that, but my power was still more hesitant than it used to be, and even less reliable.

For most of my life, I had needed to worry about my magic doing too much damage. Now it was just as likely that it would retreat when I need it the most. Not only that, but while it was capable of anything, these days it would only manifest as vicious hurricane-force winds. That wasn’t a coincidence. It was the same type of magical attack Vicantha used—my sometimes-ally in the Winter Court. When I had attacked Hawthorne, my power had taken the form of her magic, because it felt like something she would do and not me. The incident was several months behind me now, but my magic hadn’t forgotten. Some part of me was still afraid of turning into her, and manifested that fear every time I set my magic free.

I sank deeper. The light retreated. My eyes stung, but the stinging was nothing next to the burning in my chest.

 I didn’t bother trying to force my magic into action. I knew that was a losing proposition. So that’s it? I thought wearily to myself, or rather, to the part of me that seemed to have no problem rolling over and waiting to die. We’re just going to let this thing kill me? Wake up on shore, settle in, and spend the next couple of thousand years getting cozy with Tristra and Engstrom?

As if in answer, the water brushed my arms softly like it was being pushed by a light breeze. A few small bubbles rose toward the surface.

As if that were anything near enough to save my life.

Well, if this was the fate my magic was going to force on me, I might as well get it over with. Drowning wasn’t so bad, really. It was better than some of the other ways the human race had found to kill me over the centuries. I closed my eyes and prepared to take a deep breath.

But I couldn’t do it. Just like I couldn’t stop kicking my legs and pumping my arms, pushing harder and harder for the surface I knew I would never reach. My muscles were getting weaker. Dark spots floated at the corners of my vision. All I was doing was prolonging my own suffering. I knew it, but some fierce, masochistic part of me still wouldn’t let me give up and take the easy way.

Which just about summed up my entire life, now that I thought about it.

I bucked as my chest spasmed. Determined or not, I wouldn’t be able to keep this up for more than another few seconds. I gave one last kick, which only prompted the water to push me deeper. The last of my air escaped my mouth in a burst of bubbles. My mouth opened—

And a gust of wind swept up from far below me, were no air should have been, and propelled me toward the surface. My head broke free a fraction of a second before I gasped. I sucked in clear, sweet air. It smelled like salt and seaweed and whatever fish carcasses were rotting in the depths, but I didn’t care. It was the best thing I had ever tasted.

And my magic didn’t stop there. It allowed me only a second to breathe, then pushed me forward like I was a living speedboat. I squeezed my eyes and mouth shut to protect against the spray of the water as it drove me forward faster than any human—or half-human—body was meant to go. A few loose particles of sand in the water scraped against the rubber of my wetsuit. Judging by the stinging, I was moving fast enough for some of the debris to burrow all the way through and tear small cuts in my skin.

Well, it was about time my magic showed up.

Faster. Faster. My magic shot me forward like a missile. I rose up until I was barely skimming the surface of the water. Then I wasn’t touching it at all. I was flying—

Straight into a gray curtain of mist. Droplets of water shot out toward me like tiny bullets, and dug their own holes in my wetsuit. The closer I got, the clearer a view I had of the air ahead of me swirling and writhing like a living thing. I might have brought hurricane-force winds with me, but up ahead of me was the real thing.

But not like any hurricane I had ever seen. I had lived through a few, and seen plenty more from behind the safe distance of a television screen. None of them looked like this. The wall of wind was too neat, too contained. The edges were too perfect. It looked like the creation of some mad scientist with a weather machine.

Or some much-too-intelligent magical guardian, intent on keeping me trapped here until I snapped.

Forgetting for a moment that I was no longer in control of my own movement, I tried to veer toward the right. My magic snapped left instead, jerking me to the side so sharply my neck almost snapped out of alignment.

The storm moved to follow me. The movement looked slow, almost lazy, but in reality it happened so fast that even my magic couldn’t keep up. Once again, I found myself aimed at the very center of the artificial storm.

Now that just wasn’t fair. Despite my human blood, my magic was stronger than that of many full-blooded fae. Just how powerful was this curse, that it could idly whip up an entire miniature storm system to make me stay put? Just who had set this curse, anyway?

I didn’t know what would happen once I hit that wall of air and water. But apparently I wanted to find out, because my magic didn’t bother trying to change my direction again. Instead it picked up even more speed, hurtling me forward so fast strips of rubber started peeling off my wetsuit. I half-expected my skin to join it next.

Almost there. I closed my eyes and braced for impact.

When my magic met the storm, a boom like a clap of thunder shook the air. I slammed at full speed into a solid brick wall—or at least that was what it felt like. Something in my ribcage snapped. My left arm cracked with the sound of stepping on a twig. And something in my abdomen felt wrong in a way I didn’t want to dwell on too closely.

I must have only hung in the air for a fraction of a second after the impact, but it felt like a lot longer. Probably because my mind was busy inventorying all the parts of me that had broken. I was nowhere near finished when the storm lifted me up on a tendril of cloud like a giant hand, and threw me back in the opposite direction.

I had thought my own magic was fast. I didn’t even want to think about the speed I was moving at now. I tumbled and spun until I no longer knew what was ocean and what was sky. And then it didn’t matter anymore, because I had to close my eyes to keep from ejecting the contents of my stomach into the sea.

I wasn’t so sure I wanted my eyes open for the end of this little ride, anyway.

It ended exactly the way I thought it would—abruptly and with bone-snapping finality. The only part that surprised me, when I hit solid ground, was that I was still conscious to feel the pain. I had assumed my skull would burst on impact, and I would wake up several hours later, once my body had gotten the chance to knit itself back together. But no, it looked like I was going to get to feel every second of the healing process. Lucky me.

I kept my eyes closed. I didn’t want to see what kind of shape my body was in—although I could make a pretty good guess from the fact that every attempt to so much as twitch a finger ended in a pain so sharp it forced my lungs closed and whited out my vision. The guardian hadn’t even been kind enough to snap my spine, which would have turned off some of those nerves while my shattered bones healed.

But even with my eyes closed, I knew where I was. The room-temperature sand, neither cold from the waves nor warm from the sun, was a dead giveaway. As if the guardian would have tossed me anywhere but Engstrom’s island.

I could already feel my fae healing kicking in. It was working faster than I was used to this time, too, since I wasn’t wearing iron like usual. But that just meant the itching and crawling under my skin, as my bone fragments jumped back into place and glued themselves together, was twice as uncomfortable as usual. I didn’t know whether I wanted to scream in pain or dig my fingernails into my skin until the itching stopped.

I didn’t do either one. I bit my lip as hard as I could, not caring that I could taste my own blood, and pressed the swollen clubs that were my hands into the sand. Yes, it hurt, but at least it was a pain I could control. That made it a little easier to block out all the rest. A little.

When I risked opening my eyes, Engstrom and Tristra were staring down at me. Tristra’s eyes were filled with worry; Engstrom, next to her, regarded me with a kind of distant concern, as if he knew he should feel something but had forgotten how or what. Next to Tristra, he looked like a faded photograph, all the colors leached away. His clothes hung loosely on his gaunt frame.

“I’ve had worse,” I reassured Tristra—although the wince of pain that followed probably undercut my message. Apparently I wasn’t healed enough to talk yet.

Engstrom held out the length of chain to me. I shook my head, and instantly regretted it every bit as much as my words to Tristra. “Not yet,” I said tightly. “Let the healing work. Use it if my magic goes out of control, but not until then.” Not that there was much chance of that. I felt depleted inside. It would take a few hours to build up my strength again.

Tristra crouched down next to me. She reached out a hand to touch my face, but when I winced in anticipation, she thought better of it and pulled back. “You can’t keep doing this,” she said, managing to make it sound both sympathetic and like a lecture. That was Tristra, a creature of contradictions.

I tried to figure out how to communicate, That’s obvious, but it still doesn’t mean I’m going to go along with your plan, without straining my broken ribs with any more speech. I settled for a glare that she probably took the wrong way, because her expression cooled as she stood back up. On the other hand, maybe that meant she had understood my meaning perfectly well.

Engstrom’s phone buzzed. Yes, Engstrom got cable, internet, and cell service out here in the space between worlds. Maybe that was part of the curse—not only was he trapped here with no one but the curse’s guardian for company—at least until Tristra had shown up—but he couldn’t even get away from Facebook. My phone had a full five bars of service at all times, although I didn’t know whether that had to do with the island or the phone itself. My old phone was still in the hands of the Boston PD, who had confiscated it when they had arrested me. Long story.

Engstrom had magicked this one up for me, and I couldn’t say I was a fan. It felt subtly wrong in my hands—it was too light, and the proportions were all wrong. It was no surprise—the island’s magic couldn’t work with iron, so it had needed to do something to compensate for the lack of steel components. From the way it constantly tingled against my fingers when I was holding it, I was guessing it had pure magic inside in place of the forbidden metal. And it had other idiosyncrasies. For example, the background was a constantly shifting gray that reminded me of the island’s eternal twilight. No matter what I did, I couldn’t change it.

Engstrom glanced down at the screen. His face darkened. “Watch him,” he told Tristra, already turning away. He dropped the iron chain a few inches from my hand, close enough to make my inner senses scream. “I can’t afford to miss this meeting.”

After decades under his curse, Engstrom’s emotional responses were as thin and faded as the rest of him. But I could have sworn I heard fear in his voice.


 

Chapter 3

 

The first thing I had done after my body finished knitting itself back together was tie the iron chain back around my waist. The second thing I had done was start the water in the hot tub and climb in. That had been two hours ago, and I was still soaking up the heat. My fingers had long since turned to prunes—at least on the hand I could keep in the water. My other hand was resting along the edge of the tub, with the iron chain tied to my wrist. It wasn’t exactly a comfortable solution, but it was better than letting my magic loose.

Orbs of soft orange light danced over the hot tub, casting the room in a firelit glow. I turned the heat up another notch as I drained the last of my White Russian, and started on the chocolate mousse dotted with ripe strawberries.

How the island’s magic replicated ripe fruit, I didn’t know. And I didn’t much care. When I had first come here, I had been reluctant to eat the food. My head was too full of stories of humans who had made the mistake of tasting a single bite of fae food and found themselves turned to toads, or bound to the service of a fae lord for a thousand years, or some other equally-unpleasant fate. My reservations had lasted through my first attempt to leave the island. After that, I had decided that if there was a good chance I was going to be trapped here one way or the other, I wasn’t going to compound my suffering by starving my way through eternity.

I closed my eyes. The mousse was light as air. And the strawberries were perfect: sweet and slightly tart, and—I could swear—warm from the sun, as if I had just plucked them off the vine. If I was dooming myself to some horrible fate by eating the island’s food, at least I was getting my money’s worth. I hadn’t eaten this well since I had left my private chef behind—and maybe not even then.

The only downside was that, since the magic only responded to Engstrom, I had to ask him for anything I wanted. It left a bad taste in my mouth to for favors from my enemy, even something as small as a bowl of chocolate mousse. Maybe especially something as small as that. But I hadn’t actually needed to ask for the mousse this time around. Engstrom was starting to learn my tastes—like how after an attempt to leave the island left my body battered, I wanted my favorite drink and something sweet to go with it. The mousse and the drink had both been waiting for me by the time I got back to my room.

Besides, I couldn’t say I took no satisfaction from the thought of Engstrom imagining me enjoying the foods he couldn’t taste anymore. That had been the cruelest part of the fae curse—at least the way he told it, although I still thought being trapped here on the island had it beat. The fae had given him the immortality he had demanded—and then made sure he couldn’t enjoy a moment of it. He had lost the ability to appreciate any physical pleasure—all food tasted like sand, every touch felt like sandpaper, art and music were discordant and jarring. He probably couldn’t remember what chocolate mousse tasted like. I took another bite and smiled.

Then I shook my head at myself. He wasn’t the enemy anymore. As much as the thought grated on me, I was here to help him. Even if I didn’t know whether he could be trusted, I still had to admit there was a chance he was telling me the truth. Tristra believed him, for whatever that was worth. And regardless, right now helping him was my best and only option, and treating him like an adversary wouldn’t make that any easier.

Of course, it wouldn’t do to let my guard down, either. Or to forget the atrocities he was responsible for, no matter how much he regretted what he had set in motion.

As for his relationship with Tristra… well, my goal was to think about Tristra as little as possible. She was a potential ally, nothing more. Whatever else we had been to each other once, that was hundreds of years in the past. Which, granted, was a lot less time to an immortal than to most.

I flicked on the TV hanging on the opposite wall, and flipped through the channels until I found the news. Not exactly conducive to relaxation, but I needed to keep up with what was going on out there. Besides, stressful or not, I needed the distraction.

The newscaster was talking about Nexegence. I would have called that a stroke of luck, except that these days, there was a fifty percent chance Nexegence would be on the news at any given time. When one of the richest men in the world jumps out a fiftieth-story window—possibly helped along by notorious international criminal Kieran Thorne, who was visible on the building’s security recordings half an hour before Ellison’s apparent suicide—people take notice. Especially when it leaves everyone at his multi-billion-dollar tech company running around like a bunch of panicked ants.

His death wasn’t old news yet, which was the only way I knew I hadn’t been on the island for more than a few days. Time worked strangely here, and not just because there was no day or night. Sometimes I switched off the news before dinner and turned it back on immediately after, only to find that two days had gone by. Other times, I could eat half a dozen meals, and read through an entire thick compendium of fae mythology in Engstrom’s library, without more than half an hour passing in the outside world. That was the other reason I kept the news on so much. It gave me an anchor. It made me remember I hadn’t already been here for a thousand years.

And why was I so interested in news about some tech company and its late founder? Because Eddie Ellison, the founder of Nexegence, had also had a secret project—a clean-energy company known as Arkanica. The news wasn’t talking about that part, for the simple reason that they didn’t know it existed. But the way I saw it, following the news about Nexegence would help keep me up to date on what Arkanica might be doing. It wasn’t as if Engstrom was sharing any information.

“Nexegence’s stock price hit new lows today,” the newscaster droned. “Rumors of a struggle for leadership within the company continue to swirl, although so far everyone involved has been close-lipped about who might take the reins of the company next, and when we’re likely to get an answer. Stock prices are unlikely to rebound until…”

Close-lipped was right. So far, all Engstrom had told me was that Eddie Ellison had drawn up an ironclad contract handing the company over to him in the event of his death, and that the handover would be official soon. But I didn’t have to watch the news to know the story was more complicated than that. Ever since I had gotten here, Engstrom had spent much of his time cloistered away in the bare room he had cleared out for himself, alone with his phone and laptop. He always looked more tense coming out than when he had gone in. And every time his phone rang, his tension built even more.

 I kept telling him I needed to know what was really going on if I was going to fight Arkanica effectively. And that if he really did want to bring them down, as he claimed, it was in his best interests to be straight with me. But his story hadn’t changed. My guess was, he was afraid I might not help him break the curse if I thought his control over Arkanica wasn’t as complete as he had led me to believe. After all, if he might not have the power to stop Arkanica, then what reason would I have to free him?

I had even resorted going to Tristra for information, but apparently he wasn’t telling her any more than he was telling me. Either that, or Tristra was using clever wording and misdirection to get around the fae prohibition on lying. She had always been good at that.

“The hunt continues for Kieran Thorne, who is currently the top suspect in the death of Eddie Ellison, originally thought to be a suicide,” the newscaster continued. “Several eyewitnesses claim to have spotted him crossing the border into Mexico, leading authorities to—”

I laughed; I couldn’t help myself. So much for eyewitness testimony.

A musical, feminine giggle joined mine.

My laughter abruptly cut off. I jerked my head sharply toward the sound. Tristra was standing in the doorway, an amused smile on her face. She was wearing a crisp business suit, with a pencil skirt that hugged her hips and a turquoise shirt that set off her eyes. At her neck, she wore the same gold locket she had been wearing since the day I had come to the island, a small circle with an intricate floral design on the front. I wasn’t even sure she took it off to sleep. There was probably a story there, but I hadn’t asked.

 The outfit wasn’t what I would have chosen for lounging around the house, but then, sweatpants probably got old after a few decades. I wished she had gone with the sweatpants. Her current ensemble was quickly undoing all the effort I had put into distracting myself. It was nothing like what I would have expected from her—then again, the last time we had seen each other before the island, she had been wearing petticoats—but that only made it all the more striking.

Tristra rolled her eyes at the TV. The newscaster was still droning on, but I couldn’t make out a word he was saying.

I really had to get off this island.

“You’re still watching that dreck?” Tristra shook her head indulgently. She grabbed the remote and flicked the TV off.

“If no one else will tell me anything, I have to get my information from somewhere.”

“I don’t think what you were getting from that qualifies as information. But then, that’s the point, isn’t it?” She gave me a half-smile, like we were sharing a private joke.

If there was a joke here, I wasn’t in on it. I wasn’t sure I wanted to be. “What are you doing here?”

“The question should be, what are you doing here?” She gestured to the hot tub, the empty glass, the unfinished mousse. “Last I heard, you still had a curse to break. We may be immortal, but that doesn’t mean the clock isn’t ticking.”

“Which is why I nearly got myself killed trying to get off this island to do just that. To answer your question, I was taking a few minutes to recover from my near-death experience. But it looks like I’m done now.” I glanced longingly at the bowl of mousse, but I knew if I tried to finish it, I would find that it had lost its savor. I motioned to Tristra. “Turn around.”

She clucked her tongue at me. “You’re as shy as a human these days.”

“And you’re barging in where you weren’t invited. Turn around.”

Tristra sighed, but obeyed. I stepped out of the hot tub, quickly patted myself dry, and pulled my clothes on. One more advantage to living on the island: I could finally dress the way I liked again, instead of having to compromise on cheap department-store clothes that scratched at the seams and made me look like a penny-pincher or a slob. I was wearing a deep black silk shirt, and wool pants that felt like they had been made for me. Which I supposed they had been.

“Now,” I said, “how about you tell me why you’ve decided to make a habit of bursting into people’s rooms unannounced and uninvited?”

Tristra turned back around. Her lips turned down a little, as if she were the slightest bit disappointed to find me fully clothed. This from the woman who kept insisting that there was something more than a tentative and unstable truce between me and Vicantha. Maybe all this togetherness was getting to her, too. All the more reason for her to respect a closed door.

“I did give you two hours,” Tristra pointed out. “Or, depending on your point of view, several days. How long has it been, by the human count? Six, I think. It’s so hard to keep track here.”

“You make it sound as if I’ve been doing nothing. Where were you the past three times I washed up on shore?”

“Standing on the beach, waiting for the island’s guardian to chew you up and spit you out. Just like I told you it would—after your first attempt, at least. The first time, experimenting made sense. But you knew what would happen this time, and the time before that. And yet you would rather throw yourself at the same brick wall over and over than try something with a chance of working.” She shook her head at me. “But what else is new?”

Not this again. “You make it sound like the only reason I object to your plan is that—according to you—it has a better chance of working. You and I both know that isn’t true.”

“But there’s an element of truth to it, isn’t there? As long as you’re making these futile escape attempts, and combing through that swill on the news for fragments of useful information, you can tell yourself you’re doing something—but without the risk of actually making progress. Because a part of you doesn’t want this to work. You’ve agreed to help us, but you still don’t trust Engstrom. You don’t even trust me anymore.”

I could hardly argue that point. “Trust isn’t the only issue. I’m not sure you understand how dangerous this plan of yours is. I don’t care how much you know about how to use your own fire magic—the old magic is different from anything you’ve worked with before.”

She shrugged lightly. “I’m in no danger. Your magic obeys your desires. You won’t hurt me, Conall. No matter how much you distrust me.”

“Kieran,” I corrected. She kept calling me by the name she had known me by, the one I had been using when she had met. I had left that name, and those memories, behind for a reason.

“And the core of magical training is the same regardless,” she continued as if I hadn’t spoken. “What I want to do is fairly simple. I understand the theory; all I need is magic to fuel it with. And now that my own magic is… no longer suitable…”

A flicker of pain crossed her face, like it always did on the rare occasions she was forced to bring up what had happened to her magic. After Titania had exiled her for trying to steal the Summer throne, she had spent a long time drifting through the space between the worlds, bound in iron, before washing up on Engstrom’s shore. The iron hadn’t done any permanent physical damage, beyond leaving her with a few scars. But it had taken its toll on her magic. Her strength was still there, but not the control. Once, she had been able to accomplish all sorts of subtle effects with her magic, like rapidly aging a single part of a person’s body—fire magic included the ability to affect the body’s metabolic processes, for reasons I didn’t fully understand. Now, though, her magic wasn’t good for anything but lobbing fireballs, or maybe burning down an old building for the insurance money. Which, sadly, wasn’t an option for Engstrom’s monstrosity of a mansion.

She shook away the brief flash of emotion. “But we don’t need mine. Not when we have yours. And it will be so much easier for you than wrestling with the guardian. All you have to do is lie back and—”

“And let you inside my mind?” I shook my head. “I’ll find another way. I just have to get off this island first.”

“Oh, is that all? And how is that working for you so far?” Her half-smile came back, but this time it had an edge of sadness to it. “I don’t mean you any harm. How many times do I have to say it before you believe it?”

“As many as it takes to make me forget how good you are at twisting the truth.” As her face twisted in pain again, I felt a pang of guilt at my words. I shook my head. “It’s not about trust. Trying to tell my magic what to do only makes it harder to control. And you don’t have the experience with it that I do.”

“It makes it harder for you to control it. But you don’t have the abilities of a full-blooded fae. I can use your magic the same way I can use mine. All I have to do is use the connection between us to access it.”

“What makes you so sure this connection even exists?” I hadn’t liked the idea of some sort of lingering psychic tether between us the first time she had brought it up, and I had liked it even less once she had explained the rest of her plan. I didn’t hold any grudges against her for the way our marriage had ended—if anything, the fault had been mine. But that didn’t mean I liked the idea of Tristra having a backdoor into my brain.

“Bonds like ours linger, Conall. However fleeting they may be.” Right—I supposed a hundred years wasn’t long at all to someone who had lived as long as she had. I didn’t correct my name this time; I let her keep talking. “It isn’t like you seem to think. I can only enter your mind if you willingly let me in.”

“Which I’m not going to do.”

“Ever since Lady Iliana died, the fae who has taken over giving Charles his instructions for Arkanica’s next moves has been doing it by creating small, temporary portals in any nearby water.” Again with the pretending I hadn’t said anything. “But a portal can’t be created from nothing. There must be some sort of permanent magic laid over the island that’s making it possible. It isn’t part of the curse, either, or Lady Iliana would have used it instead of coming here in person whenever she had orders for him. With your power, I can find that magic and follow it back to its source. If I understand the theory correctly, from there I should be able to temporarily reverse the effect, long enough to pull the source of the magic through to us. And you and I both know what will happen once they try to leave. When they find they’re trapped, they’ll either break the curse—”

“Or be trapped here forever. I know. Because if there’s one thing that will improve our situation, it’s adding a housemate who is powerful enough to create their own portals, and rightfully angry at us for yanking them away from their life.”

“They’ll break the curse.” She certainly sounded confident about that. Almost confident enough to convince me. And she did have a point—if the choices were breaking Ensgtrom’s curse or being trapped here with us forever, well, I knew which I would choose.

But I couldn’t let myself forget that she wanted to convince me. Or just how good she was at doing that. And that meant that no matter how straightforward she seemed like she was being, or how much sense her arguments made, I had to take everything she said with a grain of salt. If not the entire ocean’s worth.

“I’ll think about it.” I tried to make it clear with my voice that we were done talking about this.

“Think quickly.” She pointed to the blank television screen. “The conflict within Nexegence—and, by extension, Arkanica—will come to a head before long. Charles needs to be free before that happens.”

“And here I was under the impression that you knew as little as I did about what’s going on inside Arkanica right now.”

“Take more time to think if you must,” she said, when I didn’t offer anything else. “But if you try to leave the island again, I will stop you. Charles can’t afford for you to waste your time like that any longer.” With that, she turned around and started toward the door.

“I forgot to ask,” I called after her, even though part of me said I should let her leave and be grateful for it. “What’s with the outfit?”

She turned around, running her hand down the suit jacket with a slight smile. “I’m experimenting with different styles of clothing from this era. Even if you manage to free us, I can’t go back to Faerie. That means I’ll have no choice but to blend in with the humans.” She struck a subtle pose. “What do you think?”

“It’s… arresting,” I admitted. “But it doesn’t suit you.”

She sighed. “That’s what I thought. Back to the drawing board, I suppose.” Then she gave me a knowing look. “You’re stalling again.”

I couldn’t even argue. I was stalling. And not just with my question about her outfit. Even if I would never admit it out loud, she was right—I had known my second attempt to leave the island wouldn’t work, let alone the third. But facing the familiar fate of having my body broken was easier than the thought of letting Tristra inside my head. And it wasn’t as if I had any better ideas.

Was she right about the plan, too? Was this really the best—or worse, the only—solution? As reluctant as I was to trust her, there was only so much even Tristra could do to get around the fact that a full-blooded fae couldn’t lie. And she had told me, more than once, that she didn’t plan on doing me any harm once she was inside my head.

That still didn’t mean I liked the idea of my ex crawling around inside my thoughts. And my concerns about her trying to use my magic were still valid. But she had a point, too. We were no longer what we had once been to each other, but that didn’t mean everything I had felt for her was gone. Deep in my core, where my magic came from, I still cared for her. My magic wouldn’t hurt her.

My back abruptly straightened as my thoughts jerked to a sudden halt. “My magic can’t hurt you,” I breathed, half to myself.

It couldn’t hurt Engstrom either—not permanently, at least. I would know—when I had first come to the island, I had ripped him to quarter-sized shreds, and less than five minutes later he had been standing in front of me again without so much as a scar to show for it. When the fae cursed someone with immortality, they didn’t mess around.

And I already knew I couldn’t damage the house. When I had killed Engstrom, the winds of my magic had swept across the entire island—but the house had stayed miraculously untouched. I hadn’t broken so much as a single window. And I knew that wasn’t because some part of me had cared about keeping that architectural nightmare intact. The curse’s magic had been strong enough to keep it standing, even against the worst I could throw at it—which, again, hardly seemed fair.

But right now, it could work in my favor.

Maybe Tristra was right. Maybe my magic was the solution to this. Just not in the way she was thinking.

If it couldn’t do permanent damage to anyone here, what did I have to lose?

“Get Engstrom,” I told Tristra. “I have an idea.”


 

Chapter 4

 

“I don’t understand,” said Engstrom, as the three of us walked out into the salty air. “You figured out how to break the curse? On your own? Just like that?” His voice was full of cautious hope, like he was afraid to let himself believe in what I was offering but couldn’t completely stop himself. It was the most emotion I had seen from him in days.

“Not exactly,” I said before he could get the wrong idea. “I don’t have any idea what this curse is made of, or how to undo it. But I’m starting to think I don’t have to know.”

Behind Engstrom, Tristra frowned. “This isn’t a good idea. If you want to try attacking the curse directly, fine—but at least let me direct your power, like we talked about.”

I shook my head. “That would only work if you understood how to break the curse. Your magic follows rules. You control it with theories and conscious thoughts. I don’t. It decides what to do on its own—and that isn’t all brute force. If it wants to, it can protect a single person while destroying a building around them. If it can do that, it can figure out how to take apart this curse. Even if my conscious mind doesn’t have a clue.”

Engstrom’s sunken eyes went to the iron chain around my waist. “I was under the impression that there were… certain dangers associated with you letting your magic loose.”

“You mean like what happened to you the first time I got here?” I nodded. “That’s a risk. But I already know I can’t do anything permanent to you, or you wouldn’t be standing here right now. You knew that even before I attacked you—you practically begged me to do it, just to prove a point to me. So the question is, are you willing to take the risk of a little temporary pain for your freedom?”

Tristra still didn’t look convinced. But I saw the hunger that flared in Engstrom’s eyes. I knew before he said anything what his answer would be.

He nodded. “Do it.”

Tristra stepped out in front of him. “This is too dangerous. I’ve seen your magic in action, remember? I know what it can do.”

“Then you know it’s capable of breaking this curse.”

“If it wants to. If you want to, in your heart of hearts. Can you look me in the eye and tell me that’s what you want, Conall?”

“It’s Kieran.” For someone who had delivered me a lecture on taking action just a few minutes ago, she was awfully reluctant to give this a try. Maybe she had been really looking forward to taking a stroll through the contents of my mind. Or maybe she was just afraid of what I did want. And what might happen to Engstrom as a result.

I couldn’t say she was wrong there. Some part of me looked forward to the possibility of tearing the flesh from his bones again—not a part my conscious mind planned on listening to, but my magic was a different story. Once hadn’t been enough to make up for what I had seen inside Arkanica headquarters. A dozen times wouldn’t have been enough.

But Tristra didn’t have anything to worry about. It was like I had said to Engstrom—if it had been possible for my magic to kill him permanently, I would have done it long before now. Somehow I didn’t think that would reassure her, though. So I didn’t say it. “I want Arkanica stopped,” I said instead. “And I want to get off this island. Is that enough for you?”

Tristra’s frown didn’t go anywhere. She glanced over her shoulder at Engstrom. A silent, private look passed between them. When she turned back to me, it was with a reluctant nod. “Keep the chain close by.”

“I’ll have it within arm’s reach at all times. If anything goes wrong, and I don’t get to it in time, either of you can use it on me.”

Tristra looked like she felt a little better at that, but not by much. “If this doesn’t work,” she said, “promise me you’ll at least try my idea.”

At that, I gave her a look. “You should know better than to ask someone with fae blood to promise anything.” Unlike a full-blooded fae, I could lie all day long if I wanted to, but promises, vows, and contracts—no matter how casual they might seem at the time—bound me as surely as any of them. If I made a promise, and then broke it, my own magic would turn on me and eat me alive from the inside. I had heard it wasn’t a pleasant way to die—and unlike the many deaths I had experienced in the past, that one would be permanent. I didn’t intend on putting myself in the position of having to choose between that fate and handing Tristra the reins to my magic.

I knew I wasn’t being entirely reasonable about her. Once, we had been married for more than a hundred years. I had trusted her with my life on several occasions, and she had trusted me with hers. When she had finally gone back to Faerie, it hadn’t been because of anything either of us had done, at least not to each other. Or even that the feelings between us had soured. If anything, she had loved me too much. Too much to watch me get myself killed again and again for the sake of the humans I felt compelled to protect. Too much to keep herself from getting her revenge on those same humans, even over my objections.

Yes, she was a lot closer to Engstrom than I would have liked—and not just because of my own undeniable jealousy. But she had told me plainly that she had nothing to do with Arkanica. Even she couldn’t find a way to twist a statement as straightforward as that into a half-truth. She had been trapped here through no fault of her own—unless I wanted to count her coup attempt against Oberon and Titania, and I had no reason to take the side of the fae monarchs who had been sending assassins after me since I was six years old. Even though Oberon was my father. Maybe especially because of that.

She was the same Tristra I had always known. I could trust her.

And yet.

Over and over, I kept seeing myself give in to the irrational mistrust. It reminded me of watching helplessly as my magic unleashed destruction. The iron held my magic in check, but this, I couldn’t seem to stop.

“Do it,” said Engstrom. Through his familiar weary tone, I couldn’t tell what else he might be feeling about the idea, or whether he shared any of Tristra’s fears. “Whether it works or it doesn’t, best to get it over with.” He pulled Tristra back. She shot him another look I couldn’t read—and knew I wasn’t meant to. But she didn’t resist him.

“Then let’s get it over with.” With no further fanfare, I untied the chain around my waist and let it fall to the sand.

Despite my confident words, until the chain hit the ground I wasn’t sure whether my magic would do anything. I had put everything I had into my attempt to get off the island, and it usually took me a few hours to build up my full strength again. I wasn’t sure how much time had gone by—my internal time sense was entirely unreliable now, a side effect of spending too much time on the island—but I had a feeling I was cutting it close.

But either more time had gone by than I thought, or the hot tub and the drink had done me a world of good. I felt the magic right away. That familiar heat in my veins, the opposite of the cold burn of iron. For the Winter fae, I had heard, it was the opposite—touching iron felt like being branded with molten metal, while their own magic brought them a pleasantly bracing chill. But for me, the power in my veins was pure Summer.

I knew better than to try to direct that power. That only ever made it fight me harder—and when I fought my own power, nothing good ever came of it. But my magic responded to my deepest desires… and there was nothing stopping me from giving myself a simple reminder of what I wanted. That wasn’t trying to direct the magic. Far from it. It was just… dropping it a little hint.

I closed my eyes. I want to get off this island, I thought to myself. I imagined the feeling of something besides the sand under my shoes, and the feeling of real weather—heat or cold, I didn’t much care. And, best of all, the ability to get in a car and drive until I had put hundreds of miles between me and Charles Engstrom.

After I brought down his corporation, of course.

I sent my mind there next—to the basement of the old Arkanica building, where dozens of fae prisoners had been laid out like slabs of meat, with slim tubes siphoning their blood into the machines that lined the walls. I blocked out the seaweed smell of the ocean, and Tristra’s accusing stare burning into the back of my neck, and even the hot rush of magic in my blood. Instead I pictured Vicantha, the way she had looked when I had found her there. And then I pictured every Arkanica lab I had seen since the company had gone to ground. The new labs were small and filthy, but that didn’t stop the scientists from doing their nasty work.

I had seen too much, these past few months. Too many fae prisoners brutalized and slaughtered for the profitable liquid they carried inside their veins. Too much casual human cruelty, enough that in a brief moment of weakness I had forgotten myself and—

My magic stuttered. I quickly turned my thoughts away from those memories. I wasn’t going to think about what I had done in Hawthorne. It was over and done with.

I focused on Arkanica instead. On those labs, and what I had seen inside them. On the glittering penthouse apartments of the people who had already profited from it. I fed it all to my magic, and felt the heat build. I want to destroy Arkanica.

I knew what I wanted. My magic knew what I wanted. Now all I had to do was take a mental step back and let it take care of the rest.

I let out my breath and opened my eyes.

The waves were choppier than they had been a moment ago. A ghostly hand stirred the sand at our feet, making Tristra take a step back and pull Engstrom with her. Engstrom tugged his arm away and gave her a reproachful look. “Let it happen,” he told her in a low voice, when I wasn’t sure I was meant to overhear. “Whatever it takes.”

“Whatever it takes,” she said through her teeth. She dropped her hands to her sides, and stared down at the sand. And then at the trees—palm trees, off the coast of Massachusetts, which was a giant clue right there that something wasn’t right about this place. But that wasn’t what had caught Tristra’s eye, and it wasn’t what made me clench my teeth when I followed her gaze. The branches had begun to
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