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      The people who make mistakes. The people learning who they are one day at a time. The constantly evolving.
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      After weeks of tracking the villain all over the city, it had finally come down to this—the last big chase.

      Below, drenched in a dense summer rain, the city splashed on as if nothing at all had changed. As if Jericho wasn’t on the verge of the biggest break her career had ever seen. Above, the sky lit in another harsh crack of lightning, flashing over the rooftops and setting everything into sharp relief. Jericho could see her breath as it turned to steam in the air. It had been an hour. An hour of waiting. An hour of crouching there on that damned rooftop, just watching.

      Her sources said the villain would be here tonight. That he’d decided to break into a data bank before the company moved their servers in the morning. Whatever the villain was looking for, it would be here, and tonight was the last night he’d be able to get to it before it disappeared into an undisclosed location that would no doubt take months to track down again. Now was his last chance, and he would come. Jericho knew it. All she needed to do was wait.

      So wait she did. Until the soft thud of a door being opened outward against its building perked up her well-trained ears. Looking down, her green eyes narrowed on a lone figure, and a soft growl curled her lips over elongated canines.

      “Well, well, well. Come all alone, have we?” Jericho murmured to herself.

      At his quick glance to see if anyone was around, the villain’s dark hair fell in stark contrast across his pale fox mask. His shoulders seemed to loosen when he saw that no one had stopped to pay him any mind. The cars still buzzed along the street. A couple walked by on the opposite sidewalk, oblivious. And otherwise, the city of Mythikos moved on as if nothing were amiss.

      “That’s it. Relax. No one’s looking,” Jericho cooed softly. Her legs ached from being in place for so long, muscles twitching to run, to chase, to hunt the moment the villain made his move. As if he’d heard her, the villain looked up. Jericho froze. If she didn’t know any better, she’d say he’d seen her. But . . . how could he? She’d perched herself all the way across the street, in the shadow of a taller building. Even with her gleaming armor, she was hidden. Still, the curling smile of that white mask seemed to widen. Then, in a flash, the villain ducked into the alley alongside the data bank and disappeared. “Shit.”

      Gloved hands deftly grabbed one of the glass flasks at her hip. Uncorking it, she took a quick swig. Her eyes glowed brighter, vision sharpening in the dim light of the city to home in on the figure in the dank alley. The villain climbed up a fire escape, only just visible because of the white mask. A smirk twitched on her lips. No one could outpace her on the rooftops.

      The villain stepped onto the roof, giving Jericho a better view of his long coat and well-pressed suit. The eyes of the mask, their outlines gleaming red in the light, trained on Jericho once more. He lifted one darkly gloved hand—Jericho jerked back, hackles rising in defense—and waved cheerfully at her.

      “Cheeky little fucker,” Jericho snarled, but her inner wolf rumbled low, amused at the obvious challenge.

      Then the chase was on. The villain turned to take off across the closely cropped rooftops of Mythikos. Jericho raced after him, her feet quiet and breaths even as she kept pace. The rain made things harder but not impossible.

      “Gotcha,” Jericho muttered when her eyes fell on one of the footbridges that connected two buildings. Boots landed softly on the roof, only skidding a little as she ran across, her sights set on the villain the whole time. He was slowing down, almost like he was giving her time to catch up. No. That couldn’t be right. He probably just wasn’t used to running along slick surfaces.

      “No use running!” Jericho shouted after the villain.

      The man skittered up a nearby fire escape with ease.

      One building led onto the next and then the next, until their wild chase took them out to the city limits. Here the lights were warmer and the buildings lower. Here at least there would be fewer civilians to get in the way. Jericho was thankful for that. The next building was the last for at least a block. A dead end. The villain skidded to a halt at the edge of it, turning to Jericho with not a hair out of place—though his chest heaved with exertion.

      “That’s right. You’re out of places to run. May as well give up now, Dusk.” Jericho let the moniker curl off her tongue as if it were a dirty word. She’d thought it was a stupid name for a villain when she’d first heard it, and that opinion hadn’t changed. She pulled a pair of cuffs from her belt—Wait. One glittering eye, tucked behind the mask, closed and reopened. “Did you just fucking wink at me?” she asked, incredulous. “Who the fuck does that?”

      Dusk lifted his hands.

      Jericho fell into a defensive position, already twitching for the two long katana strapped to her back.

      “Easy,” Dusk said, holding up his gloved hands in a placating motion. Then he pulled off the crisp white fox mask to reveal brown skin littered with freckles that covered a pert nose and high aristocratic cheekbones.

      “Sol?” Jericho’s arms fell limply at her sides. How could—? No. Sol was gone. He’d died. Years ago. This . . . this can’t be⁠—

      “Oh, Lettie.” His fingers moved, forming the words in gestures that Jericho recognized immediately—sign language. A smile split that face, showing off buck teeth and a dimple on the right cheek. Just like Sol. So much like Sol it ached. Jericho’s fingers twitched to reach out to him, but she forced them to stay at her side. “You’re telling me you’ve been chasing me for the better part of a month and didn’t realize it was me all along? Honestly, I’m offended. Did our games of tag mean nothing to you?” His hands moved gracefully, dancing around the words. A strand of teal-striped hair slipped into his dark eyes, just as it always had since the day Sol had gotten his hair cut short. The color was the telltale sign of a banshee.

      “What the fuck?” Jericho signed back, fingers moving in jerky, unpracticed movements. It’d been too long. She felt clumsy.

      A soft chortle left Dusk—Sol? “Ah, as well spoken as ever,” Sol said along with the movement of his fingers. “Now, are you going to take me in or what? Because if not, I’ve got other stuff I could be doing.” He gestured over his shoulder as if he had someplace to be.

      There was a brief, silly, impetuous moment where Jericho considered not cuffing the idiot and just letting him go. She’d tell him to skip town and never come back. But she squashed the thought as soon as it came. She was a hero, and Sol was an Unseelie causing trouble. A villain. With a flick of her hand, the cuffs latched onto Sol’s wrists, and Jericho twisted her hand in the long chain that connected them to herself to keep Sol from jerking them away.

      “You’re not going to like what comes next,” she warned.

      Sol shrugged.

      Jericho tapped the spot where her jaw met her ear, activating a little communicator on the lobe. “Hey. Colette Jericho here. I’ve got Dusk. I need a car at . . . ” She looked around for street signs and huffed when she saw none.

      “We’re almost to the intersection of Forest and Gold,” Sol supplied helpfully. His tone was tinted with an amused smile.

      “Forest and Gold,” Jericho repeated, then tapped her jaw again to end the communication. “You keep your mouth shut.”

      Sol rolled his eyes. “If I wanted to use my Voice, I’d have used it by now,” he signed with small, half-formed motions, words cut short by the cuffs on his wrists. But he kept his lips pressed firmly together.

      Jericho didn’t respond. She wasn’t afraid of Sol, but she knew the damage he could do with his Voice if he decided to. She’d seen more than once what was left when a banshee wailed: rubble.

      A car sped up the street, sirens blaring and lights reflecting off the darkness of closed shop windows. Jericho jerked the chain in her hand, dragging Sol—no, Dusk along behind her. If he wanted to act like a villain, she’d use his moniker. Off to their right, a door that looked to lead down into the building waited. She pulled a charm from her belt, waving it in front of the knob, and the door sprung open to reveal barely lit steps.

      “Go.” Jericho shoved Dusk down, not caring if he couldn’t see in the dark as well as she could. He stumbled forward but made no complaint.

      The car hummed lightly on the curb, waiting for them. Jericho opened the door and pushed her hostage into the back seat before climbing into the front. Without waiting for instructions from Jericho, the car pulled itself back out onto the street and buzzed its way toward Spring Hill Hold.
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        * * *

      

      No words passed between them. And when they arrived at Spring Hill Hold, two extra-large robotic K.N.I.G.H.T. units came to the car and escorted Dusk inside and away from Jericho. Which was fine with her. She had paperwork to do anyway, and a debrief to handle. She didn’t have time to see Dusk through processing, and Jericho didn’t owe him that.

      It was a while later—after Jericho had stripped off her hero armor to don a more masculine, loose-fitting black T-shirt, and signed “Colette Jericho” over and over and over—when the soft tap of something landed on Jericho’s desk. His eyes, which up to that point had been trained on the screen in front of him, flicked to a little device no bigger than his thumbnail. “What’s that?”

      The K.N.I.G.H.T. stared at him for a moment with blank, backlit eyes as it processed his question before answering, “Miss Jeri⁠—”

      “Mister,” Jericho corrected. “Or just ‘Jericho’ would be better.” And it would be; it was easier that way. Mister, Miss—they were titles that just got people confused when he suddenly didn’t feel like one or the other anymore. “Jericho” worked best. Especially for the androids, who didn’t understand gender to begin with and sure as fuck didn’t understand it when someone was fluid about it. “I thought I’d had that programmed into all of you by now, but we must have missed one. Or maybe there was a patch.” He drummed his fingers on his desk thoughtfully.

      “Jericho,” the bot amended. “This is what the suspect was stealing.”

      “Okay. But what is it?” Agitation laced Jericho’s tone. His fingers twitched toward the device, assuming it was safe. The K.N.I.G.H.T. units had been programmed to protect people, like the knights of old once had. It was unlikely that one of them would drop a dangerous device onto Jericho’s desk. At least not without warning him of its danger first.

      “It’s a thumb drive,” a chirping voice answered. A two-toned head poked out from around the monstrosity of an android. “Old bit of tech, really. I don’t even think we have the means to plug it into anything anymore.”

      “Plug it in?” Jericho asked blankly. What the hell did that even mean?

      “Yeah.” Ildri nodded, patting the android on the shoulder with a soft metal tink. “You can head back to your post, Ratcher.”

      The robot didn’t even bother nodding. It just spun on its wheel and headed back the way it had come.

      “You’re not supposed to name them.” Jericho scowled, his eyes still trained on the—what had Ildri called it? Thumb drive?

      Ildri shrugged, a strand of garishly blue hair flopping into her face as her wings twitched behind her. “There’s no rule that says that.”

      “But the captain asked you not to.”

      Ildri blinked at Jericho, unbothered.

      “Right.” Jericho sighed and decided to just move on with things. It’d be easier. He could talk in circles around Ildri’s logic all day and get absolutely nowhere. He was too tired for it tonight. “What is it?”

      “Old school information storage.” Ildri smiled. “The humans invented them back in the day, before everything went into the cloud. I haven’t seen one in . . . ” She tapped a spindly finger against her cheek thoughtfully. “Oh, a couple hundred years or so. They were quite the thing when I was at university.”

      “You went to—Wait. Never mind. I don’t care.” Jericho shook his head. “Just tell me how to find out what he put on it.”

      Ildri pouted, lips turning down at the corners as she brushed a neon strand of pink hair back from her face. She’d clearly been gearing up to regale him with some story of the dark ages of technology, and he’d spoiled her fun. Too bad. “We don’t.”

      “We don’t.”

      “No. We don’t. USB ports are a thing of the past, my friend. Have been for at least a hundred years. They went the way of princes and princesses. I doubt we even have anything in the basement that has a port left on it. And even if we did, by some miracle, it probably wouldn’t boot up. So, yeah, no, we don’t. But isn’t it cool?! I mean, who even knew these things still existed!” Ildri’s words left her at a mile a minute, hammering at Jericho’s ears in a disgustingly cheerful manner. It built like pressure behind his eyes.

      “Then how the fuck did he get information onto it?” Jericho rubbed at his temples, taking a deep breath to hold the headache at bay.

      “Magic.”

      “Magic?”

      “Magic.”

      “Can we use magic to get the information off of it?” Jericho pressed hopefully.

      “Nope!” Ildri chirped.

      Jericho ground his teeth together to keep from screaming at the tiny pixie. He took a deep breath. In through his nose, out through his teeth. Calm. “Why not?”

      “Oh. Because it’s encrypted, of course. Unless we know what spell he used to encrypt it, we won’t be able to decrypt it without corrupting the data to the point of it being unusable.” She sounded far too delighted with this fact.

      “So . . . What do I do?” Jericho glared at the slick black device, and it seemed to wink back at him—just as its owner had.

      “I guess you get the spell from him. We’ll only get one shot at this. If I try to break it myself, that thing will probably melt.”

      “Fuck,” Jericho said, more to himself than to the pixie, who was bouncing on the balls of her feet. “I need to go down to interrogation.”

      He rubbed at the bridge of his nose. He’d thought perhaps he could just let Dusk rot down there and not have to bother with him ever again. Jericho could pretend he hadn’t just dragged his ex-best friend—ex-boyfriend? Whatever they’d been before Soliel had thrown away his chances on the hero exam all those years ago—down to the hold. He could forget the guilt that had lingered in the back of his mind for years now, spoiling all his other relationships and closing him off to the world around him. He could . . . He could move on.

      “You better hurry up. They’re about to move him to Evening Isle.”

      “What?” Jericho jerked up, chair clattering into the desk behind him. “What do you mean they’re about to move him?”

      Ildri shrugged. “Captain said he’s too dangerous to keep around here.”

      Jericho took quick steps around his desk.

      “Wait. Where are you going?”

      “I’m going to stop his transfer.”

      “Good luck with that,” Ildri called after him.
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        * * *

      

      Somehow, by sheer force of will—and his loud mouth, probably—Jericho had stopped Dusk’s transfer to Evening Isle. He’d spent days calling in favors, making a nuisance of himself, and refusing to take no for an answer until the order for transfer had been halted.

      Although he’d known it was what he wanted to do—needed to do—the question remained: Why? It wasn’t out of some misplaced sense of loyalty, or the feeling that Jericho owed his . . . whatever Soliel was to him, anything. But what exactly the reason was, he didn’t know. He supposed maybe it was the idea of Soliel locked away in a damp, dark cell without windows and left there to wither into nothing that had spurred him on. The image of Sol’s glittering brown eyes fading into a dull, lifeless gray, sucked dry by the dark-magic-lined walls of the island prison that housed only the most damning of Mythikos’ villains sent a shiver down Jericho’s spine. The only way to stay warm was to fight.

      “He’s not talking to anyone,” a voice drifted up from the desk behind Jericho. Erling, the lone Griffin on Mythikos’ Erahil hero division.

      “Who?” Jericho asked, continuing to type away at his report, studiously ignoring the thumb drive that was still where Ildri had left it days ago.

      “Dusk. They’ve had him down in interrogation since you stopped his transfer, but he won’t talk to anyone.”

      “He’ll talk eventually. They all do.”

      “I dunno. He seems pretty tight-lipped. Hasn’t even asked for representation.”

      “Have they brought down a translator?” The words slipped from Jericho’s lips before he could stop them. Before he could remind himself that what happened to Dusk now that Jericho had saved him from the Isle was no longer his business. He didn’t care. Dusk was a villain, and he’d get what he deserved.

      “A what?”

      Jericho jerked around in his seat to frown at the white-haired man behind him. “A translator. Dusk is a banshee.”

      “So?”

      “So, he’s deaf.” Erling’s eyes widened in sudden understanding. “Oh, for fuck’s sake. Do I have to do everything around here?” Jericho swiveled back around, pressing a few buttons on his keyboard till a video chat popped up on the screen.

      “What is it, Jericho?” the captain asked gruffly.

      “Bring in a sign language translator for Dusk. That might get him talking.”

      The captain snorted, rolling his eyes. “I’ll see what I can do.” Then he hung up.

      “Asshole,” Jericho muttered under his breath. He grabbed the leather jacket from the back of his chair as he stood.

      “Where are you going?”

      Jericho didn’t bother to answer. He was not going to the interrogation cells. He was not. He had done enough for Dusk as it was, called in favors he’d been saving, burned bridges he’d never get back. And then Jericho had unofficially taken himself off the case because a not-so-small part of him hated Dusk for who he’d become. For the side he’d chosen. Let Dusk sit down there until he decided to talk. Jericho breathed deeply when the cool evening air hit his skin. He inhaled the smells of the city.

      The moon shone brightly against the tops of the buildings, waxing gibbous. Jericho rolled his eyes at the scrambling of his inner wolf, itching for a fight, for a run, anything. If he wasn’t careful, that beastie would take him exactly where he didn’t want to go—to Dusk. He heeded the call to run instead and headed home.
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      For a week, Jericho had avoided this. She’d walked past the stairs that led down to the interrogation cells and didn’t make eye contact with them. She’d ignored the looks from her coworkers as she became steadily more agitated. A week with no new information meant her report sat half-finished, and that bothered her far more than any other part of this fucked-up situation.

      So, here she was, doing the thing she told herself she wouldn’t do. Boots trod softly on the stairs as Jericho made her way down to the interrogation cells.

      A young man slumped against the wall outside the interrogation room, fidgeting with his phone.

      Jericho could have been kind. She could have cleared her throat to alert the guard to her presence. But instead, she just narrowed her eyes on him.

      “Bracken, what are you doing?” she asked, voice sharp.

      “Jericho!” Bracken jerked his head up, dropping his phone with a harsh clatter. He crouched quickly to pick up the device, tucking it into his back pocket with a guilty expression.

      Jericho shook her head. “Just don’t let the captain catch you at it.”

      “What are—” Bracken cleared his throat when his words came out too high and nervous. “What are you doing down here, sir?”

      “I’m going to talk to the prisoner. Isn’t that obvious?”

      “You can’t—” Bracken rushed, reaching to stop Jericho before she could touch the scanner just outside the door. Jericho saw Dusk perk up on the other side of the glass, his eyes narrowing in interest as he took in the scene. “Sir.”

      “Why not?” Jericho tilted her head, not taking her eyes off Dusk’s assessing dark gaze. They had certainly piqued Dusk’s interest. Jericho could see that dimple on his freckled cheek growing the longer the exchange went on, amusement dancing across his face.

      “The captain said all interrogations were to cease until a translator can be procured.”

      Ah. That was why no new information had come to Jericho’s desk. The captain was keeping people away until he could find someone willing to translate for a banshee. Jericho knew well enough that it wouldn’t be hard to find someone who could sign amongst their ranks; there was more than one species of fae who wound up deaf or mute from their abilities. The issue was that Dusk was a banshee, and they were, by nature, terrifying, with screams capable of leveling entire city blocks and making one’s brain melt out through their ears. Far scarier than any siren who could wiggle their way into one’s subconscious.

      “Everyone is too scared he’ll attack them,” Jericho murmured.

      Bracken wilted. A look of shame flickered over his own face, but he didn’t argue.

      “Well, I don’t need a fucking translator. I can sign just fine.” Jericho’s fingers moved in quick, deft motions along to her words.

      “Good to see your pronunciation is still sloppy at best!” Dusk shouted from inside the room, a slow smile splitting his lips.

      Jericho lifted one hand to flick him off.

      “Ah, but that one never did give you trouble. Did it?” Dusk laughed, eyes glittering in delight.

      “Banshees can hear all right if you don’t scream at them. It’s mostly the higher volumes and pitches he has trouble with. And he was always pretty good at lipreading. Honestly, it’s like they don’t teach basic fae physiology in schools anymore.” Jericho scoffed, then turned back to Bracken. “They took his hearing aids?”

      Bracken merely nodded before adding, “We weren’t⁠—”

      He was cut off by another delighted shout from inside the room. “Awww. You’re no fun, Lettie! I had a good thing going there.”

      Lettie. It’d been so long since someone had used that name. Dusk had said it the other night too, but Jericho had been too caught up in everything to notice. Once, that name had made her laugh and smile. Once, it had made her feel warm and cared for. She wasn’t sure how she felt about it anymore. Jericho’s eyes jerked back to Dusk, who was slumped back in his chair, arms stretched across the table in front of him lazily, his lower lip poking out in a pout. Little shit.

      “They were worried about a communication device,” Jericho finished for Bracken with a scoff. “I know all that, it came across my desk. Now let me in there.”

      “Yes, sir.” Bracken hurried to press his palm to the scanner, and the door opened with a soft whoosh. “And sir, be careful. Without the glass between you, you’ll have nothing to protect yourself from his Voice.”

      “Worry about yourself, Bracken. If he’s going to attack anyone, it’s going to be the guy standing outside his room.”

      Bracken’s face paled, and he backed away from the open door. Jericho didn’t spare him another glance before entering. The door shut behind her softly.

      “Soliel.” Jericho spoke softly as she approached, sitting in the acrylic chair across from the villain. She arranged the long sweater she’d thrown on over her leggings that morning in a motion that was distinctly not a fidget. Her eyes flicked over the man across the table from her, taking in the way the muddy-gray jumpsuit fit Dusk a little too tightly in places.

      Dusk smiled softly at the name, as if perhaps he hadn’t heard it in a long time.

      “What happened to you?” Jericho continued to keep her volume low but her words clear so that Dusk could hear her. If they were going to get anywhere, they had to be able to understand one another.

      A roll of the eyes told Jericho that Dusk wasn’t going to make this as easy as she’d hoped. Some stupid, sentimental part of herself had thought she could fall back on their old relationship to get everything she wanted from him. But this wasn’t Sol. Not anymore. He was Dusk now, and he had a list of crimes as long as Jericho’s arm.

      Dusk didn’t wait to start on his diatribe. “Every hero needs a villain, right?” The words fell from his lips, accompanied by his fingers as he spoke. He kept his own voice low, matching Jericho’s volume. “Isn’t that what you used to say? Remember? You always made me play the bad guy, or the damsel in distress. I was never allowed to be the hero; that was your job. Well, here I am, Lettie. Your self-made villain.”

      Lettie. It didn’t feel as uncomfortable as Jericho thought it might for her to hear that name again. Dusk had been the only one she’d ever allowed to call her that. A sign of their friendship, their closeness, when Jericho couldn’t express her emotions any other way. But now there was no closeness. Still, the name left her feeling . . . nostalgic. For a life that was long gone, back when things had seemed simpler. When her parents had been there to patch her up every time she fell on the playground. Before . . . Before . . . Before the guilt had settled in and broken everything.

      Jericho stared at Dusk for a long time, her eyebrow twitching in irritation and disbelief. “Seriously? That’s what you’re going with? My best friend never let me play hero when we were little, so I decided to become a villain? That’s the most cliché shit I’ve ever heard.”

      Dusk held the look for a moment longer before snickering, as if they were both in on some age-old joke. Maybe they were. But it didn’t feel like it would have all those years ago. This felt brittle, strained. “Nah.”

      “Then what?” Jericho blew out a breath, rustling the loose blond strands fluttering around the opposite side of her undercut.

      Dusk made a noncommittal noise in the back of this throat. His fingers moved over the cool acrylic tabletop he was chained to. They’d left him enough chain to move his hands in the familiar intricate patterns but not enough to stand. How long had he been sitting there?

      “What’s on the thumb drive?” Jericho pressed on, vowing not to think further about what Dusk had gotten himself into. That was his problem, not hers.

      Dusk lifted his eyes, a smile unlike any Jericho had ever seen on his face before—cold, calculating—curling his lips. Suddenly, that dimple on his cheek didn’t look quite so charming. Despite the smile, he remained silent, lips and fingers unmoving.

      “Damn it, Sol! Tell me!” Jericho growled, jaw clenching around the words as her anger flared.

      “What’s that? Can’t hear you.” Dusk leaned forward so he could hold a hand up to his ear.

      With a deep inhale, Jericho lowered her voice again, although she couldn’t keep the heat out of her tone. “You should be thanking me, you know. If it weren’t for me, you’d have been shipped off to Evening Isle already. Locked away and forgotten until the day you died.”

      Dusk snorted, the manacles on his wrist jingling as his fingers started moving again. He let his fingers do the talking, moving in slow, sarcastic motions that Jericho recognized all too well. “Ah yes, ever the hero. Just had to prove that one more time, didn’t you? Well, thank you, Lettie, for everything. Thank you for leaving me behind when you went off to be a hero. For forgetting about me. For locking me in a cage where the only sun I see is through a two-by-two-foot window. But hey . . . at least I’m not withering away on an island somewhere, right? You’re a real sport.”

      “Hey!” Jericho shouted, her own fingers working along to her angry words to make sure Dusk would understand her. “Don’t get shitty with me. You did this to yourself. This was your choice. Actions have consequences, Sol.”

      “Yeah, they do. But I guess Seelie don’t have to think about that, do they?” Dusk asked, fingers moving slowly, as if he wanted every word to hurt. To chip away at something inside of Jericho.

      It didn’t work. Jericho held firm. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Why don’t you ask your captain? I’m sure they’d be more than happy to enlighten you on all of the ‘choices’ I’ve made that led me here. They probably have a file on me somewhere,” Dusk signed, still refusing to speak to Jericho with his voice, and shrugged. “And while you’re at it, take a trip down memory lane. Try to think of how your actions have affected others.”

      “What?” Jericho spat.

      “Actions have consequences, hero.” With that, Dusk lowered his hands to the table and looked away from her.

      Jericho was being dismissed. She didn’t appreciate the connotation that Dusk was the one in charge, but she didn’t have the patience to sit there any longer.

      “I’ll be back.”

      Dusk didn’t look away from the window, but he did speak. “Whatever tickles your fancy, hero.”

      Jericho didn’t bother hiding her irritation as she stormed out of the room. Nor did she pay any mind to Bracken when the young man called after her. No. She didn’t stop until she was outside the captain’s door, hand poised to knock. She and the captain had never been friends, or even on good terms. That tended to happen when someone got promoted simply because of their lineage. And Bim Oakfur had most certainly risen through the ranks as quickly as he had because he’d been the previous captain’s snot-nosed brat.

      Even still, he was Jericho’s superior. So, she took a moment to compose herself, swallowing the rage that threatened to take over and force a shift into the wolf. It wouldn’t do to wolf out right there in the middle of the bullpen. Not after all those anger management seminars she’d been forced to attend. After a quick count to ten, Jericho rapped her knuckles on the door.

      “Enter,” the nasally voice of the leprechaun called. The door opened with a soft creak, and there behind the desk sat Bim Oakfur, looking for all the world like a petty king ruling his kingdom, chin tilted back and upturned nose in the air as he looked down it at Jericho. Jericho swallowed down an annoyed snarl.

      “Captain.” She bowed her head in a respectful nod.

      “What can I do for you, Jericho?” Oakfur spoke in a tone that sounded benevolent, like anything he did would be a favor.

      Jericho ground her teeth to keep from saying something she might regret. Her plan was to request Soliel’s file and get some answers on what had happened to her friend over the years. She wasn’t going to get personal, because this wasn’t personal, this was her job. Jericho was going to remain completely professional.

      But what came out of her mouth was, “Why isn’t Dusk wearing his binder?”

      “She’s on suicide watch.”

      That was it. The rage returned full force, gripping Jericho’s insides and making her nails grow long and sharp against her palms. “First off, Dusk is a he⁠—”

      “He,” Oakfur amended. Although he didn’t sound apologetic. His dull brown eyes flicked over Jericho’s twitching features with interest. The sick bastard was getting off on pushing Jericho to see what her feelings were about this whole thing. She was being tested, and she didn’t like it. Fuck. “Never formally filed a change of gender form. In the eyes of the law, Soliel Tsuki is female.”

      “I don’t give a flying fuck what the law says. Sol is now, and always has been, male. When you talk about him, when anyone talks about him, they will do so correctly. Or do we want the Prisoner Rights people involved in this?” Jericho hissed, a knowing look in her eyes. It was a low blow, a threat that she’d probably pay for later, but she didn’t care. “We all know what a pain in the ass they can be.”

      Oakfur’s eyes narrowed in annoyance, and for a moment, Jericho thought perhaps there would be some kind of retaliation, but then he blinked and moved on. “Very well. His binder will be returned to him. Was there something else you needed, Jericho?”

      “Yes. I want his full file. I need everything we have on Soliel Tsuki and his alias Dusk, from birth till his recent capture. If I’m going to be interrogating him, I need to know his mental state.”

      Oakfur raised a brow in question but nodded. “It will be on your desk by this afternoon. And since you’ve taken an interest in him, we want the location of his lab facility. We believe he may have more information stored there, plus whatever harmful tech he’s been working on. All of which will need to be recovered and neutralized. I expect results, Jericho.”

      “Yes, captain,” Jericho muttered through a clenched jaw. Then she turned on her heel to head back to her desk. She’d worry about the ways Oakfur would punish her for her outburst later. For now, she had more important things to do.

      Like tracking down Mrs. Tsuki.
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      Tracking down Adelia Tsuki, Dusk’s mother, took Jericho a trip on two separate train lines—the Opal and the Ruby—downtown to their old neighborhood.

      Ilygroth wasn’t so different from how he remembered it. Perhaps things were a little more dilapidated than when he’d been sixteen, but some of that might have been the rose-colored glasses through which all adults remembered their childhood home. It was good that his parents had gotten out when they had, moving far from Mythikos to a small town in the country where they could rest and allow their wolf instincts freer rein. Even if their leaving had been because of the distance already present between himself and them.

      Would Mrs. Tsuki have done the same? She was human, but humans moved too. Especially after Soliel had “died,” what would have been left for her in Ilygroth?

      Jericho’s feet moved without thought—he’d walked this path hundreds of times—from the train station to his house, then to Soliel’s. He could make it there with his eyes closed. Which left his mind plenty of time to wander back to when things had been simpler. When life had been easy.

      
      “Race you to your house!” Soliel shouted, fingers moving along to the words. His tiny light-up sneakers pounded against the pavement, sparkling in the fading summer light.

      “First one there gets all the pudding!” Jericho let out a whoop of excitement, his own shoes padding along more lightly as he ran after his friend.

      “No cheating.” Sol’s breath came in harder pants as he pushed himself to run faster, trying to keep up with Jericho.

      Jericho rolled his eyes but didn’t argue. Instead, he picked up his pace, pulling away from Soliel.

      “You heard me! No cheating!” Sol scowled at him, freckled face twisting up into unhappiness. “Don’t use your wolf.”

      “I heard you, damn it! I’ll be fair,” Jericho promised. He was always fair, at least with Soliel. The other children he couldn’t care less about, but Sol was his best and only friend. And one day, they’d be a part of the Hero Alliance together. They were a team. They would always be a team.

      
      Only . . .

      Only that had never happened. Ten years later, they’d both applied to apprentice with heroes, and it had been Jericho who had received an acceptance letter, and Soliel who was rejected.

      Jericho’s gut twisted in guilt. But that hadn’t been how he’d felt at the time, had it? Not guilty. No. He’d been—shit—he’d felt justified. Like he really was better than Soliel, despite all the promises they’d made as children. And he’d been ashamed of himself for the things he’d felt for Soliel. For . . . for loving Soliel as he had when Soliel was a failure. A nothing. A nobody.

      Jericho’s steps fell heavily on the stairs of an old apartment building. They were badly in need of repair, creaking with every shift in his weight. And then he was faced with that thin plywood door. Apartment number 403—the gilded numbers had tarnished through the years, and the three hung upside down from a single nail—but the door was still the same. The memory of it, of the last time he’d knocked on this door, stung deep under the skin where he couldn’t rub it away.

      
      “Sol! Sol! Sol! Damn it, Soliel! Open up!” Jericho’s fist hammered on the flimsy wooden door of the Tsuki residence in time with every word. His heart was pounding in his chest, rabbit fast. “Don’t make me break this doo⁠—”

      The door flung open to reveal Mrs. Tsuki, all dark hair and eyes, just like her son. The only things she was missing were Soliel’s freckles and a strip of teal hair hanging in her eyes. Jericho had always assumed the freckles had come from Soliel’s father, but neither of them ever found out if that was true since Sol’s father had died before he was born, and Mrs. Tsuki hadn’t kept any pictures.

      “Sorry, J, Soliel isn’t really up to playing right now,” Mrs. Tsuki said softly.

      “But I got my letter!” Jericho shouted, pressing past her even as she tried to stop him from heading into the living room. “I got it, and I want to show—” Jericho’s words died in his throat when he caught sight of Soliel’s hunched form on the couch. A blanket was wrapped tightly around him, his long hair limp over his ears and hanging in his eyes. But it wasn’t that that stopped Jericho dead. No. It was the shreds of cream paper scattered on the old coffee table. In spite of Soliel’s best efforts, the gold embossed seal of the Hero Alliance still glittered ominously in the light—intact. “Sol?”

      Soliel didn’t lift his head to look at Jericho, he just remained focused on the rough shapes of torn paper. “You got in, didn’t you?” he asked. Dead. His voice was dead. It lacked the richness and warmth of Soliel’s deep well of emotion that seemed to color everything he did.

      “You didn’t,” was Jericho’s answer. He didn’t have to ask; he knew. And he felt something in himself being shredded to little bits just like that damn letter. But it didn’t hurt. Not yet. Maybe it would have been better if it had. Maybe then Soliel’s next words wouldn’t have sliced through him.

      “They don’t allow Unseelie into the Alliance, you know that.” Soliel’s words were condescending, and Jericho felt them settle like a weight on his chest, pressing all the air from his lungs. “You should know better, Lettie. I’m evil.”

      Evil. The word slapped Jericho in the face, tore at his heart, and he did the first thing he always did when he was hurt: he lashed out. “Or maybe you’re just weak,” he spat.

      Soliel didn’t say anything. He didn’t even flinch. He just remained staring at those scraps of paper. Like if he stared long enough, the ink on them would shift to read something else.

      “You didn’t try hard enough,” Jericho accused. Because that had to be it. There was no other reason Soliel wouldn’t have gotten in. He was strong. He was good. He was kind! All he’d ever wanted was to help people. He’d make the perfect hero. And they’d make the perfect team. Always there for each other. Always having each other’s backs. Who would have Jericho’s back now? No one. “You slacked off.”

      They were silent for a long time, and when Soliel finally spoke, it wasn’t with his voice, it was with his fingers.

      “Get out,” he signed tiredly.

      Jericho didn’t have to be told twice. He turned and left, slamming the door on his way out.

      
      The next day, Soliel’s shoes and backpack were found beside one of the bridges that crossed the river, connecting Ilygroth to the next neighborhood over. Everyone assumed the worst, but the body never surfaced. And while the neighborhood around him mourned, Jericho packed his backpack and left for his apprenticeship. He was angry with Soliel for being weak and selfish. For leaving them all behind to grieve just because he couldn’t face what had happened. Over the years, that anger and resentment had sustained him and kept him from feeling the hole Soliel had left behind. It also kept him from trying to fill the hole, because he couldn’t fill what he didn’t notice.

      But now, standing before the home of Soliel Tsuki again, Jericho felt it seep into his bones. It tugged away at the age-old rage and morphed it into something else. He couldn’t identify it, not yet, and he didn’t have time to try before the door opened to reveal a blue-haired young woman with wide brown eyes.

      “Can I help you?” she asked.

      “Uh, yes. Is Mrs. Tsuki in residence?” Jericho pulled his badge from his back pocket, offering the little sun shield to her as if that would explain everything.

      “No one by that name lives here.”

      A frown tugged his lips down. “How long have you lived here, ma’am?”

      “Oh, I don’t know.” She scratched her cheek in thought. “I guess eight years or so?”

      “And how did you come to own the property?”

      “In an auction. It was a foreclosure.”

      Jericho nodded. “Thank you for your time, ma’am.”

      “Of course.” She smiled and shut the door as he headed back down the stairs.

      He sighed, pulling out his phone and dialing.

      “Talk to me,” the voice of Ildri chirped from the speaker distractedly. “And make it quick, I’m about two seconds from blowing the lid off this—” The sound of an explosion cut off her words. “Ah, shit.” She coughed away from the device for a moment before regaining her breath. “All right, what is it?”

      Jericho clicked his tongue. “Did you just blow up the hold?”

      “No, I did not. Now what do you want, Jericho? I’m a little busy here.”

      “I need you to track someone down for⁠—”

      “You know that’s not my jam, J,” Ildri interrupted him. “We’ve got a whole squad of Huntsmen in charge of tracking people. Why not ask one of them?”

      Jericho huffed. She was going to make him beg, wasn’t she? “Because I need this quick. Like, before tomorrow. And the proper channels will take a fucking month to get back to me what with all the paperwork. Can’t you just do me this favor, Ildri?”

      The line was silent for a long moment, and if not for the sound of her breathing, Jericho would have thought she’d hung up. “Fine. But you owe me.”

      “I am in your debt,” Jericho murmured, sufficiently binding himself to the promise of doing one favor of indeterminate size for Ildri. Promising such things to fairy of any kind was a dangerous game to be playing, but Jericho really didn’t have time to worry about that shit right now.

      “Good. Now, give me as much information as you have on this person.”

      As Jericho boarded the train back to Erahil, he gave Ildri everything he knew about Mrs. Tsuki. Her full name, last known address, physical description, species, and known relations. It wasn’t a lot. An identification number would have worked better. But it would have to do—Ildri said as much before they hung up.
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        * * *

      

      The train ride home was uneventful, leaving Jericho alone with his thoughts. Normally it would have calmed him, but with everything he’d learned over the last week, all it did was make him more nervous. It felt like he was caught in the calm before a storm—the moment right before everything would blow up in his face and his world would go to shit. Maybe he should have kept out of this whole Dusk business, listened to his initial instincts, and stayed away. What Dusk had gotten himself into was none of Jericho’s business after all. Jericho had been without Dusk for years, and he’d been fine. Honestly. Things probably should have stayed that way. It was clear after that blow up that they were on separate paths. But he was in it now, and there was no getting out.

      Jericho shook himself, vowing not to think any more of Dusk and Soliel and Ilygroth that night. He pressed his palm to the pad outside of his apartment, and the door clicked open. Once inside, he discarded his boots and leather jacket at the door.

      Jericho dropped his phone onto the counter to charge, then turned to dig through the refrigerator for something to eat. He knew he should make something healthy, but it’d been a long day, so instead, he heated up a frozen dinner.

      “Music on,” he muttered, and the gentle sound of jazz floated through the speakers as the microwave hummed.

      A loud buzzing drew his attention to his phone, and Jericho frowned at the picture that popped up.

      “Thanks, but no thanks, Mom.” He sent the call to voicemail with a quick tap. The microwave dinged, and Jericho pulled the steaming tray from it, his eyes narrowing on the phone when it buzzed again to indicate she’d left a voicemail. Rolling his eyes, he tapped on the screen, opening the voicemail app, and turned it on speaker to listen.

      “Colette.” Jericho huffed at the use of his first name. His parents were the only ones he’d let get away with it, but it still felt oddly formal. He supposed that was fitting with how little they’d spoken over the last few years. Since Soliel had . . . not died? “It’s Mom. Not that you don’t know that already, but whatever. Look. The summer solstice is coming up, and your dad and I want you to come out to the lake to celebrate. It’s supposed to be a full moon, you know. And we haven’t seen you in—” Her voice faded as she either thought about how long it had been or checked with his father. “Whatever. It’s been a long fucking time. Your dad
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