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  Prologue


Fishing in Pittsburgh is dangerous—but that’s what makes it fun. 
I’m joking, of course. The Monongahela monsters haven’t gone after mortals in over four years. That’s a good record for the Monongys. And we were fishing in the Allegheny River anyway, which is a lot safer. The Allegheny has also been looking better than ever thanks to the deal the city government made with some naiads to clean it up. It helps to have a few officials who know about magicals. So when my otter-shifter half-brother wants to go fishing, I’m cool with that.
After all, we both work really hard at our house-cleaning gigs, and our individual side hustles just to pay the bills. We don’t have the money to spare for fancy extracurriculars. Especially if you factor in the automatic suspicion I get from Fae whenever I go into public, being a half-genie with a curse-mark across both my arms. Fishing is a great compromise—isolated and cheap.
But that night, it almost cost us our lives.
No. I’m not joking.






  
  Chapter 1


Otters were unfairly adorable. Even when they were soaking you with water on a late April evening that felt more like January. On this Thursday, Pittsburgh hadn’t gotten the memo that spring had started—and somehow, Gideon was managing to splash me right through my puffy blue coat and tall boots. Even though I stood on the small cement dock, leaning on a railing, while he frolicked in the water below. 
I ducked another wave of water, glaring at the otter as he turned into a slim man about four years younger than my own age of twenty-nine. “Seriously? You know this isn’t fair.”
He winked at me and shifted instantly into his otter form again. His voice came through clear as always, thanks to the magisphere conveying the sound to my ears. “You could always splash back.”
“You’re already wet, you punk!”
Gideon wrinkled up his nose. “And it’s awesome!”
“Yeah, for you.” I rolled my eyes. “My coat isn’t as great as your fur.”
He made a little scraping sound, like a shrug. “Come on, you can always snap in another one.”
“How many coats do you think I have?”
“One more.”
I sighed. “How do I know you won’t assault that one?”
He shifted back to human, his sandy-brown face suddenly earnest. “Because I won’t, Al. I promise.”
“Yeah?”
My younger brother leveled a stare at me. “Read me if you want.”
Ah yes, one of the three genie abilities I could use even with my curse-mark. I could read the desires and fears of others, more or less. Humans were pretty easy overall, while Fae—shifters, elves, and the rest of the supposedly good magical beings—were a mixed bag. Unspoken—the nice word for the bad types like vampires, succubi, and those sorts—were even trickier to figure out. Reading my brother Gideon was effortless, since I’d known him since birth.
Which was how I could tell he was being legit, even without checking inside his head. I sighed. “Fine.”
With a snap of my fingers, my puffy coat and drenched jeans were replaced with a heavy raincoat and cargo pants. Teleporting myself and objects was ability number two, and being devoted to efficiency and laziness, changing my clothes was something I’d worked hard to master at a young age. 
“Hey, those are my pants!” Gideon shifted back to otter, his mouth crinkling in annoyance. 
I stuck out my tongue at him. “Just in case you change your mind about splashing.”
“Aw, c’mon, Al! You always stretch out the hips.”
“Not that much.”
It was true. We were mostly the same size, except for obvious differences, like around the chest and yeah, a bit around the hips and butt. 
Gideon huffed. “That’s my favorite pair.”
“More incentive for you not to splash me.”
He made a disdainful little chirrup. “I need fish.”
With that, my brother dove under the water, leaving me on the isolated portion of river, with only a random passerby walking on the grass behind me every half hour or so. I settled down on the dock, cross-legged next to my fishing pole. I probably wouldn’t catch anything—I never did—but it was something to do. The pole had been from the human mother Gideon and I shared. She’d died when I was fourteen, and I’d kept the pole. An heirloom is an heirloom. 
Besides, nothing threw off a guy at a club like telling him you enjoyed fishing in the Allegheny, especially when I was decked out in a miniskirt and crop top. Instant shock for them, and often a quick backpedal. My side gig was matchmaking, and I preferred a hands-on approach to getting a pool of clients, which included going on a lot of dates and then getting the guys on my list. Sometimes there was a delay because the guy and I ended up clicking for a bit. Sometimes the guy ended up on the list because we didn’t work out. I never took that personally.
After all, I was a half-genie with a curse-mark I’d carried since birth. Any Fae or Unspoken would know I was doomed goods and treat me accordingly. As for the human Sensitives with just a little magic in their blood, I came out with the truth myself. Kept things even-handed. 
The right guy wouldn’t be put off by a cursed woman. Or I’d just end up single. I jiggled the pole, trying to ignore the thought. All this fuss, just because my human mom had gotten knocked up by a genie who had skipped town the moment the pregnancy test confirmed my existence, even though she swore he had loved her. How messed up was that? 
I’m better off without him. 
The priest would yell at me for bitterness. But I’d forgiven my dad. I just knew, somewhere deep in my gut, that I’d never see him again.
Not the happily-ever-after my mom had hoped for. Second time with Gideon’s otter-shifter dad hadn’t worked out either. But she’d raised us both herself anyway, with no help from the Fae. Broken relationships and screwed-up humans were considered ‘romantic entanglement liabilities’ which were factored under the murky category of cultural issues. Fae cops steered clear of cultural issues whenever they could.
Hey, at least Gideon and I had each other. No matter the years of living on the streets, or how his dad’s otter lodge had tried to drive a wedge between us. We were family, grayling halfbreeds who would be together no matter what. Sure, we squabbled, but that was part of the fun.
I glanced out over the water just in time to see Gideon break the surface with a fish in his mouth. “Sweet, bro! Come on over here.”
His dark eyes glinted as he swam toward the pier. At the same time, my fishing reel started spinning wildly, the line zipping furiously. I winced, grabbing for the rod. It jerked in my grasp, like something a lot bigger than a smallmouth bass was wrenching it on the other side. “What the crap? Gideon, do you see this?”
Nothing. I searched the waves, still holding the rod in a death-grip. A splash like a giant gulp of water emerged from the depths. The line snapped.
Like someone was being swallowed.
The bottom dropped out of my stomach as I teleported the rod back to our apartment. The Monongys weren’t supposed to be over this way. They stayed in the Monongahela River. What else could be in the water?
Bad question when you knew Unspoken lived in the world.
“Gideon?”
Footsteps like boulders shook the ground behind me. “You’re coming with us.”
My mad defensive sarcasm skills came to the rescue, along with a prickling of my magic. I really hated being told what to do. 
“Oh, am I?” 
Heavy hands clamped down on my shoulders, yanking me to my feet and forcing me to turn around. “We know what you are. Try to teleport, grayling, and we’ll rip your puny otter brother in two.”
The smell of a dank subway filled the air. Trolls, in all their rock-plated, nine-foot tall, pebbly, squinty-eyed glory. Their glamour probably made them look like common thugs, but that didn’t work on me. I could see every blocky edge to their chins and lichen-crusted carving on their arms. Although in terms of clothing, they rocked dingy band t-shirts and cut-off jean shorts ensembles that would make any lazy low-life proud.
Though I shouldn’t judge. I wore stuff like that all the time around the apartment. 
I clenched my hands so they wouldn’t shake. I’d faced bullies my whole life. Showing fear wouldn’t do a darn thing to help me—or my brother. “How do I know you have him?”
One of them pulled out a small, limp bundle of brown fur from somewhere in an oversized, Day-Glo orange fanny pack. 
My breath caught. I knew that fur, and I knew those eyes that blinked, glassy and unfocused. Somehow, more words came out of my mouth. “Why do you want us? We’re not near a bridge.”
Trolls were notorious for exacting stupid bridge tolls.
“Why? To eat you, dummy!” the largest troll chortled. “Otter is appetizer for half-genie main course. Other Fae tell us there are tasty things here. People fishing alone.”
“What other Fae?”
“No tell you. Enough that we found people fishing alone.”
Oh, great. Sometimes trolls were obnoxiously straightforward, even when they weren’t. “Aren’t there laws against this?”
Another chortle, like an avalanche of rocks. The biggest one jabbed a finger toward me. “You cursed. No one cares what happens to you. He with you. He die with you.”
“He no die—I mean, he’s not dying.” I breathed out slowly, trying to focus enough to read their fears and desires. Troll minds were as hard as stones to tap into, and when I did, it didn’t help much.
Hunger. Desire for food. More desire for food.
“You come now,” the troll holding Gideon ordered. It shook my brother. “Or he die before you can zap away.”
“You sure about that?”
The troll’s mouth cut into a sneer. “I know you. You criminal, not taught well, and your magic not that strong. But my knack for crushing bones? Much strong and good.”
Just goes to show, never judge a troll by their speech patterns. I should’ve known better. Some people assume trolls talk like they do because they’re stupid, but from their standpoint, wasting time on unnecessarily flowery language is stupid. 
All in the eye of the beholder. I had to try another tactic.
“We’ll both die anyway. Why not just knock me out?” 
The main troll grunted. “Half-genie too firm. Hurt the meat and guts unless we soften up with pain. You must be alive for pain.”
Ah yes, ability number three. While full-blood genies were apparently indestructible, I had just enough mojo to take punches with a lot less damage. Physical damage, at least. Getting beat up always cost something inside—mostly my ability to trust anyone who wasn’t Gideon. One of the many reasons why I didn’t get laid nearly as often as people thought. Plus, I had this deep-set church guilt that wouldn’t go
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