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CHANGELING ON THE
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by A.G. Stewart
 
 





CHAPTER ONE
 
STREET LAMPS REFLECTED OFF THE
DAMP PAVEMENT, making tiny orange
moons, and I careened down the
sidewalk after my grushound,
Anwynn. I was athletic, but I wasn’t
a hundred eighty pounds of mostly
muscle, and I certainly didn’t have
four legs. My breath fogged the air
in front of me.

“Hey!” someone called from the
other side of the street. “There are
laws about letting your dogs run
around, asshole!”

This. This was what I got for
taking off the damn leash.



I muttered to myself as I ran, in a
fair approximation of Anwynn’s
gravelly voice.  “Let me off the
leash, she says. Oh, I’ll be able to
track the sprites much more easily,
she says. I’ll keep a low profile.”

Low profile—how could I think
that was possible with a hound as
big as a small pony running through
the streets of Portland? I suppose
desperation can lead to big ideas,
but it can lead to bad ones, too.

I seemed to be falling into the
latter category more and more.

I’d been chasing down these
sprites for the better part of a
month. Okay, so chronically souring



milk wasn’t in the category of world-
ending problems, but people had
started noticing, and my job as the
only legal Changeling in the world
was to keep people from noticing. I
had to get the sprites back through a
doorway and into the Fae world
soon; otherwise I’d be finding the
Arbiter in my living room, and he
might have more than just unkind
words for me. I couldn’t remember
word-for-word the oath he’d made
me swear in order to grant me legal
status, but it had something to do
with keeping the Fae and mortal
worlds separate, or my life would be
forfeit. Blah, blah, blah, do this or



die. You know, the usual.
“Anwynn,” I hissed, and saw her

ears prick. I opened my mouth to
issue her an order, but she turned
her head to the side.

“Trail’s going cold, Nicole,” she
huffed back at me. “We slow down,
I lose it.”

And my Fae hound was talking in
the middle of Portland.  I whooshed
past someone whose eyebrows had
risen so far they looked in danger of
becoming part of his hairline. People
everywhere knew a few truths: dogs
didn’t talk, magic didn’t exist, and
there certainly wasn’t another,
hidden world pressed against theirs.



“Fine.” I ground my teeth together
and found a fresh burst of speed.
Tall buildings gave way to shady
trees as we passed the Lloyd
Center Mall and moved into
Irvington. Fewer people walked the
streets here at night, which was
good, because this wasn’t my
subtlest undertaking.

At least I wasn’t fighting a Fae
Queen in front of Multnomah County
Jail. Life takes some weird turns,
sometimes.

I drew even with Anwynn and
hoped running with her instead of
behind her would mean less
accusatory glances.  I checked



around us for people.  “How much
farther, do you think?”

“Beats me,” she said. “But sprites
are quick.” She slowed to a jog for
half a moment, sniffing the air. 
“We’re closer.”

And then she was off again, and
some poor mother on a lawn
clutched her child closer as Anwynn
passed.

“Some people are afraid of dogs,”
she yelled at me as I ran after the
grushound.

“Yes, sorry!” Because what else
was I going to say? “Your milk
keeps going bad because of sprites
and I need to catch them”?



Being one of the Sidhe living
smack-dab in the mortal world isn’t
as fun as it sounds.

We turned onto a quieter street,
and then Anwynn really got her legs
beneath her. She stretched out like a
horse on the track, reminding me of
only two short months before when
she’d chased me. We weren’t
exactly friends now, but I was glad
we weren’t enemies.

A row of large trees lay at the
end of the street, from behind which
I could barely make out a football
field. Grant High School.

Damn sprites. Had they tired of
going from home to home and



decided to hit a bigger target? I’d
bet the little critters would get quite
a lot of amusement out of watching
a bunch of hapless teenagers chug
some soured milk in the cafeteria.
And the resultant chaos—
accusations, parental involvement,
health inspections—would give them
entertainment for days to come.

But Anwynn didn’t leap into the
brush and make for the school on
the other side of the field.  She
halted at the end of the street, her
nose held high and still in the air.

I slowed to a jog as I drew closer.
“You found them?”

Her furry black nose pointed to



my right, just a little ways down the
intersecting road.

Six sprites hovered around an old
beat-up car, the green paint worn
away to rust in spots on the door
and hood.  Their pearlescent skin
shimmered beneath the street lamp,
their dragonfly wings flicking through
the air. Pale hair floated from
beneath their helms, fading into
wispy ends like clouds.  They were
dressed in matching quilted armor,
needle swords strapped to their
sides.

“Hey,” I called out to them, “back
away from the car.”

Six pairs of eyes fixated on me.



“Not the best idea,” Anwynn said.
And then the sprites backed away

from the car, in a manner of
speaking. I mean, they vacated the
area around the car, because they
all, as one, swarmed toward me and
my hound, their teeth bared.

“Uh, Anwynn…?” I said at the
same time her ears flattened against
her head and she muttered, “I hate
sprites.”

I only had the time to reach in my
pocket for my trusty butter knife
before they reached us. Fighting a
charging small army in front of a
county jail was one thing. Fighting
(or trying to fight) a small group of



tiny, swarming pixies was somehow
claustrophobic. Instinctively, I tried to
swat one away with my left hand
and got a needle in my palm for my
efforts.

I sucked a breath in through my
teeth. That…stung. A lot. But I had
my butter knife in hand, and with a
slight bit of concentration, I imagined
it as a sword, gathered my desire to
protect the city, and used the
emotion to push the idea into reality.
The butter knife lengthened, the
blade sharpening.

Beside me, Anwynn growled,
snapping at the air like a dog trying
to catch a particularly agile fly.



I lifted my blade, blocking a diving
sprite. Another flew in from the side
and cut a gash along my ribs, ruining
what had been a perfectly decent
shirt. I supposed I could add
“increased clothing budget” to
“increased food budget” in my list of
downsides to discovering I was
adopted and, oh right, not actually
human.

“Watch your eyes,” Anwynn
barked out, just as another sprite
tried to gouge mine out.

I batted it away with the flat of my
sword. “I’m not here to hurt you,” I
said to the sprites. “I am Nicole, the
Changeling. I’m here to send you



back to the Fae world.”
“Trying to reason with sprites is

like trying to find the bottom of a well
by shouting at it,” Anwynn said.  One
of the sprites sank its sword into her
back and she winced. “Just kill them.
I’m hungry anyways.”

I tried again. “You’ve done enough
mischief.” I didn’t want to kill them.
I’d had enough killing in the past
couple months to last five lifetimes.
They just kept coming, their tiny
swords cutting gashes across my
skin. I swatted two more away and
then turned, closed my eyes, and
concentrated.

Opening a doorway to the Fae



world felt a little like tearing through
gauze, but with my brain instead of
my fingers. It was a neat party trick
—and I was the only one alive who
could do it. Other Fae, both greater
and lesser, couldn’t get to the mortal
world without a piece of moonstone
to draw a doorway with.

One of the sprites took advantage
of my momentary distraction. I felt
the flutter of wings and tried to block
it, but that only meant it sank its
blade into my shoulder instead of my
neck. Pain blossomed out from that
spot, and the little beast wasn’t
gentle when he yanked the sword
back out again.



Someone jogged by on the
sidewalk, giving me and Anwynn a
quizzical look and increasing his
pace as he passed. Most of the
smaller Fae could shroud
themselves from mortals, so he
probably just saw a woman, her
sword, and her giant dog. At least I
lived in Portland and not Indianapolis
or something.

Another blade scraped against
my collarbone. “Fuckity fuck!” I
yelped, and swiped for the sprite. It
darted away from my grasp easily.
I’d have better luck catching a
dragonfly between two chopsticks.
And I didn’t know how to use



chopsticks.
Just as I swatted one sprite away

with my sword, another one had the
temerity to pull out a handful of my
hair. It held up the long, black
strands like a trophy as I grabbed at
the back of my head, my scalp
burning.

I was beginning to agree with
Anwynn’s assessment of sprites.

“Take the left,” I said to Anwynn.
“I’ll take the right.”

Anwynn wasn’t the most
agreeable of minions, but I had to
hand it to her: in a fight, she picked
up on what I wanted quickly. Her
posture changed; she sank a bit



lower, her body going rigid.
I waved my sword about, not

hitting the sprites, but cutting them
off, guiding them. Herding them. The
sprites caught on as soon as the
first one disappeared through the
doorway. The remaining five
redoubled their attacks. I swept my
sword over them, trying to keep
them from flying off. One shot
upward, and another went for my
face.

Instinctively, I lifted my hands over
my eyes. The sprite slashed at my
wrists. Behind the flurry of the blade,
I just barely saw Anwynn launch into
the air, catching the escaping sprite



with her teeth. She gulped the little
Fae down, as though he were a
steak she was afraid someone
would take away.

“Dammit, Anwynn!” I yelled at her.
I would have said more, but three of
the four remaining sprites launched a
coordinated attack on my torso,
wings buzzing as they flitted through
the air—little darting whirlwinds of
steel.

They shredded my shirt into
something that might have fit in an
eighties music video. Except for the
blood. Each tiny sword cut through
skin, too, and they weren’t just
paper cuts.



I focused on the pain, using it to
block out all other distractions.
Swordplay was one of my Talents,
along with transformation. I was
letting myself get beaten by a bunch
of fairies who were a lot smaller
than I was.

As the next one darted toward my
face, I lifted my sword, turned it so
the flat end faced the sprite, and
took a swing. A satisfying smack
sounded as the broad side of my
blade hit the lesser Fae, and it
soared through the air like a
misshapen baseball. It hit the
doorway I’d created and
disappeared.



I’d never been into sports in
school, but they say it’s always good
to try new things.  I rolled onto the
balls of my feet and held my sword
at the ready. The next sprite to
attack got thwacked in the bottom,
sailing through the doorway with all
the speed of a home run. The last
one barely gave me time to get my
blade up again, so she got a little
punt. Still, she made it through the
doorway, and that was what
mattered.

Four sprites through and away,
one deceased. But there had been
six…

I turned to find Anwynn with the



last sprite in her mouth. She lifted
her head, ready to toss the creature
down her throat.

“No!” I said. “Bad! Drop it.”
Anwynn’s eyes narrowed.
“That’s an order.”
She opened her mouth and

dropped the sodden beast onto the
asphalt. “It’s past time for my
dinner,” she said.

“And I don’t know enough about
Fae politics to go around killing a
bunch of them, left and right. What if
they’re just doing this all at the
bidding of one of the Sidhe families?
I pissed off one Queen and I ended
up having to fight her army. I don’t



plan on doing that again anytime
soon.” I leaned down and picked up
the unconscious sprite. His quilted
armor was torn and he would
probably be bruised, but he would
live. His wispy hair hung limp, no
longer floating.

I lobbed him back through the
doorway. And then, before any more
mischief could come through, I
closed my eyes, found the black,
empty space where the doorway
existed, and sealed it shut. I was the
only one who could do that, too.

The danger seemed to have
passed, so I transformed the sword
back into a butter knife and dropped



it into my pocket. “Well, there,” I
said. “That’s done it.”

“Sprites move quickly,” Anwynn
said. “Not that quickly.”

“What are you trying to say?
Wait, no. There’s more than one
group on the milk-souring warpath?”
I wanted to throw the butter knife
down in the street, but it was the
only weapon I had. I almost cussed
out the Arbiter, but he could be in
more than one place at once; who
knew if he was looking over my
shoulder?

Anwynn huffed. “What, did you
think this job would be easy?” She
licked at her wounds.



“I didn’t think this was easy.” I
flexed my hand, my palm aching. I’d
have to ask Kailen how he did that
healing thing. I was going to need it. 
The cuts across my ribs and
stomach stung as a night breeze
passed over them. My gaze fell on
the beat-up green car. “Why do you
think they were so interested in the
car? It’s not like sprites need cars to
get around. They have wings.”

I strode over to it, and my
grushound followed.

“Do you smell anything?” I asked
her.

She sniffed the air around the car.
“I smell human. Lots of human.”



I glared at her. “When has that
ever been helpful?”

Anwynn sat on her haunches and
scratched at one ear—the dog
equivalent of “I just don’t care that
much, sorry.” She stopped, mid
scratch, her hind leg settling slowly
at her side. Her nose wrinkled.
“There’s a hint of blood.”

Blood? And sprites? I didn’t know
much about sprites, but something
wasn’t adding up. I tried the car
door. Locked. I peered in through
the windows. All locked.

“You have magic, you know,”
Anwynn said.

“And you have the ability to talk.



Doesn’t mean you should go around
talking all the time,” I muttered. But I
put my hand to the lock, breathed in,
and closed my eyes. If I had a
delicate enough touch, I could
transform the tumblers a little, move
them so I could open the door.

I thought of my adoptive sister,
my love for her, and breathed out.
For a second, the tumblers moved a
little, began to recede. And then I let
the rest of my breath out, faster than
I intended, my emotions riding on
top. The lock melted, silver running
down the car door in streams. I felt
it happening and couldn’t stop it. My
magic tended to be more flashy than



subtle.
“That’s going to make a real

interesting story for whoever owns
the car,” Anwynn said.

“Mouth,” I said. “Maybe you don’t
need it.”

That shut her up. Grushounds
didn’t normally have eyes, but I’d
given her a pair back when she’d
been chasing me. I didn’t know if I
could actually take away her mouth,
but I could probably take away her
eyes. The thought made me feel a
bit ill, but then, Anwynn didn’t need
to know that.

I opened the car door and I didn’t
need to be a grushound to smell the



difference between the air inside the
car and outside of it. It smelled
musty, like a room gone to cobwebs
and dust. There was a faint scent of
vanilla, and I spotted a faded yellow
air freshener hanging from the
rearview mirror. I put my hands on
the seat and leaned inside. There
were a few receipts on the
passenger seat. I shuffled through
them—fast food places, mostly, and
one for a repair garage. A few
paper bags from hamburger joints
were balled up in the back seat,
grease stains marking the sides.
Nothing unusual, though I couldn’t
imagine keeping my car this much of



a mess. I had to shove down the
impulse to clean it all up.

I put a knee on the driver’s seat
and pulled at the glove box latch. It
stuck, so I pulled again, harder.

It fell open and I had to jerk back
to stop from getting cut. A surfeit of
knives fell out, clattering to the floor
—at least ten of them, all shapes
and sizes.

Anwynn had managed to squeeze
part of the way in next to me, her
shoulder digging into my hip. We
both stared at the pile of knives on
the carpeted floor. “Okay,” I said
slowly, “that’s sort of creepy.”

A muffled thump came from the



trunk. I drew back from the glove
box, getting back into the fresh night
air. “You hear that?”

My grushound gave me a quick,
sharp nod.

I put one hand to the pocket
where I kept the butter knife, then
leaned over and found the switch to
pop the trunk. It creaked as it
opened slightly, and another thump
sounded. “Right,” I said to Anwynn.

She circled around the hood of
the car, keeping low to the ground,
her ears pricked. I crept toward the
trunk from my side. If the sprites had
been interested in the car, then who
knew what manner of creature



lurked in the trunk?
As we reached the back, I eased

my fingers around the lid of the trunk
and lifted it, a little at a time.  The
trunk light switched on; the lid lifted
the rest of the way.

A balding man lay inside, his thin
hands and feet bound with duct
tape, his eyes panicked. His khaki
pants and polo shirt were both
stained with dirt from the floor of the
trunk, rumpled as though he’d slept
in them. A strip of tape wound
around the back of his head and
mouth. He kicked out, and his feet
hit the side of the trunk, the hollow
sound reverberating through the



metal.
My grushound sniffed the air

again, and that’s when I saw it.
Someone had drawn a symbol on

the man’s forehead in a dark
reddish-brown. It was circular and
complex, an “X” through the center,
swirls and dots marking inside and
outside the circle. This was no hasty
drawing, no silly claim of ownership.
I peered more closely at it, the
dizzying array of markings, some of
them beginning to flake a little. The
scent of copper wafted into my
nostrils. It wasn’t paint that had
created the symbol; it was blood.

Anwynn’s voice broke the silence.



“Well, shit.”

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 





CHAPTER TWO
 

“WHAT?” I SAID. A BAD FEELING HAD
BEGUN to creep up my spine, like the
prickling you get when someone’s
staring at you. I couldn’t shake it, no
matter how hard I tried. Hadn’t I just
sent five sprites back to the Fae
world? By most measures, I’d done
a good job today. I lowered the trunk
briefly to check our surroundings and
didn’t find anyone nearby. I lifted it
again, and the poor guy blinked at
the intrusion of the trunk light.

I reached for him and then
hesitated. “Shouldn’t we just untie
the guy and let him go home? No



harm, no foul.” Except for the fact
that Anwynn was talking in front of
him. Sometimes that just couldn’t be
avoided.

“You think sprites bound this guy
and put him in a trunk all on their
own? The symbol on his forehead—
it marks him as a blood sacrifice.”

Ah, there it was. The prickling on
my spine exploded outward into a
sense of dread, settling finally as a
knot in the pit of my stomach. I
pulled my sleeve over my palm and
rubbed at the mark on the man’s
forehead, until the rest of it flaked
away. He flinched as I did so, his
gaze focusing on my rather



intimidating Fae hound.
“I’m not here to hurt you,” I said. 

This guy had probably just had the
worst day of his life. I worked on
unraveling the tape, getting his
mouth first.

“This has been the worst day of
my life,” he said.

Magic usually did that to mortals.
I got his hands free in short order,

and he rubbed at his wrists while I
worked on his feet. When I’d
unwound the last bit, I felt him tense.
He was going to run, and I couldn’t
blame him. I might look normal
enough, but I clearly had a giant,
talking dog, and that tended to be



enough to make people place me in
the “decidedly-off” category. I
thought about giving him the “I’m just
a really good ventriloquist” line, but
he’d seen too much already. I didn’t
want to insult him.

“Hey,” I said, putting a hand on his
arm. “I know this is weird, but I’m
one of the good guys. I promise.”

The tension drained out of him.
He rose to a sitting position and
swung his feet over the edge of the
trunk, just as an elderly couple
walked past on the sidewalk. They
glanced at the three of us but didn’t
give us any lingering looks.

That was close. I was going to



get caught doing something really
weird someday in front of a huge
crowd of people. I didn’t know what
I’d do about that, but I supposed I’d
have to deal with it when the time
came. I had other things to worry
about.

“Tell me what happened,” I said.
“I need to call the police,” the man

sputtered. He ran a shaking hand
through his frayed comb-over.

“And what would you tell them?”
The man quieted. I could almost

see the gears working in his head. If
he told them about a band of tiny
fairies attacking him, what would the
police say? I’d worked with some of



the officers before, but the rest of
the force would chuckle a little and
then tell him to go home and get
some rest.

His expression settled into one of
despair and resignation, the stubble
on his cheeks making the hollows
appear deeper than they were. “I
was working at the prison that
night,” he said. “I was inside, but I
saw out the window. I saw you. I
saw what happened. I think
everyone else just tried to forget.”

I gave his arm what I hoped was
a comforting squeeze. “When it
comes to the supernatural here in
Oregon, I’m something of a police



officer myself. You can tell me.
What’s your name?”

He turned woeful blue eyes on
me. “Chris,” he said. “I was at home
when I was abducted. Just taking an
easy Saturday evening. Reading a
book on the couch with a tumbler of
whiskey. My wife’s visiting her family
in Missouri, so I was alone. I see a
shadow pass across the page, and
when I look up, there are six of
these floating little men and women,
with wings, Jesus! And they just
stare at me and I think I’m having a
goddamned heart attack. There’s
this guy standing behind them—tall,
cloaked in dark brown and blue,



wearing a silver belt with a swirly
insignia for the buckle.”

He paused for a moment, running
his hands over his shirt, as if he
suddenly realized what a mess he
looked.

“And?” I prompted.
“And then this deep voice says,

‘Take him,’ and that’s the last thing I
hear before the little beasts attack
me. They get my hands behind my
back and use my own duct tape to
tie them up and cover my mouth.
They use these needles to force me
to march past the creepy guy, and I
don’t know what the hell is going on
or if I’m going to die. The beasts



made me go out the door and over
to this car.

“One of them blows a bunch of
powder in my face and next thing I
know, I’m waking up in the trunk of a
car. So I started kicking it.”

“Sleeping powder,” Anwynn
murmured. “There are plants in the
Fae world—you can dry them out,
grind them up, and well…” She
trailed off because I was giving her a
pointed look. This man, Chris, did
not need to hear all of this right now,
especially from the mouth of a
grushound.

“I live right over there,” Chris said,
pointing to a house across the



street. “At least I didn’t go far.” He
ran a hand over his hair again,
wiping the sweat beading on his
pate. He stared at his fingers, as if
he hadn’t even realized he’d been
sweating.

“The guy in the cloak,” I said. “Did
you get a good look at him?”

“No.” He shook his head. “Never
saw his face. But he was tall.” He
lifted a hand to a little higher than my
height. “And thin, real thin.”

“Thank you,” I told him. “You’ve
been a real help.” I didn’t know how
yet, because none of this made
sense to me, but it seemed like the
right thing to say.



He licked his lips. “So…are you
going to get the other supernatural
police and find the guy?”

The other police. As if the Fae
Guardians would ever willingly help
out mortals. As if the Arbiter would
ever legalize more than one
Changeling. Opening and closing
doorways between worlds wasn’t
my only unique talent. The only Fae
that could undo a Changeling’s
magic was another Changeling. So
he kept a tight leash on me and the
laws against creating Changelings
remained.

“Uh, yeah. Sure.” I helped Chris
to his feet. “Why don’t you just go



home and sleep it off? It’s Sunday
evening now.”

His eyes glazed a bit. “Grace will
be back tomorrow.”

I watched him go, his steps a little
unsteady. “Well, at least we got to
him in time.”

“Not exactly,” Anwynn said. “He’s
marked. So…it’s not really over for
him.”

“What the hell, Anwynn?” I
rounded on her. “And you didn’t think
maybe you should tell this to me
before I reassured the guy and sent
him home?”

“It didn’t seem like you wanted
me to talk.”



Whoever said that dogs were a
man’s best friend had clearly never
met Anwynn. She’d pledged her
bond to me during the stress of
battle, when neither of us had had
much choice.  “But I rubbed the
symbol from his forehead.”

“Doesn’t matter,” she said. “He’s
been marked. The damage is done.
In five days, he’ll die, blood leaking
from his nose and mouth. They were
probably transporting him
somewhere safe so they could keep
an eye on him, finish the rites, and
collect the blood. Blood gathered
from a blood rite can power some
pretty impressive magic.”



I sat on the curb. “Forget worst
day—this guy is having the worst
week of his life.”

“It could be the last week of his
life.”

In the month since I’d been
granted legal status, I’d sent a
couple lingering hobgoblins to meet
their maker, and I’d had to politely
ask a dryad to move from
Willamette Park and back into the
Fae world. I hadn’t run into anything
remotely like this. It seemed Grian
wasn’t the only power-hungry and
unstable Fae.

I glanced up and down the street
and found it empty. The sprites could



come back for Chris, tow him away
again. “Well, how do you stop the
rite?”

Anwynn only stared at me blankly.
“Beats me. Do I look like a font of
information to you? I’m one of the
lesser Fae,” she said, bitterness
seeping into her tone. “I just do what
I’m told.”

I dug into my pocket and pulled
out my cell phone. I only knew one
person in Portland who might be
able to answer my question. I hadn’t
called Kailen since our encounter
outside the coffee shop, after I’d just
signed divorce papers. Just thinking
of him made me recall his scent—



sweet and slightly spicy—the
softness of his hair beneath my
fingers, his arms around me.

I’d needed to put some distance
between us.

“You could pop over to the Fae
world,” Anwynn said, her voice a low
rumble. “Ask your biological
parents.”

I weighed the awkwardness of a
conversation with Kailen against the
awkwardness of a conversation with
my biological parents. I hadn’t
exactly left them on good terms. The
last time I’d seen my mother, I’d had
harsh words for her. She and my
father had placed me in the mortal



world; they’d given me up—and not
in the hopes of securing a better life
for me. They’d done it to secure a
better life for Fae and mortals alike.
My happiness hadn’t been a part of
that equation.

And Faolan, my father? The last
time I’d seen him, he’d been in the
Multnomah County Jail. They’d
released him after they’d discovered
the real murderer, Grian, but I hadn’t
been there.

Besides, I had a mortal marked
for blood rites to protect. Popping
over to the Fae world felt like a bad
idea at the moment. I sighed and hit
the call button.



Kailen picked up on the second
ring. “Hey,” he said.

“Hey,” I said.
“You haven’t called,” he said.

“Why?”
“You haven’t called either.” I

looked up into Anwynn’s brown
eyes. Her ear flicked as a breeze
passed. I frowned and waved a
hand, shooing her away. She turned
her head to the side and pretended
to watch the flies around the
streetlamp.

“It didn’t seem like you wanted
me to call,” he said.

“Maybe that answers why I
haven’t called,” I said.



He was silent for a while, and I
wondered if he would hang up. And
then he took a deep breath. “Sky
and stars, and the great Void too,
but I’ve missed you.”

One part of my mind noted that
he’d only known me for a couple
short months, and he’d been alive for
over two hundred years; how could
he miss me? But my heart kicked at
my ribs, and my breathing
quickened.

Friends could miss each other,
right?

I got a hold of myself. We both
had too much baggage to be doing
this, and I had bigger issues to deal



with than the leanings of a wayward
heart. “I’ve got a problem. Do you
know how to stop a blood rite once
someone has been marked?”

Kailen cleared his throat, his voice
going businesslike. “Well, there
aren’t a lot of ways to stop a blood
rite once it’s begun. It’s powerful
magic.”

“But there are ways?”
“Yes. You can kill the creator of

the blood rite.”
I heard his breathing crackling

through the phone as I waited. Why
did it always have to come down to
death with the Fae? “Any other
ways?” I said finally, my patience



lost.
“You can also purify the intended

victim of a blood rite. Blood rites are
very dark magic, so you need to
break it with very good magic. You’d
need to wash the intended victim
with water a unicorn has purified.
The face, the hands, and just over
the heart. It can only be broken by
another Sidhe, so it has to be you.”

“A unicorn,” I said flatly. Oh sure,
I’ll just go get my handy dandy
unicorn and have this all done with.
So…unicorns existed, apparently.
“Fine, fine,” I said, willing to run with
anything at this point. “So where do I
get water that a unicorn has



purified? Somewhere in the Fae
world, right?”

“It’s not quite that simple,” Kailen
said, his voice hesitant.

“Of course it isn’t.”
“Most of the unicorns died off

during the war between Merlin and
Morgan. It was a while ago, but they
live for a very long time and don’t
breed often, so there aren’t many
left.”

My nails dug into the outside of
my phone. “So where do I find one?”

“Nicole,” Kailen said, with the air
of a parent about to tell his child that
Santa Claus was not, in fact, real,
“the Fae world is big. Very, very



big.”
“Can I get a hold of some purified

water or not?”
“Let me think,” he said. “I mean,

someone might have kept a vial or
two somewhere.”

Anwynn spoke up. “There’s a
market on the Tullochs’ land. Lots of
rare and unusual items. You might
be able to find some there, but
expect to pay top dollar for it.”

“Why do you need to know how
to stop a blood rite?” Kailen said.
“Or should I even ask?”

Across the street, the lights in the
second floor of Chris’s house flicked
on. I didn’t want to tell him about



what would happen to him in five
days. “Apparently, Grian isn’t the
only one of the Sidhe with sinister
intent when it comes to the mortal
world. I caught a group of sprites
trying to drag a poor man off to who
knows where. I freed him, but now I
need to find some way to protect
him, preferably a way that’s not
flashy or involves him and his wife
staying in my house.”

“Where are you? Let me help.”
Desperation and bad ideas—I

had them in spades. On the other
hand, who else did I have to call on?
There were Dorian and my parents,
and I didn’t want to go running to



either just because the going
suddenly got tough. This was my
job.

“Okay,” I said, and gave him the
address to Chris’s house. “I’m going
to head out. The sprites won’t have
the time to report back before you
get here. Ward his house. I need to
get to the Fae world, dig up some
info, find some purified water, and
come back.”

“Not a bad idea.” Did he sound
relieved that we wouldn’t see one
another, face-to-face, or was I just
projecting?  “There are loose
tongues at the Tullochs’ market.
They’re well-known for their ales,



wines, and liquors, and more than a
few Fae sample the family’s wares
at the market. Be safe. Are you
certain you don’t need me along?”

“I’ve got Anwynn with me.”
Kailen’s voice lowered, and I saw

Anwynn’s ears prick. “You need to
go to the Fae world with someone
you can trust.”

Who did he mean? He couldn’t
possibly be referring to himself. He’d
lied to me more times than I could
count—about his heritage, his
intentions, his past. Anwynn had
made it clear she could drop me like
a hot potato if she found a better
prospect, but at least the frailty of



our bond was out in the open. It was
something I could guard against.

Kailen’s lies landed like an
invisible blow to the stomach, mid-
breath.

Besides, he’d been banished from
the Fae world years ago. “I’ll be
fine,” I said curtly. “Where’s the
connection to Tulloch lands?”

“In the alleyway behind a certain
donut shop.”

“I know the one.” I hit the end
button before I could say any of the
thousand other things on my mind: I
miss you, too. I wish you’d been
honest. I wish you were completely
over your dead wife. You hurt me. I



understand why you lied. Goodbye.
I can’t stand you.

“Come on,” I said to my hound
and headed back down the street.
She fell into step beside me,
padding silently, her claws retracted.

“I heard what he said about me,”
she said in a low growl. “I don’t like
him.”

I didn’t bother to respond to that.
I pulled my jacket tighter around
myself and zipped it up, covering the
tattered shirt beneath. Some of the
wounds still oozed a little, each
movement bringing with it fresh
stinging pain.

I had a crazy Fae running around



Portland with sprite henchmen—and
blood rites. It was times like these I
wished I still worked for Frank
Gibbons, Inc., selling daily planners.
The sprites indicated that the
hooded figure was one of the
greater Fae, the Sidhe. Now I just
had to figure out which Fae families
had bonded sprites and who might
be interested in dark magic.

Anwynn cleared her throat. “Can I
have a television in my room?”

And I had a hound who liked to
push boundaries. I checked for
people on the street and found it
empty. It was starting to get late.
“Why do you need a television in



your room? There’s one in the living
room. And it’s not like you had a
television when you were working for
Grian.”

“But there were other
amusements,” Anwynn said. “She let
me eat sprites, for one. If I want to
watch the television and you’re
already watching, I have to watch
what you’re watching.”

“Deal with it. I don’t feel like
spending money now that I don’t
have a job.”

My grushound tilted her head to
the side, as if considering the leaves
on the sidewalk. “I suppose I will just
have to remain unhappy then, and



with us wandering back into the Fae
world, too.”

I stared at her hairy back, laced
with tiny wounds. “Are you
threatening me?”

“Yes. Can I have the television?”
What a bitch, literally and

figuratively. “You know what?” I told
her, pulling the leash out of my
pocket and snapping it onto her
collar. “As your liege lord, I’ll give
that request the consideration it
deserves.”

She said nothing else, but I could
see the tension in her shoulders as
she walked, and her ears flattened
against her skull.



As soon as we got back to the
car, I let her off the leash again. It
was a small reprimand, and I knew
she understood it. It would have
been nice if we could have been
friends, but who was I kidding? If
Anwynn weren’t beholden to me, she
probably would have just eaten me
by now. It wasn’t the bond that
made our relationship strained.

I drove over the Willamette and to
the other side of town, where the
donut shop was. A light misting of
rain coated the windshield as I
drove, the early spring weather
given to capriciousness.

As soon as I parked and stepped



out of the car, I felt it. The presence
of a doorway was like a blankness in
my mind. If I closed my eyes and
imagined the environment around
me,  doorways existed as a black
spot, devoid of light and shape.

This one was up against the wall
of the donut shop, and it felt fresh.
The edges weren’t tattered or worn,
like the ones created by Kailen’s
wristwatch over the years. This was
clean. It had been created by
moonstone, and it hadn’t yet
disappeared.

A few cars still drove by, tires
sliding over the moist-slick streets,
but no one paid attention to the



alleyway. “Anwynn,” I whispered to
her, in case anyone was listening.
“Smell anything?”

She set her nose to work, sniffing
the air, the walls, and the ground.
Her lip curled back. “One of the
Sidhe has been here. I’d bet my life
on it.”

“Do you know who?”
She gave me a level gaze. “You

realize that I am one of the lesser
Fae, that I, until recently, didn’t have
eyes, and oh, I also don’t have a
fondness for your kind. You’re all the
same to me. I don’t know who this
is. All I know is that this is one of the
Sidhe, they have Sidhe magic, and



they used it in this vicinity.”
“Fine. Signature scent?” Every

Sidhe had a scent attached to his or
her magic. Mine was dark chocolate.
You could clean it up after
performing magic, but grushounds
had the most powerful sense of
smell among the Fae.

She sniffed again. “Smells like a
flower. Calendula.”

It could have been any of the
Sidhe (Dorian, after all, seemed to
pop between worlds like doing
something illegal was going out of
style). But given the proximity to the
sprites I’d been chasing, and the
freshness of this doorway, I could



reasonably assume it had been
created by the hooded figure.

Who had then subsequently gone
to Tulloch family lands.

I ran a hand through my hair, as if
I had to look presentable for anyone,
and strode toward the doorway.
“Looks like our goals end at the
same place,” I said, in an attempt to
quell my anxiety.

“Your goals,” Anwynn said.
I sighed, closed my eyes, and

stepped through the doorway.

 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 





CHAPTER THREE
 

STEPPING THROUGH A DOORWAY ISN’T
LIKE STEPPING from one room into
another. It’s like going from the back
door of your house to the pool
house, except the space in between
is utterly dark, devoid of sound, and
colder than a winter in Antarctica.
You can’t feel your legs or your
hands or even your face. You just
have to trust that the momentum
from stepping through carries you
safely to the other side.

Because if it doesn’t, you cease
to exist.

Or so the legends say. There’s



really not a good way to verify that.
The Void. My favorite place.

I popped back into existence
again in the sunny hollow between
two rolling, green hills. Sweat had
beaded on my forehead; my hand
shook as I lifted it to wipe away the
moisture. Anwynn appeared next to
me, irritatingly unruffled. The Void
never seemed to affect lesser Fae
the way it did the Sidhe.

“Which way is the market?” I
said, my voice tremulous.

Anwynn’s ears pricked as she
swiveled her head, and in the
ensuing silence, I heard the sounds
myself. There was a low hum, like



you get near a beehive, the
occasional clanking sound, and the
knocking of wood against wood.

“Over there,” she said and led the
way. I followed her up the side of
one of the hills, my hand on the
butter knife in my pocket. Our
would-be-murderer had fled toward
these lands. If I encountered her or
him, I’d want to be ready.

As soon as we crested the hill, I
saw the marketplace. It spread out
between the valleys, like too much
rain formed into puddles. Trees grew
on the hillsides, providing shade for
the various Fae that walked between
stalls and carts, searching for the



wares they wanted. Some
merchants had even spread rugs
across the grass, their inventory laid
out on the ground. The faint smell of
something cooking wafted into my
nostrils—something sweet and
savory, like barbecued pork. My
mouth watered and I remembered
that I’d only had the chance to wolf
down a pretzel while I’d been hunting
down the sprites.

I headed down the slope toward
the market. This wasn’t my first time
in the Fae world, but it was my first
time among the general populace.
“Keep an eye out for anyone
cloaked in blue and brown. And don’t



let me do anything stupid,” I
muttered to Anwynn.

“Don’t give me an impossible
task,” she bit back. “Too often
there’s little chance to stop you.”

“Quiet,” I told her automatically.
Her ears swiveled forward, her

tail beginning a slow wag. “No can
do, boss. You’re in Fae territory
now. Talking grushounds abound.”

Well, they didn’t abound, exactly,
but as we grew closer, I saw
minotaurs and pixies among the
crowd, dryads and goblins. They all
spoke, and Anwynn was right—no
one would give her sidelong glances
for talking. They’d give her sidelong



glances for having eyes, though.
We hit the edge of the market,

and the bustle of it surrounded us.
Sidhe from various families I didn’t
recognize strode across the grass,
their family insignias embroidered
into a sleeve, or emblazoned across
the front of a tunic. Some took a
subtler approach, wearing gloves
with their family insignia tooled into
the backs of their hands. Each was
followed by their own small
entourage of lesser Fae. There were
bulky, odd-looking men and women I
couldn’t place as far as species, and
the small sprites and pixies, who
flitted about their masters,



straightening gowns and bringing
cups of water.

It was so entirely odd and foreign
that it took me a long time to realize
that while I stared at the market, it
stared back.

I was dressed in mortal clothes,
and although my jacket was zipped
up all the way, a leather jacket,
jeans, and boots weren’t exactly the
sort of things that the Fae wore. Not
here, anyways. They wore gowns of
embroidered silk, soft-heeled suede
shoes, and tunics of shimmering
material that floated with the wind.

I was like the girl who walked into
prom wearing a pair of overalls and



beat-up sandals. I crossed my arms,
suddenly aware of how a few stray
tatters of my shirt trailed from
beneath the hem of my leather
jacket.

If the person who had begun the
blood rite was here, they’d be given
plenty of warning. My clothes
screamed a fanfare before me:
“Hello, the Changeling is here in the
Fae world. Also, my job is to stop
people like you. HI.”

A group of Guardians passed us
on patrol, their silver armor gleaming
in the sunlight, their eyes darting
about, watchful for illegal activity or
signs of trouble. I supposed it made



sense to have a neutral armed
presence in an area where all the
Fae families mingled. Or allegedly
neutral. Grian had had some of the
Guardians in her pocket. Like
mortals, Fae could be bought,
bribed, and threatened.

 As we pressed farther into the
market, I heard the whisper
following me: “Changeling.” I wanted
to hide beneath my hands. I hadn’t
felt this many eyes on me since I’d
battled a Guardian in the Arena.
Normally, I didn’t have a problem
being in front of a crowd; it was
being constantly watched that
bothered me.



I passed stalls and carts selling
various baubles, gems, and phials. I
stopped at one with a multitude of
flowing scarves, so abruptly that
Anwynn ran into my knees.
Stumbling, I put out a hand to halt
my forward momentum and found it
on a soft green scarf with pale blue
streaks. “This one,” I said, “how
much is it?”

The merchant set down a mug
and rose from his chair, and I almost
balked. He hunched over, as if he
carried a burden on his back that
was too heavy to bear, making his
standing height only barely taller
than his sitting one. His beard fell



nearly to his knees, braided in
places and tied with silver wire.
When he peered up at me, it was
with bright black eyes in a face that
looked as though it had been hacked
from a crusty tree trunk. “Eight gold
lions,” he said. “It’s all hand-dyed,
finest gossamer. Repels rain—
wonderful for those misty days.”

My salesperson instincts took
over. Never mind the merchant’s odd
appearance. I knew what he was
about. Talk up the product, make the
customer feel like they need the
product. And a tactic I rarely ever
used for fear of long-term
consequences: exaggerate. I picked



up the clay mug of water he’d been
drinking from at the edge of his
display.

I tipped it a little over my choice
of scarf. “Water repellent?
Wonderful.”

“Wait.” He put out a hand. “Six
gold lions.”

“Five.”
“Fine.”
“And how did you plan on paying

for that?” Anwynn murmured from
the side of her mouth.

I fumbled in my pockets.
Sometimes I did tend to get ahead
of myself. “Put it on the Aranhods’
tab,” I said, hoping beyond hope that



tabs were things that the Fae kept,
and they had some way of doing so
in a market.

The man grunted, pulled out a
ledger. “Name?”

“Nicole,” I said.
He wrote something in the ledger,

stared at it for a while, and then
gave a satisfied grunt. Whispering a
thanks to my biological parents, I
swept up the scarf, pulled it over my
head and wrapped it around my
shoulders and torso until just the
bottom of my jacket showed. I didn’t
look as effortlessly put-together as
the rest of the Sidhe, but at least I
didn’t look like a sparrow in a swarm



of hummingbirds.
“Good thing your parents are

looking out for you,” Anwynn said as
we walked away. “Good thing they
put your name on their accounts.”

A bit chastened and a lot
annoyed, I stepped back into the
crowd, my visibility much diminished.
As we pressed farther into the
market, the shade of the trees grew
more oppressive; the grass turned
to dirt and decomposing leaves.

Anwynn sniffed the air.
“Calendula,” she said. A growl
started in her throat. “The person
you’re looking for has been here and
has used some magic.”



“Can you follow the trail?”
She shook her head. “No. They’ve

cleaned up. It’s too faint.”
“Unicorn water, then. If we find

who we’re looking for, all the better.”
I closed my eyes for a moment,
remembering the insignias I saw at
the Arena. “One of the families uses
a unicorn for an insignia. Maybe
they’ll have some unicorn-purified
water? They might keep some
around just for nostalgia.”

“Not a terrible idea,” Anwynn
mused. We stepped around a stall
with a myriad of shiny silver
weapons hanging from its walls.
“They have some stalls on the other



side of this forest.”
“And I want to know who might be

interested in enacting a blood rite.
Which families keep sprites as
bonded lesser Fae?”

Anwynn snorted. “Nearly all of
them. The Volenths don’t. They live
in caves, which aren’t conducive to
the delicate lungs of sprites. Neither
the Muirgheals or the Rustannars
keep air sprites, which are what
attacked us.”

Three families eliminated. That
left nine other families—and all their
hundreds of members. At least I’d
narrowed things down. A little.

I let my hand slip back into the



pocket with my butter knife, its cool
weight comforting. Why now? Why
wait until a month after Grian’s
capture to try and enact a blood
rite? It could be the power vacuum
left after the police had arrested her.
Grian’s family, the Le Fays, had
been influential, thanks to Grian’s
willingness to bribe, murder, and
steal. Maybe someone saw this as
an opportunity to take a risk and to
elevate their family’s standing. After
all, what were a few mortals to the
Fae?

My jaw clenched. This was why
I’d agreed to the Arbiter’s
conditions: because I’d wanted to



believe in something larger than
myself. I wanted to be a part of
something greater. But I had more to
do than to reflect on self-
improvement.

I lifted my gaze from my boots
and caught a glimpse of a brown
and blue cloak. It was mottled,
almost blending in with the shadows
beneath the trees. I pressed past a
couple of dryads and saw the flash
of a silver belt.

“Anwynn,” I whispered. “Ten ‘o
clock.”

Her great head swiveled. “I see.”
“Flank them.”
“Already on it,” she said as she



slipped away. She could be
surprisingly quiet and unobtrusive for
her size.

The man or woman stood at a
stall under the shade of an elm tree.
I couldn’t quite see the merchant in
the shadows, but she hunched over
her wares like a hen incubating a set
of eggs, whispering in a low voice to
the cloaked figure.

I drew closer and their voices
drifted to me on the wind. “…and
what sort of powers does this give
the recipient?” A man’s voice floated
from beneath the blue and brown
hood.

“It won’t be any sort of Talent.



The daemon geas isn’t Sidhe magic,
so the power won’t be Sidhe power.
It’s chaotic, difficult to control.”

“But someone with enough will
and focus…?”

“Would be able to channel the
geas in certain directions. You’ll
need to find the last ingredient, of
course.”

“Of course.” I heard the clink of
coin against wood.  The man slid
them to the merchant.

“An excellent decision,” she
replied. I caught a glimpse of wild
gray hair, eyes black and beady as
a sparrow’s.

She collected a few things from



her wares, her long, curving nails
clicking against the items. And then
she slid them toward the cloaked
figure.

Anwynn crouched, her belly low,
her ears pricked, ready to pounce.
The man reached for the items—a
small pearly tooth, a glass bauble,
dark feathers, a twisted root, and a
vial.

“Hey,” I said. Both the merchant
and the cloaked man looked to me.

I’d hoped to see the man’s face,
but he wore a gray scarf over his
mouth and nose. All I could glean
was a pair of hazel eyes, brown skin
a shade lighter than my parents’,



and black brows.
For an instant, we just stared at

one another. And then the man
swiped the objects into a bag at his
side, whirled, and ran.

“Anwynn!” I called. I needn’t have
bothered. She leapt at him.

For a lesser Fae, grushounds
were intimidating creatures. They
were swift, strong, smart, and
relentless. Though I couldn’t stand
her personality, I’d come to rely on
her abilities.  But as she launched
into the air, the cloaked man ducked
swiftly to one side, flowing away
from her attack as though he were a
fish and Anwynn’s attack just the



clumsy swipe of a hopeful toddler.
She only caught a scrap of his bag
between her teeth, her jaws
snapping shut.

The market around us drew back,
the Sidhe gasping and clutching at
their belongings. “Stop that man!” I
called, throwing off the scarf over
my head.

No one moved to obey except
Anwynn.

I guess I should have expected as
much. I wasn’t a Guardian. The
Arbiter had made me my own Fae
family to discourage other families
from placing Changelings, which
technically made me a Queen. But I



had no other family members to
support my reign or power. Titles
were only that when it came to the
Sidhe. Power was acquired through
the bonding of lesser Fae, the
crafting of items, through information
and shows of force.

So no one listened to me—the
Changeling, the loner, the one who
made her home in the mortal world.

Keeping the Fae and mortal
worlds separate? That was my job,
and mine alone.

My feet, already tired from
chasing sprites through Portland,
ached as I pounded across the
packed earth of the marketplace. I



heard Anwynn’s panting as she
recovered from her lunge and
followed me.

The man darted and wove
through the lesser and greater Fae,
an eel gliding through reeds. I
followed as best I could, drawing on
my Talent for swordplay to increase
my speed. The man darted to the
left, between two hills. It was more
crowded in that direction, the
wandering Fae forming a bottleneck.
I’d catch him there; the two hills had
nearly sheer sides, the grass fading
away to reveal rocky surfaces.

I shoved my way into the crowd,
stumbling into Sidhe and lesser Fae



alike, muttering apologies they
probably didn’t hear. If I could just
end this here, find the unicorn water,
and then get back to the business of
closing stray doorways, the Arbiter
wouldn’t even have to know about
the blood rite.

The man’s cloak fluttered just out
of reach, constantly disappearing
behind the crowd. I reached for his
bag.

With a bit of a kick and a jump, he
rose above the crowd and ran
sideways across the sheer face of
the hill. His bag hit a couple Fae as
he passed; the place where Anwynn
had bitten it caught on a minotaur’s



horn and ripped.
Something shiny fell from the bag,

but the man didn’t slow. He leapt to
the opposite cliff, bounced off of it,
and was clear of the crowd. A flash
of sunlight hit my eyes, I blinked, and
he was gone.

I slowed and Anwynn caught up
to me. “What the hell,” I said,
panting, “what the hell was that?”

“Someone skilled in the fighting
arts,” she said. “Someone Talented
in swordplay.”

“Well I’m Talented—I can’t do
that.”

“Yes, but you’re also newly
manifested.”



I had a lot of raw power, but not
enough refinement. Certainly not
enough to run on walls. How was I
going to catch this guy? If he was
Talented, that meant he was one of
the greater Fae, one of the Sidhe.
I’d hoped he was one of the lesser
Fae, because that would make
things so much simpler. Now I had
larger things to consider, like who I
might offend by apprehending him
and how it might shift the balance of
power. And what had he been
talking to that merchant about?

I reached the spot where the
man’s bag had ripped further. The
minotaur was still there, rubbing at



his horn with an irritated expression
on his face. “It’s fine, Agram,” the
Sidhe woman next to him said.
“Honestly, you’re fussier than a cat in
a puddle. You’re not hurt.”

I knelt and brushed aside some
dried leaves to find a round, dark
brown stone. It hadn’t been among
the items he’d bought. Reflexively, I
held it out to Anwynn to sniff. She
took a great big whiff.

“Smells like death,” she said.
I waited.
She tilted her head, as though

carefully considering. “You know,”
she said, “it doesn’t have to be a
very large television.”



I choked back an exasperated
sigh. “What’s next? You want a hot
tub? Input into decorating
decisions?”

She gave me a curt nod. “There is
a tall vase of sticks by the front
door. What’s the point? Every time I
hit it with my tail, you get angry, and
it’s hard not to do when it’s so close
by.”

“It’s called decoration for a
reason.” I ticked off a few fingers,
the brown stone warm in my palm.
“When you start paying rent, when
you start contributing to the bills, and
when you start cleaning up after
yourself—then we’ll talk about



household decisions.” I thrust the
stone back at her. “Tell me more
about the smell.”

She didn’t bother to sniff again,
her gaze fixed on mine. “It’s bad.”

“Use it,” I said. “Follow that man’s
trail.”

The grushound did as I
commanded, weaving back into the
thick of the crowd. Now, with the
scarf gone, I felt the gazes of the
Sidhe following me once more. “Oh,
get over it,” I called out. “I have legal
status and I’m just trying to do my
job. Yes, I was raised by mortals
and my clothes are weird. Whoop-
dee-doo.” I supposed, if I’d been



trying to fit in, this was the wrong
way to go about it. But I was never
going to fit in, and I was tired of
being stared at.

They muttered amongst
themselves, like cliques of gossiping
high schoolers, but most turned back
to whatever it was they’d been
doing. I had to jog a bit to catch up
to the shaggy black form of my
grushound as the market thinned and
the forest deepened. Very few Fae
wandered the outskirts, and those
that did cast furtive glances my way,
and I caught two passing packages
to one another from beneath their
cloaks.



A couple light globes floated in
the branches of the trees, combining
with the wan sunlight filtering through
the leaves and providing minimal
illumination. A single merchant had
set up a stall here, and he was
selling something that looked
suspiciously like dried up pig’s feet.

“Over here,” Anwynn said. She
stopped at the trunk of an enormous
oak tree. Its gnarled roots seemed
to form a part of the hillside itself.
They twisted around and over one
another like a mass of hibernating
snakes. At the base of the tree
trunk, two roots had parted, a dark
hollow between them, leading into



the hill itself. There, on the ground,
was the man’s bag.

The man himself was gone.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 





CHAPTER FOUR
 

I COULD TELL FROM THE WAY THE BAG
LAY crumpled among the leaves that
he’d emptied it. I poked at it anyway,
the way one does at a crab or a
spider. “Is his scent on it?”

Anwynn sniffed it. “No. He
handled it with gloves.”

I leaned over her and peered into
the darkness between the roots. A
gust of cold air tugged at my hair.
The cave smelled of rotting leaves,
pools of still water, and moss-
covered rocks. I couldn’t say exactly
why, but I didn’t want to venture into
the darkness. “What’s that?”



“Gloves,” Anwynn said dryly.
“Surely you’ve heard of them? You
put them on your hands. Sometimes
they’re made of leather, sometimes
they’re made of cloth, sometimes
they’re made of rubber.”

I gave her a long, silent stare,
putting my hand in the jacket pocket
that held her leash. “The hole.”

“Underhill passage,” she said
quickly. “The Fae sometimes use
them to travel between realms.
Maps tend to be proprietary, kept
within the family. Passages are a
maze and often littered with trolls.”

“So a bad idea,” I said.
“Bad. Terrible.”



I flipped the stone in the air,
watching the way it glittered as it fell
back into my palm. I remembered
what the merchant had said. A
daemon geas. It didn’t sound good,
whatever it was. Grian was gone,
Dorian’s family hadn’t secured the
top spot amongst the Fae families
yet, and it seemed that desperate
bids for power might now be a thing.
I gave Anwynn a sideways glance.
She was a royal pain sometimes,
but I had the feeling that the servant
and master relationship didn’t sit well
with her.

And I did still have a sizeable
chunk of savings. I held the stone to



my nose and sniffed it, trying to
smell what Anwynn had. For the
barest moment, I thought I detected
something below the warm, oily
scent of my hand. “You know what
this stone is. Tell me, and we’ll talk
about the television.”

Her ears pricked, and for the first
time since I’d bonded her, she
looked a little like an actual, normal
hound. “It’s not a stone,” she said.
“It’s the petrified heart of a kelpie.”

I nearly dropped it. I’d just sniffed
the thing. “Is it rare?”

“Quite rare. Kelpies are nasty
beasts. I’d be surprised if he could
find another in the marketplace.”



I dropped the heart into my
pocket and rubbed my palm off on
my pants. “Good. Then he’ll want it
back. Now let’s find that unicorn-
purified water and get out of here.”

“I’m afraid you won’t find any
unicorn-purified water here,” a voice
said from behind me.

I whirled, my sword in hand
before I could remember reaching
into my pocket.

Dorian leaned against an empty
booth, arms crossed. If I’d stood out
like a sore thumb amongst the Sidhe
in my jeans and jacket, Dorian stood
out like a broken, gangrenous
thumb.  He was dressed in mortal



clothes, or his best guess for how
mortals dressed, anyways. He wore
a tuxedo jacket over a gray T-shirt, a
bowtie, and board shorts. Oddly
enough, he was wearing the buttery
leather shoes most of the Sidhe
wore—as if he just hadn’t had
enough time to get around to that
detail. His blond hair had been pulled
back into a tail, and the scent of
black pepper hung in the air around
him. Though Dorian had helped me
defeat Grian, I was certain he hadn’t
done so out of the kindness of his
heart.

“Have you been following me?” I
asked. I let the sword shrink back to



a knife and slipped it back into my
pocket. A couple of Guardians, on
the fringe of the market, had started
in our direction. They relaxed as
soon as I put the sword away.

Dorian shrugged, a movement
that he somehow managed to make
look graceful. “Only a little.”

“You’re sort of creepy, you know
that, right?”

He glanced down. “Oh, I don’t
dress this way in the Fae world,
normally. I was watching you in the
mortal world.”

“That…doesn’t make things any
better.” I tapped my fingernails
against the knife as I thought. I



glanced at Anwynn. “And you didn’t
smell him?”

Her lip curled. “Does it look like I
have two noses? You told me to
track the sprites. Besides, there are
ways to hide from a grushound.
Expensive ways, but I’d wager he
has the means.”

In the distance, between the tree
branches, the market bustled. The
noise carried to us in a murmur like
the rustling of wind through dried
leaves. “Right.” I turned back to
Dorian. “So what was that about the
unicorn-purified water?”

“You won’t find any in the market.”
He reached into the breast pocket of



his tuxedo jacket and pulled out a
faintly glowing vial. “Because I
bought the last one.”

Did I mention that Dorian had
tried to kill me the first time we’d
met? I pulled my hand from my
pocket, just so I wouldn’t be tempted
to draw my sword again. “So you’ve
followed me around, and now you’ve
got the only vial of unicorn water I’ll
be able to obtain in a reasonable
amount of time. What’s your game
here? Why me?”

“I’m not as shortsighted as the
rest of the Fae, especially now that
you’ve been granted legal status.
Let’s just say that you’re my special



project.”
“If this involves rubbing lotion on

my skin and a hose, I’m not
interested.”

Dorian blinked. “Why would I…
what?”

I closed my eyes and shook my
head. The cultural divide between
the Fae and mortals was so wide, I
sometimes felt that straddling that
gap would split me in two. “Never
mind. Just speak plainly. What do
you want for the vial?”

He pulled a silver crown of leaves
from the bag at his side. “I want you
to transform this.”

I took the proffered crown,



bemused. It was cold and heavy in
my hands. The detail on the leaves
was impeccable; I could feel each
vein beneath my fingertips.
“Transform it into what?”

“A hat that looks like a duck
defecating on the wearer.”

That…begged more questions. I
hefted the circlet. “And this is…?”

“A crown.”
I gave Dorian a flat look. Was it

just my imagination, or did the Fae
like to avoid answering questions?
“What is it exactly?”

He sighed. “The ancestral crown
of the Evar family. It has a charm
crafted into it—if you wear it, you



can hear lies. But you have to wear
it.”

Anwynn, behind me, began to
huff, the hound equivalent of
laughter. “Oh, I think I like you,
Prince.”

Dorian spread his hands wide.
“Their king insulted my family, and
I’m just paying him back a little. Only
a Changeling will be able to undo the
magic, and you’re the only living
Changeling, so… I stole his hat. It’s
harmless, really. He doesn’t have to
wear the crown if he doesn’t want
to.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Are you in
the habit of making enemies?”



Dorian grinned and shook the vial
of unicorn-purified water. “And
allies.”

“Not allies,” I said. “Business
associates, maybe.” I turned the
crown over in my hands. I wasn’t
stupid. If I changed this circlet, the
king of the Evar family would know it
was me. There were no other
Changelings. I doubt he could link
me to stealing it. But even if he
couldn’t—what did it say about me,
that I was willing to do this for
Dorian of the Caervohns? I might
find other Fae on my doorstep,
looking for favors. Or, even worse, it
might make me appear weak. And



among the Sidhe, that was like being
an injured fish in a school of sharks.

But what other choice did I have?
I could keep looking for unicorn-
purified water, and maybe I’d even
find some. But I’d lose time—time I
probably didn’t have.  Whoever the
cloaked man was, I needed to
apprehend him before he and his
sprites caused more havoc, or even
worse, got someone killed.

“Fine. We have a deal.” I closed
my eyes, thought of my home, of
growing up thinking I was mortal.
The magic tingled at my fingertips.
When I opened my eyes, the crown
was a stuffed mallard, a rubbery-



looking poop protruding from its
behind. There was really no good
way to wear this thing. I supposed
that was the intention.

“You won’t regret this,” Dorian
said, snatching up the duck with a
smile and handing over the vial.

“No,” I said, “I probably will.” My
magical signature arose from the
bag that Dorian tucked the duck into:
dark chocolate with a hint of coffee.
I reached over and tapped the bag
to get rid of it. The Evar king might
figure I’d transformed the thing, but
no need to make things even easier
for him.

Dorian regarded me as he closed



the clasp on his bag. “This is the
way of the Sidhe, you know. You
cannot gain without giving up
something in return. There are no
clear bargains, any gifts without
strings. If you want to survive among
us, you’ll need to learn to craft your
own advantages.”

I tucked the vial into my pocket,
where it clinked against the butter
knife. “And I suppose that piece of
advice comes without any strings?
Just handing out free advice to Fae
newbies?”

“Gratitude can be powerful, too.”
I narrowed my eyes. “You’re

awful, you know that?”



“You don’t really believe that.”
The guy just oozed smugness.

With a flip of his coattails, he turned
and strode away into the trees. As
soon as he’d walked out of earshot,
I turned to my hound. “Don’t even
start. I know that was a bad idea.”

She just grinned wolfishly. “Life
with you is going to get a lot more
interesting. I’ve been around the
Evar family. They’re a bunch of
snobs—well, even more so than
most of the Sidhe—and they’re not
going to like what you did to their
ancestral crown.”

“I’ll worry about it later,” I said,
trying to keep my voice airy. Inside,



my stomach tied itself into knots.
Good thing I made my home in the
mortal world. “Now let’s cleanse this
guy and move on.”

It didn’t turn out to be as easy as
I’d expected. I sometimes forgot that
time passed differently in the Fae
world than it did in the mortal one.
By the time we got back and drove
back to Chris’s house, Kailen was
just pulling up. It was a little past
ten, and the streets were empty. I
should have been grateful that I’d
lost so little time; instead, I just felt a
little sick.

Anwynn, in the passenger seat
next to me, turned her big head



toward Kailen’s black BMW, then
back toward me. I didn’t look over,
but I heard his car door open and
close.

“He’s looking this way,” Anwynn
said. “He knows what your car looks
like, you know. And I’m not exactly
inconspicuous.” Her gravelly voice
filled the cab of the car. “Would you
like me to tell you that your hair
looks great and you should go get
him, girl?”

My cheeks heated. “Shut up.” I
got out of the car, the cool night air
instantly making me feel better. I had
a job to do. And lives to save.

Kailen watched me approach, his



hands in the pockets of his pea coat,
his expression blank. Most of the
Sidhe tended toward breathtakingly
beautiful, but Kailen seemed to have
a leg up on most of the Sidhe. His
dark brown hair was slightly
mussed; it ruffled with a breeze.
Hazel eyes locked onto mine, and
though I was determined not to look
away, it seemed as though he’d
made the same decision. My steps
felt wobbly, unsure. He, on, the other
hand, looked unfazed.

It wasn’t fair.
I stopped on the other side of his

car, glad for the huge lump of steel
and rubber between us. “I found



some unicorn-purified water,” I said.
“I’m going to take it up to him, but I
think we should ward the place
anyways, in case the guy who
started this whole thing decides to
come back.”

“Good idea,” Kailen said. “I’ll work
on that.”

I brushed past, my breath held,
Anwynn on my heels. Together, we
started up the wooden front porch of
Chris’s home.

“That was a little cold,” she said
as Kailen disappeared around the
corner of the house. “A little distant.
You haven’t spoken to him in a
month.”



“Really?” I said as I knocked on
the door. “You have an opinion on
this, too? I don’t see you dating
anyone.”

“Oh,” Anwynn said. “Is that what
people call it nowadays? I’d guess
that you two are just very
uncomfortable bedfellows.”

“Were. Once.” Why was I telling
my hound this? I didn’t regret what
had happened between Kailen and
me. I was just stuck in the weird
position of not actually dating him
because of his baggage and mine—
yet still having to be around him
because he was the only other Sidhe
I knew that lived in the mortal world.



“Maybe we should have just stayed
friends.”

“Were you ever just friends?”
I tried not to think about how I’d

practically jumped Kailen the first
time I’d met him—and I hadn’t even
been divorced then. Sure, I’d been
under the influence of magic, but I
hadn’t been under that influence
when I’d decided to sleep with him. I
threw up my hands. “Hindsight is
twenty-twenty or…something. Quiet,
I can hear someone coming.”

Chris opened the door, bleary-
eyed and in a fuzzy bathrobe. The
wispy hair on the top of his head
stood on end; his glasses slipped to



the bottom of his nose. He had a
tumbler of what looked like whiskey
in his right hand. I watched the
sleepiness drip away from his face
like a melting icicle, leaving only cold
realization in its place. “This isn’t
over, is it?”

“It will be,” I said, taking the vial
from my pocket. “Also, don’t be
alarmed, but there’s a guy walking
around your house right now. He’s
going to keep that cloaked man from
coming back for you. Now hold still.”

I uncorked the vial and poured
some of the water into my palm. The
skin there tingled. It felt a bit like
holding a handful of minty,



effervescent water. I slapped the
hand to his cheek, trying not to lose
any of the precious droplets. His
stubble was rough against my skin
as I rubbed it into his face. I cleared
my throat. “Do you…remember
anything else about the cloaked
man?”

Chris’s brow furrowed. “I told you
everything I know.”

“Did the man say anything else?”
He didn’t resist at all when I took
each of his hands and rubbed the
water into his fingers. “Just ‘take
him’ and that was all?”

His eyes grew fuzzy, distant.
“Actually, I think he might have said



something else, but I was passing
out from that powder at the time. I
think he said, ‘She will be pleased.’”
Chris shook his head. “I can’t be
sure, though. I mean, I was being
knocked unconscious.”

I reached for the opening of his
robe.

“Whoa, whoa,” he said, coming to
life. “I’m married to a woman I love
very much. I’m not interested.”

“I’m not trying to—”
He slapped my hands away.

“That’s quite enough, thank you.”
A step creaked behind me. “And I

thought we had something special,”
Kailen said from behind me. His tone



was light, but I think the words held
more meaning than he’d first
intended. He’d told me once that I
was special, that he hadn’t felt this
way about someone since his wife
had passed away.

I thrust the vial at him. “You do it,
then.”

“Sir,” Kailen said, his voice cool
and professional, “I’m just going to
open your robe a little and put some
of this water over your heart. This is
the last step and this will all be over
for you. Can I do that?”

I stalked from the porch, my hand
going to the stone in my pocket. It
was warm to the touch, from more



than just my body heat. Anwynn
leapt gracefully over the steps, her
lanky form a comforting presence at
my side, much as I hated to admit it.

I’d saved Chris from a horrible
death, and I had one of the cloaked
man’s ingredients, but I wasn’t any
closer to figuring out his identity, or
why exactly he wanted to enact a
daemon geas in the first place. Yes,
he could potentially gain more power
—but what did he want to do with
that power?

“So what’s stopping our cloaked
friend from grabbing another mortal
off the streets?” Anwynn said.
Behind us, the bushes rustled as



Kailen set his ward.
“That’s easy,” I said, assuming a

confident tone I didn’t exactly feel.
“You. And me.”

“The dynamic duo?” Anwynn
raised one doggy eyebrow at me.

I lifted a hand and chopped it
through the air, adopting a singsong
tone. “I’m faster than lightning.
You’re very, very frightening.
Together, we will, I don’t know,
something that rhymes with
lightning.” I ventured another glance
at my hound and found her regarding
me with the sort of uncertainty she
usually reserved for salads. I sighed.
“Don’t tell me you don’t watch



Saturday morning cartoons. I can
hear them from my room, you know.
It comes right through the vents.
Something about ponies?”

Anwynn looked away. “They look
tasty, is all.” She cleared her throat.
“So what’s next? Back to the house
where I most assuredly do not have
my own television?”

I pulled my cellphone from my
back pocket. “No. It’s time to use
one of my lifelines. It’s time to call a
friend.”

 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 





CHAPTER FIVE
 

MAYBE “FRIEND” WAS A BIT GENEROUS.
Officer Gomez didn’t sound pleased
to hear from me. “You again,” she
said. “What?”

I supposed I couldn’t blame her.
The last time we’d had contact was
back when Grian had decided to lay
siege to the jail. “Listen, I just need a
little information. Don’t get annoyed
—I need to know if anyone’s called
in any reports of small flying…um…
people, lately?”

“Goddammit, Nicole!” Gomez
shouted into the phone. I held it a
little ways out from my ear. “I



thought you were supposed to keep
a lid on all that stuff?”

“Think about it. Most of the
doorways are in Portland, and that’s
a hundred forty-five square miles.
Your bureau employs about a
thousand police officers. A thousand
police officers for a hundred forty-
five square miles, and one little, itty-
bitty me for the Fae side of things.”

The phone was silent for a
moment. “You memorized how many
square miles Portland is?”

“Well, how else am I supposed to
keep track of what’s where, how
much land I need to patrol, and how
many days that takes?” I said,



exasperated.
“Fine,” Gomez said. “I’ll check.”
For a moment, all I heard was the

crackle of her breath, rustling
papers, and the tapping of keys.
“Yeah, there’s been something
recent. Past hour—someone called
in a sighting up in Kenton.”

“Thanks,” I said, and hung up.
“That’s sort of a large area,”

Anwynn so helpfully pointed out.
“And I didn’t almost become lead

sales representative at Frank
Gibbons Inc. by being stupid or
disorganized.” I strode to my car,
opened the door, and popped open
the glove box. I didn’t need to look to



know that Anwynn was rolling her
eyes. That starts to happen once
you live with someone for a little
while.

A paper map of Portland sat
nestled inside the glove box. I pulled
it out and unfolded it on the car
hood. I had a bigger, brighter, more
color-coded one at home. This was
my travel size.

People had been reporting the
souring milk debacles on
neighborhood message boards, on
consumer complaint websites, and
even just on various blogs.
Anywhere I could get a location or
even a vague one, I’d marked it on



my map.
I checked Kenton. There were

several hits there, all concentrated
on the same block.
“Reconnaissance,” I said, pointing
out the spots to Anwynn. “If Mr.
Cloaky is looking for another victim,
he’s going to nab him or her from
this spot.”

Anwynn only yawned. “Are we
leaving, then, or what?”

“Nicole.” Kailen emerged from the
bushes next to Chris’s house.
Normally, that should have made
anyone look creepy, but Kailen
looked like he’d stepped from a
cologne advertisement. “Can I speak



to you for a moment?”
I should have told him I was in a

rush, or that we could talk later, or
both. Instead, I crossed the street to
meet him. I couldn’t keep ignoring
him just because I didn’t know how
to describe the state of our
relationship. If we were friends,
avoiding him was sort of a dick
move. “Yes?”

He looked at me for a long
moment. “You’re tapping your foot.”

I stilled my foot. So I was. “And?”
“You’re eager to leave.”
Somewhere, in my city, that

cloaked man was stalking another
victim for his blood rite, and I was



fresh out of unicorn juice. “Why
wouldn’t I be? I’ve got a lead, and
I’ve got to catch this guy before he
does any more damage.”

“You always rush into things,”
Kailen said.

I was tapping my foot again. With
a supreme effort of will, I stopped.
“That’s how I get things done,
okay?”

“That’s how you get yourself
killed. This isn’t your job. Well, it is,
but you know what I mean. This isn’t
your mortal job. What do you know
about who you’re chasing?”

I shoved my hands into my
pockets, one hand curling around the



butter knife, the other curving around
the petrified kelpie heart. “I saw him
at the market.”

“Tell me about it,” Kailen said.
I gestured to the dark and empty

street. It must have been getting into
early morning. “What, here? Now?”

“I’ve lived a lot of years,” he said,
his voice low and soothing. I felt like
a horse he was trying to tame.
“Sometimes telling someone else
what you saw can help unveil clues
you missed the first time.”

I took a deep breath, then let it
out slowly. He was right. I was
itching to go, to act, but I didn’t know
anything about this cloaked guy



except that he was one of the Sidhe
and was Talented in swordplay. I had
my Talents too, but I was going to
run into this blind, with no idea of
who was on this guy’s side or even
how many sprites he had with him at
any given time. “Okay. I’ll try.”

I told Kailen about spotting the
man in the marketplace, about the
chase, the way the man ran up the
side of the cliff and evaded us, the
underhill passage.

Kailen absorbed these details, his
expression intent. “A daemon geas,
are you sure?”

“Yes. It’s bad, isn’t it?”
“The user of a daemon geas is



essentially inviting a daemon into his
body. Some Sidhe can control it, but
most can’t. It can give you great
destructive power—think dissolving
things into rot and smoke by mere
touch—but it eventually drives the
bearer mad.”

“Lovely,” I said. “It sounds
like a regular barrel of fun.”

“What did the man look like?
Did you catch a glimpse of his
face?”

I shook my head. “No, he—” I
stopped. He’d had his face covered
with a scarf.

I hadn’t stopped to think about
why. For some reason I’d just



assumed he had his face covered so
he could hide from me. But he hadn’t
known I’d followed him to the
marketplace, and the sprites
wouldn’t have had the chance to
report back to him by then.

He’d covered his face for other
reasons.

“Kailen, are there any Sidhe who
have facial disfigurements? Any
Sidhe men?”

He thought for a moment. “Well,
there’s Maarten of the Daelus family,
Iothe of the Muirgheal family, and
Panolo of the Rustannars.”

I blinked. That many had facial
disfigurements? That was…two



more than I’d expected. “Okaaay,
well, which of those families have
sprites beholden to them?”

“All of them,” Kailen said. He
paused. “But from what you’ve said,
I think you’re after air sprites, not
water or fire. In that case, of the
three, only the Daelus family has air
sprites beholden to them.”

“Maarten of the Daelus family,” I
said. “That’s it. I’ve got my man.” I
turned to go.

Kailen grabbed my elbow. “And
what do you actually know about
Maarten?” he said softly.

I paused. I was doing it again. I
didn’t know anything about the



Daelus family, or how Maarten had
come to be disfigured, or even why
he wanted to enact a daemon geas
in the first place.

I turned back around. Kailen
hadn’t let go of my arm. I was
struck, suddenly, by the soft concern
on his face, the way his brow
furrowed just so, the intensity of his
gaze.

He cleared his throat and let go.
“The Daelus family is ruled by both a
king and a queen. The last I heard,
they worked together as one, but
that was years ago, and
relationships are constantly altering.”

“Another mad queen,” I muttered.



“Great.” I dipped my hand into my
pocket again, gripping the kelpie
heart between my fingertips. “I’ll wait
for him at home. All the Sidhe know
where the only legal Changeling
lives, and he’ll need the heart to
complete the blood rite. He might
take another mortal, but I’ll just have
to somehow find another vial of
unicorn-purified water. If I ask
around more or just talk to the
Oranthil family—”

Kailen coughed, interrupting me.
He reached into his jacket pocket
and pulled forth a dimly glowing vial.

“Kailen,” I choked out, “you
didn’t.” My gaze went to his face,



raking over it for any signs. There
didn’t seem to be any new streaks
of gray in his hair, any new or
deeper wrinkles. “Your exile—did
you…?”

“I didn’t go back to the Fae
world,” he said. “I didn’t spend any
more of my life. You forget that,
despite my exile, I still have
connections with the Fae world,
mostly unsavory, but connections
nonetheless. And, as you may have
discovered, many of the Fae still
jaunt over to the mortal world once
in a while, for one reason or
another.”

I took the vial, a little uncertain, a



little suspicious. “What did you have
to do for this?” I’d had to implicate
myself in a heist and the subsequent
transformation of a priceless
heirloom, potentially setting myself
up with more enemies. As if I
needed any more. What was it he
had to do?

“I traded something for it.” He
hesitated. “A Le Fay heirloom. A
crown.”

I forgot sometimes that, with the
imprisonment of Grian, Kailen was
next in line for his family’s rule. And
he’d traded the symbol of his rule for
this little vial of unicorn-purified
water. I clutched the vial to my



chest, suddenly afraid I might drop
it.

“I’ve killed a lot of people,” he
said. “Lesser Fae, Sidhe—it didn’t
matter to me, not when I was
seeking my mother’s favor. I may
think you’re stubborn and a bit
ridiculous for it, but I admire your
reluctance to take lives. You might
not be able to refrain from killing
forever, but I want to help you for as
long as you’re able.”

I closed my eyes, and for a
moment, all I could smell was his
scent—sweet and faintly spicy. “This
doesn’t change anything between
us.”



“I know,” he said quickly.
I opened my eyes and backed

away, putting some distance
between us. “I’ve got to go. If I get
back to my place before Mr. Cloaky
decides to come for the kelpie heart,
then I’ll have time to set up traps and
figure out the most defensible
position.”

“I can help,” Kailen said, taking a
step to follow.

“No,” I said. “You’ve done
enough.” He’d done more than
enough. I could feel the balance
shifting between us, into a
relationship where I expected things
of him, and he kept giving, saying he



wanted nothing in return, but hoping
for it. I didn’t want that from him. I
wasn’t sure what I wanted from him,
but this wasn’t helping.

“But I—”
I held up a hand to forestall him.

“If you respect me at all, you’ll let
me do this on my own.” I rejoined
Anwynn by my car.

“Well, that was very lone-wolf,
spaghetti Western of you,” she said.

“You were listening?”
She nodded. “You were right over

there. I have plenty good hearing.
What did you want me to do? Start
singing to myself to drown you out?”

I couldn’t imagine what Anwynn’s



singing would sound like—probably
an avalanche of boulders down a
rocky slope. “Well, I can’t keep
expecting Kailen to step in and save
me. He can’t travel between the Fae
and mortal worlds freely. I can. He
isn’t a Changeling. I am. I’ll never
reach my potential and I’ll never
grow strong if I don’t push myself.”

“Or you could die,” my hound said
as I folded up the map.

“Come on.” I opened the door and
she jumped inside. “We’re heading
back to the house.”

Her tail began to thump against
the seat cushions. “Where you will
promptly order me a television.”



“No,” I said slowly. “Where we
are going to set traps, hunker down,
and wait for Maarten Daelus to
come after us.”

Her tail stilled. “My ideas tend to
be better than yours,” she said.

I ducked inside and shut the door
behind me. The windows began to
fog immediately. “If by ‘better’ you
mean ‘leading to my quick and
painful death,’ then yes.”

She gave a small shrug but said
nothing else.

It was a quick drive back to my
cozy, two-bedroom townhome, and
Anwynn stayed wonderfully silent
through the whole ride. But as soon



as we parked in the driveway and I
opened the door, she pushed past
me, her tail thumping against the
vase of sticks, knocking it over and
scattering the contents across the
tile entryway.

“There,” she said, “I fixed it for
you. You said you wanted to set
traps.” She sat in the entryway as I
closed the door.

I picked my way across the fallen
reeds and set the vase back upright.
“You know,” I said, “that’s actually
not a bad idea.” It might slow
Maarten down, at the very least.

“What did I say about my ideas?”
Anwynn said, her tail beginning to



swish against the tile. “Something
about them being better than yours,
as I recall.”

I stepped onto the carpet, knelt,
and pressed a hand to it. I
transformed the carpet surrounding
the entryway into a number of knee-
high spikes. Anwynn, her ears
against her head, leapt over them
and made her way to the living
room.

She was on the couch, whirling in
a circle, by the time I followed. I
went to the windows, transforming
them to metal. “I thought we’d
agreed you’d use the blanket in the
corner to sit on,” I grumped. My



couch was beige, and Anwynn was
black with an undercoat the same
color and texture as steel wool.

She was not a non-shedding,
hypoallergenic sort of creature.

“You told me, when I moved in, to
make myself at home,” Anwynn said.
“I’ve taken that directive to
supersede any directive that
followed. Besides, you seem to have
things well in hand. What could I
possibly do to help?”

“Well, you could offer.”
Anwynn barked out a laugh and

pressed a paw to the television
remote. “You clearly have no idea
how the relationship between a



Sidhe and her bonded follower
works.”

I hadn’t lived with a roommate
since freshman year of college. As I
recall, we’d finally decided to just
draw a line down the middle of our
tiny room, marking the border like
two feuding countries. And then
there’d been my ex-husband, Owen.
That hadn’t ended well, either.
Maybe I just wasn’t cut out for this
living-with-someone-else thing.

Not that I had a choice. I needed
Anwynn, and she needed me. For
now, anyways.

The television flickered on. “…and
this just in: a Melanie Baker has just



been abducted from her home in
Kenton. Police say the criminal is
driving a green ’89 Honda Accord.
Consider the suspect armed and
dangerous. If you should see the
vehicle, please call the police to
report it. Passers-by say they saw
someone placing an unconscious
Ms. Baker into the back of the car.”

I whirled toward the television,
reaching into my pocket to check for
the vial of unicorn water. “He’s got
another victim. Now all he needs is
the kelpie heart.”

The anchor on the television
glanced at his papers. “Ms. Baker is
an employee of the Multnomah



County Jail. There is some
speculation that this abduction may
be related to her job.”

I blinked. A connection began to
form in my mind.

Something thudded against the
garage door.

In an instant, Anwynn went from
relaxed on the couch to standing in
the middle of the living room, her
hackles raised, a growl in her throat.

I pulled the butter knife from my
pocket, transforming it into a sword.
The kelpie heart shifted in my
pocket, and it felt heavier than it had
a moment before.

“Are you going to ask me not to



eat the sprites?” Anwynn said.
Before I could answer, the door

to the garage blew inward,
shattering into tiny bits of wood. So
much for metallic windows. There
just hadn’t been enough time. The
cloaked man stepped inside, the
scarf still covering the lower half of
his face; six sprites hovered around
his head, needle swords drawn.
Sweat gathered in my palms. I’d not
fought someone yet who was also
Talented in swordplay, who could
use magic to move the way that I
did.

Maarten drew a sword from the
scabbard strapped to his back. “The



problem with sprites,” he said, “is
that you cannot stop them from
doing mischief, no matter how hard
you try. The souring milk led you to
me, did it not?”

I didn’t bother answering. “And to
think,” I said to Anwynn, “I used to
like bringing work home.”

“Your work probably didn’t include
sharp, pointy edges,” Anwynn said.

“I got a paper cut or two.”
“Be quiet,” barked Maarten. “Give

me the kelpie heart and I’ll leave you
in peace.”

I took a deep breath, trying to
calm my fast-beating heart. “You
know I can’t do that. I know what



you have planned for that woman.
It’s my job to protect the mortal
world and its inhabitants from Fae
like you.”

He took a step toward me, his
scarf shifting with his breath. “This is
your fault to begin with, you know.”

Before I could form any sort of
response, or even consider what the
hell he meant, he attacked. I barely
got my sword up to block him in
time. Maarten moved with the
swiftness of a striking snake, each
step a blur. “Find the kelpie heart,”
he called to his sprites. They
scattered.

Anwynn leapt after them,



snapping at the air.
I didn’t have time to pay attention

to her battle. I set my feet, turned
my body to the side to present a
smaller target, as I’d been taught.
Maarten’s blade was broader than
mine, but he lifted it as though it
weighed nothing. He thrust at me,
and I slipped to the side, but not
before his sword caught the edge of
my coat. I spun to disengage it and
faced him only in time to block
another attack.

I leapt back and onto the
television console, trying to put some
space between me and Maarten,
trying to gain some higher ground. I



teetered on the edge as he followed,
slicing.

A shower of sparks, and the top
half of my television crashed to the
ground. The sparks obscured my
vision. I ducked to the side, too late.
The blade caught my left shoulder,
cutting through cloth and biting into
the muscle.

I couldn’t help the cry that eked
out of my lips. The cuts from the
sprites still stung. This wound was
worse. Warm blood trickled from the
gash, wetting my coat sleeve,
making it stick to my skin.

“You can’t win this fight,” Maarten
said. He slashed at me again, even



as he spoke. His voice didn’t sound
the least bit winded.

I batted his blade to the side and
thrust at his chest. He slid to the
side, as easily as a cat sidestepping
an outstretched hand. I could do
better than this. My shoulder ached
—the sort of bone-deep hurt that
told me this was more than a
scratch.

If I failed, no one else would pick
up my sword. No one would take my
place. This was what I’d been born
to do. I breathed out and felt the
magic stir to life in my belly. The pain
in my shoulder lessened, my
heartbeat and breathing quickened,



my limbs felt restless and alive.
I followed Maarten, keeping my

perch atop the console, and cut at
his neck. My sword sliced through
the bottom half of the scarf and left
a beaded trail of blood in its place.
He clutched at his neck, as though
assessing the damage. I danced two
steps closer and aimed for his heart.

He blocked the blow, but only just
barely. I reached back, grabbed a
photo in its frame from the wall, and
transformed it into a stone. I tossed
it straight at Maarten’s head.

A stone was too dissimilar from
the photo for it to keep its form. It
shattered against his skull, tiny bits



of stone raining onto the carpet.
From the dazed look in Maarten’s
eye, it had still stunned him.

“Nicole!” Anwynn called out.
“Behind you.”

I turned my head and saw, from
the corner of my eye, two
approaching sprites. They barreled
into my back, little swords stabbing.
“Anwynn,” I managed, trying to grab
them with my injured arm, “I give you
full permission to eat them.”

“Good,” she said. “I already ate
two.”

And then Maarten had regained
his composure. He sliced at me,
forcing me back toward the wall. I



grimaced as the sprites climbed over
my back, stabbing as they went, as
though I were a piece of land they
needed to claim by planting as many
sharp, pointy flags as possible.

I leapt from the console, ducking
into a roll. The gash in my shoulder
burned, but I felt the crunch as I
managed to crush one of the sprites
beneath me. The other one darted
free in time. “Anwynn, could use
some help here!”

“A bit busy at the moment,” she
said. She turned in circles in the
kitchen, trying to catch a sprite that
had latched onto her tail.

Maarten strode forward with easy



determination, his cloak billowing
behind him. My living room was a
mess of overturned objects, little
spatters of blood, and broken glass.
Those goddamned sprites had
ransacked my place, and in near-
record time.

I lifted my sword, ready to face
him. And then I felt, more than saw,
the remaining sprite fall into my
pocket.

The pocket where I had the kelpie
heart.

I reached into the pocket without
thinking and immediately felt a
needle-sword entering my palm,
almost exactly where the other one



had stabbed me earlier. I hissed with
pain.

When I drew my hand out, it had
a sprite attached to it. The sprite
had its arm tucked around a small,
brown stone. The heart. I shook my
hand, and the sprite tumbled free,
but she did not let go of the heart.

I couldn’t see Maarten’s mouth
behind the scarf, but I knew that he
smiled by the way his eyes crinkled.
I leapt forward. “You are such an
asshole!”

My blade caught the scarf again,
and this time, it tore free.

The face beneath was not
scarred or marred in any way. It was



smooth, beautiful, with full lips and a
strong, narrow jaw. It looked oddly
familiar, though I could not place it. A
drop of blood beaded at the corner
of his mouth where I’d caught him
with the point of my sword.

“You’re not Maarten of the Daelus
family,” I said.

He reached up and wiped the
blood from his mouth, a smirk
beginning at the corners. “I never
said that I was.”

His three remaining sprites flew to
his sides.

We stared at one another for a
moment, and then he darted toward
the open doorway of the garage.



“Anwynn!” She’d already started
moving by the time I called her
name. She leapt for the sprite with
the heart. It seemed to happen in
slow motion. Her jaws snapped shut
on empty air as the sprite shot up to
avoid her.

The Sidhe man pulled something
from inside his cloak, whirled, and
threw.

I didn’t see the knife hit Anwynn; I
only saw her on the ground, the hilt
of a blade sticking from her
shoulder.

And then, with a whirl of his cloak,
the Sidhe man and his sprites were
gone.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 





CHAPTER SIX
 

I DROPPED TO THE FLOOR BY
ANWYNN’S SIDE, fearing the worst. I
had no idea how long the blade was,
or whether it had reached her lungs.
“Are you okay?”

For a moment she said nothing,
and fear flooded my belly. And then
she cracked open one eye, her
breathing labored. “Yes, never been
better.”

“Really?”
“No. I have a knife in my shoulder,

in case you haven’t noticed.”
I grabbed Anwynn’s blanket from

the corner of the living room, knelt at



her side, and put both hands around
the knife’s hilt. “So this will probably
hurt…”

“Just do it.”
I did. A spurt of blood gushed out

as soon as the blade left her
shoulder. I pressed the blanket to
the wound. I noticed, curiously, that
the blood from my shoulder had
trickled to my fingers, making them
red and sticky.

“He got you too,” she said, her
gaze going to my left arm.

“Yeah,” I said. The room seemed
to spin a bit. “If that’s not Maarten of
the Daelus family, who is he and
what does he want with a daemon



geas? Who is ‘she’ and why will she
be pleased?”

“You’re the brains,” Anwynn said.
She closed her eyes, her breath
rasping in her throat. “At least you
think you are. Figure it out.”

I waited until the flow of blood
from Anwynn’s shoulder had slowed,
which didn’t take very long.
Grushounds were tough beasts. And
then I saw to my own wound. It was
deep, but not to the bone. I found
my first aid kit and bandaged it. I
really needed stitches, or some of
Kailen’s magical healing, but this
would hold for now.

That man had both the kelpie



heart and the victim. If I didn’t move
quickly, he’d complete the blood rite
and enact the daemon geas, and I’d
have another dead mortal’s blood on
my hands plus the Arbiter breathing
down the back of my neck.

“Chris also worked at the county
jail,” I said, slowly. I pulled some
needle and thread from my junk
drawer. “I’m going to sew you up, so
stay still.”

I picked black thread and tied a
knot. The motions were orderly,
soothing. “The daemon geas grants
magical powers to those who can
control them.”

I stitched the wound closed as



Anwynn clenched her teeth.
“He covered his face for a reason

other than disfiguration and other
than hiding from me.” I stopped.
“Oh. Oh no.” The blood drained from
my face, my heart thumping at my
ribs like a bird that’s been caged too
long. “I know where I’ve seen him
before.” I tied the knot off quickly,
my fingers trembling.

Anwynn struggled to her feet.
“Enlighten me.”

“This was back before I bonded
you,” I said. “Kailen had taken me to
meet my biological parents for the
first time. My father wasn’t there,
because Grian had already



abducted him. There were
Guardians in my parents’ home, and
their leader was corrupt, taking
favors from Grian in return for doing
her bidding. One of the Guardians
with her…it was him. He could have
been just doing the bidding of the
leader, but I’m beginning to think the
corruption of the Guardians ran
deeper than that.

“He didn’t hide his face from me in
the marketplace. He was hiding from
the other Guardians. They’d
recognize him, and they’d have
questions on why he’d want the
ingredients to enact a daemon geas.
I’ve been thinking about this all



wrong. He’s not trying to take
advantage of the power vacuum left
by Grian’s imprisonment. He’s trying
to restore things to the way they
were.”

Anwynn shook herself, painting
my living room with more little
spatters of blood. “The daemon
geas is for Grian.”

“Yes. He means to set her free.”
Merlin had taken away Grian’s
magic, and since he was a
Changeling, no one but me could
undo this. But someone could grant
her new powers, and Grian was
Talented in mind magic. She had the
skill and the willpower to control a



daemon geas, if anyone did. “We
need to get to the jail. Now.”

“Yes, because we’re both in good
condition for a fight.”

As soon as the words left her
mouth, I felt all the aches and pains
from two battles. My left hand hurt,
the wound in my shoulder throbbed,
and all the thin cuts from the sprites
burned and itched. I changed one of
my windows back to glass. A thin,
sallow light shone through. The sun
had begun to rise.

I was tired.
“Well, I don’t have a choice in the

matter, so that means that you don’t,
either. We’re going.” I grabbed my



keys from the countertop and went
for the door.

“I had better get a television after
all this,” Anwynn said as she limped
after me.

I called Gomez as soon as I got
out the door.

“This is twice in one night, Ms.
Philbin,” Gomez said when she
picked up. “This had better be good
—like you telling me you
apprehended whoever it is that
kidnapped that woman.”

“No,” I said, a bit breathlessly,
“but I know who did. Grian—are
they still keeping her at the
Inverness facility?”



“No,” Gomez said. “They moved
her downtown.”

“What’s the address?”
I repeated it in my mind twice,

making sure I’d memorized it.
“I don’t like where this is going,”

Gomez said. “That Fae man, the one
like you, he said she didn’t have
magic anymore.”

“She doesn’t.” I opened the car
door and Anwynn jumped inside.
“Look, I’ve got to go. I’ll take care of
it, I promise. Try not to worry.” And
then I hung up and followed my
hound into the car. My phone started
to ring again immediately, but I
ignored it. There’d be hell to pay



from Gomez later, but I didn’t have
the time to explain at the moment.

I peeled out of the driveway and
headed toward downtown. As soon
as we hit the first stoplight, I
slammed my hands against the
steering wheel. “Why would anyone
want to free Grian? I did all the Fae
families a favor by getting rid of her.
She was absolutely nuts. Like
peanuts in a can nuts. Just rattling
insanity. Now the other Fae families
are out from under her boot. You’d
think they’d be grateful.”

Anwynn grumbled a little. “The
majority suffers beneath a tyrant, but
there are always those who benefit.”



“Those who want to maintain the
status quo,” I said.

She looked out the window as I
sped past the intersection. “Change
is terrifying for almost anyone, but
most especially for the Sidhe, for
whom things have remained the
same for hundreds of years at a
time. Then you show up, and
everything gets turned upside down.”

The Guardian, whoever he was,
had enjoyed the favor of Grian,
simply by doing her bidding and
feeding her information. Now, with
Grian gone, he was cut adrift. If any
knew the ways he’d betrayed the
Guardians, they’d shun him, even if



half the Guardians had been
complicit or had just looked the other
way. It was another thing about
Sidhe culture I found difficult to
grasp: a bad thing was usually only
a bad thing if you got caught.

I slammed the brakes for a stop
sign. “I didn’t mean to upset the
balance of the Fae simply by
existing, but if anyone thinks I’m
going to off myself just to save some
crazy Sidhe the trouble, they’ve got
another thing coming.”

I turned the corner. The streets
were mostly empty this early in the
morning, but there was another car
ahead of me. A green Honda



Accord. “Hey,” I nudged Anwynn.
“What do you make of that?” I rolled
down her window.

She put just her nose out and
sniffed. “Calendula,” she said after a
moment’s pause. “That’s your man,
just ahead of us.”

I could have just waited another
few minutes and I would have come
to the same conclusion myself. He
wove in and out of his lane like a
man intoxicated, going twenty-five in
a thirty-five mile-an-hour zone.

Sidhe: not very good drivers.
I remembered my car ride with

Dorian, and the way he’d used his
magic to travel from one side of the



city to the other in mere moments.
The Guardian might have been
saving his magic for the blood rites,
but he’d hightail it out of here if I
didn’t stop him, and quickly.

“Hold on,” I said to Anwynn.
She held up one paw. “Hold on

with what?”
But I’d already jerked the steering

wheel to the side, liberally applying
my foot to the gas pedal. My car
surged forward, and Anwynn
thudded against the door with an
“Ooph.” In a few seconds, we were
level with the other car. I caught a
brief glimpse of an unconscious
woman in the back seat, of the



Guardian’s surprised face, his mouth
formed in a perfect O, before I
pulled on the steering wheel again.

My car screeched into his, metal
slamming against metal. He tried to
correct his path, but it was too late.
Both his car and mine lurched off the
road and into a park, narrowly
avoiding the sturdy trunks of pine
trees. I slammed into his sedan once
again, just as we hit the top of a
slope. My car got the tiniest bit of air
before falling to the ground. My
teeth snapped together, my jaw
aching. That was going to cause hell
to my suspension.

The Guardian’s car tipped and



then rolled onto its roof, skidding
across the green expanse of a lawn
before crashing into a picnic table.

I hit the brakes, swerving across
the grass before shuddering to a
halt.

Anwynn had somehow slipped
from the seat and onto the floor, her
paws on the seat as though it were
a buoy and she was drowning at
sea. I could see the whites of her
eyes.

“I think I hate you,” she said.
“Hate me later,” I said, kicking my

door open and drawing my sword.
The Guardian was already

halfway out of his window by the



time I got out of my car. He was just
too damned quick. A groan came
from the woman strapped into the
back seat. A swell of relief hit me.
Melanie Baker was still alive after
that tumble.

The four remaining sprites flitted
out of the windows with their master.
They were clearly injured from our
earlier tussle, but so were Anwynn
and I. The Guardian gained his feet
before I could reach him, sword in
hand.

“Why are you so eager for a
second round when the first one
clearly treated you so poorly?” he
asked.



“Hey,” I said. “Don’t want to be a
bother, but you’ve got a little
something…right there,” I said,
rubbing at my lip.

He touched his lip with his free
hand and found blood. He sneered,
his bloody teeth making his
handsome face suddenly monstrous.
“If the only way you can injure me is
to run into me with a giant steel
machine, I can’t say I’m overly
impressed.”

“What’s your name?” I said,
keeping my tone light.

“What does it matter?”
“It matters to me.”
“Lethenan,” he said.



“Lethenan,” I said, letting his
name roll around on my tongue,
“why Grian? Why try to free her?
You could attach yourself to other
Sidhe. You don’t need to do this, to
restore her to any semblance of
power. Her era is over.”

“Because she was good to me,
and because I’m one of the Le
Fays,” he said. “Not all our family
was fond of our leadership, but at
least we had it. Do you know what
it’s been like since you locked our
Queen away? Our family has been
beset by infighting. We’ve fallen into
disarray, and I know the other
families are laughing at us.”



One of the Le Fays. “So you’re
related to Kailen.” I circled him a
little, testing his guard. He kept the
car at his back, keeping Anwynn and
me from flanking him.

“Distantly, at best,” Lethenan
said.

But I could see it now, in the
eyes, the jaw. The family
resemblance. “And what about
Kailen? What about your King?”

His eyes went wild, and I
recognized Grian in him. “A king in
exile is no king at all.” And then he
leapt forward before I could attempt
any further reasoning.

The sprites scattered, two in each



direction.
I danced out of the way of his first

blow, my feet surprisingly light after
my injuries. I darted forward,
slashing. The world around me
blurred and I felt the stir of the
magic within me, sustaining my
strength.

He blocked me, but barely.
I fell into the rhythm of it, pushing

him back toward the car, forcing him
to give ground. Every step back he
took was an exercise in balance on
this uneven ground. He could catch a
stone, a twig, and that moment’s
hesitation would afford me a chance
to strike.



He thrust at my chest and I
blocked him easily. I was doing
better than last time. I was doing
way better. I might actually win this
thing.

But that was when I realized, the
reason I was doing so well was
because it was just me against
Lethenan. A quick glance to my left
told me that Anwynn was fighting
two of them. That left two more
unaccounted for.

As I ducked beneath another
blow, I saw them. They were
prodding an injured and sleepy
Melanie Baker from the inside of the
car. She had the mark of the blood



rite on her forehead, half-covered by
graying hair. The vial of unicorn-
purified water still weighed the inside
of my pocket. I had to end this,
quickly, before Lethenan and his
minions shoved a mortal into the
middle of this fight.

I feinted to the left with my sword,
and as Lethenan moved to block it, I
struck out with my foot, using his
momentum to trip him and send him
sprawling toward the ground. I
battered his blade with mine as he
fell, knocking it out over the grass,
out of reach.

In an instant, I had my sword at
his throat. “I always think second



tries wind up being better than the
first ones, don’t you?”

He coughed and turned his head a
little to the side.

I followed his gaze. Just as I had
the blade to Lethenan’s throat, the
sprites had their needle blades to
Melanie’s throat. I looked for
Anwynn and found her snapping at
the remaining two sprites.

“Is it really worth it?” Lethenan
said. I’d cut a thin line across his
forehead during our fight, and the
blood dripped toward his eyes. “Is
keeping Grian imprisoned really
worth being the cause of a mortal’s
death?”



The sprites jabbed their tiny
swords at Melanie’s neck, making
her wince.

Well, that didn’t quite make
sense. “But if I don’t stop you, you’ll
kill that woman anyways. And if you
kill her now, you won’t be able to
complete the daemon geas.”

Lethenan only laughed, and he
definitely reminded me of Grian
when he did so, his laughter full of
dulcet, bell-like tones. It made a
shiver run up my spine. I was really
glad Kailen didn’t laugh like that.
“This city is full of mortals. There will
always be another for the blood
rites.”



I looked to Melanie again. Her
eyes were wide, and her lips
trembled, but she gave me the
slightest of nods and glanced down.
I followed her gaze and saw a razor-
edged piece of glass from the
broken window gripped between her
fingertips.

Just a couple months of being a
Changeling and I was already
forgetting—mortals could be pretty
goddamned tough.

I leapt toward her, aiming for the
sprite on her left, just as Melanie let
out a cry and slashed at the sprite
on her right. Both sprites fluttered to
the ground.



“How are you feeling?” I asked
her, before realizing what a stupid
question that was.

She opened her mouth to reply.
Lethenan barreled into my side,

tackling me like a football player. My
right side hit the ground hard, all my
wounds reopening, my bruises
screaming. Something crunched
beneath me, wetness seeping
through my jacket.

The unicorn-purified water.
Only one way left to end the

blood rite, only one way left to save
Melanie’s life. And I shouldn’t have
been worrying about that right at the
moment, because I was pinned



beneath a man who very clearly
wanted me dead.

I grabbed my sword and tried to
bring it to bear. Lethenan slammed
the heel of his palm into my wrist.
The hilt fell from my nerveless
fingers as pain exploded in my arm. I
fumbled for it, but he reached it first.
His fingers wrapped around the hilt
and I couldn’t get a grip on it as he
lifted it high.

Over my chest. Over my heart.
A big, dark shape jumped onto

Lethenan’s back and dug teeth into
his shoulder. The two sprites still
harried Anwynn, stabbing her, but
she paid them no mind. She only



clung to Lethenan, clawing. I could
have bought her a thousand
televisions in that moment (and it’s a
good thing I don’t actually make
purchasing decisions in the thick of
battle).

Lethenan reeled and fell away
from me, screaming. Anwynn pinned
him on his back, his blood dripping
from her jaws. He writhed and
yelled, but couldn’t get away.

Anwynn met my gaze, her eyes
cold. “Just say the word, boss.” She
wanted to do it. She wanted to
savage this man, to taste his blood,
to kill him.

And I couldn’t let her.



I picked my sword up from the
ground. “No,” I said. “This is my
duty. I won’t let someone else do it
for me.” I didn’t want to do this, and
he was related, however distantly, to
Kailen. But if I didn’t, then Melanie—
a mortal who had nothing to do with
any of this—would die. I couldn’t let
that happen. Not on my watch.

Anwynn stepped off of his chest
as I approached. I stood over
Lethenan. He was a mess of blood
and tattered skin. For a moment, I
hesitated, hoping that he would find
some new store of energy, that he
would attack and give me some
excuse to feel more righteous.



He only glared at me. “Do it,” he
said. “Get it over with. This is what
my actions have earned me, is it
not?”

I sank my blade into his chest,
into his heart, the sword entering his
body as easily as if it were clay. The
breath went out of him—slowly at
first, and then all at once. The two
sprites who had been harassing
Anwynn flitted away with little,
frightened cries.

When I glanced up, I saw the
mark on Melanie’s forehead glow
briefly before it disappeared. All the
fight, the energy, went out of me in a
rush, leaving me shaky and



lightheaded. Anwynn and I
exchanged glances. “You know
what?” I told her. “I fucking hate
being one of the Sidhe.”

And for once, she had no reply.
I pulled the blade free from

Lethenan’s chest, staggering
backward. I took me a moment to
regain my balance. “Do you…uh…
need a ride home?” I asked Melanie.

“I’ll find my own way, thanks,” she
said. She eyed my grushound with a
certain amount of distrust, and I
couldn’t blame her. Anwynn looked
like a bloody, angry bear.

As soon as she’d disappeared
behind some trees, I picked up



Lethenan’s feet. “Help me with the
body,” I said to Anwynn. She obliged
by seizing his shirt with her teeth. A
Sidhe body hanging out in the mortal
world would raise too many
questions.

We swung him into the trunk. I
sagged against it as I shut it. And all
this for what? To free a Queen who
had received just punishment for her
crimes. What a waste.

“Let’s go home,” I said to
Anwynn, “and let’s not leave for a
few days.”

She coughed and hacked out a
clot of blood onto the grass. “That’s
the best idea you’ve had all week.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 





CHAPTER SEVEN
 

WE DIDN’T STAY AT HOME FOR A FEW
DAYS, OF COURSE. I had a corpse in
my trunk, and those don’t keep all
that well. So Anwynn helped me haul
him back to the Le Fay lands in the
Fae world. I was too much a coward
to knock on the doors of Grian’s old
palace, so I left him out in the field,
the wind blowing through the grass.

I remembered to avoid the ring of
flowers this time.

But after that, we did stay home,
and Anwynn wasn’t completely
unpleasant. Just mostly. She lay on
the carpet, licking at her wounds. I’d



long since given up on telling her not
to.

I sat on the couch, convalescing,
a cup of tea in my hands. I stared at
the blank wall where my television
had been before Lethenan had
sliced it in two. I’d never actually
killed a person before. Maybe the
Sidhe weren’t people, strictly
speaking, but they were my people.
And I’d killed one.

I’d thought it would affect me
more. I felt pain and regret, but I felt
like I should feel more pain and
more regret. I’d cut his long Sidhe
life short. But he’d tried to cut mine
short. And that’s when it hit me: I



was going to live for a very, very
long time. I’d still been thinking of
myself as having a normal mortal
lifespan. Unless I got killed early on
in the line of duty (pretty likely), then
I was going to outlive most of the
people I knew. Would my human
morality eventually fade beneath
Sidhe conventions? Would I forget
what it was like to be human, to
grow up with a human family? Would
I eventually stop caring about this
city?

Despite the warm cup in my
hands, a chill touched the back of
my neck. My gaze traced the deep
scratch in my wall from where



Lethenan’s sword had sliced.
“You know,” Anwynn said,

interrupting my thoughts, “you could
get another television. You could
even get two.”

I sighed. “Do you ever just let
things go?”

“Ask anyone about grushounds,
and they’ll tell you that they’re known
for their single-mindedness. Lest you
forget, I got stabbed for you. That
ought to count for something.”

“Fine,” I said, determined that this
would be the first and last time I
gave in to Anwynn, “I’ll get you a
television.”

“Now?” she said.



“Tomorrow.”
Her ears flattened against her

head. She opened her mouth for
some rejoinder, but my phone rang,
interrupting her.

“Hey,” Kailen said when I picked
up. “I just wanted to check on you.
Are you okay?”

I looked down at myself.
“Battered, bruised, and
pincushioned, but alive.”

“So you stopped the rite?”
“Yes.”
He didn’t ask any more questions,

for which I was grateful. The Sidhe
tended to hold their cards pretty
close to their chests, and I’d learned



that Kailen held his a little closer
than most.

“Hey, do you remember someone
in your family? Someone named
Lethenan?” I wanted to stop the
words as soon as they’d left my
mouth.

“He’s my second cousin,” Kailen
said. “I don’t know him very well. He
joined up with the Guardians a little
after I did. Good kid. Nothing like my
dear old mum.”

“Oh.”
“Why do you ask?”
“I was…” I chickened out. “I was

wondering who was next in line for
the throne after you.”



He sighed. “Could we not talk
about my family? I called because I
found something I thought might
interest you. I was looking through
some old boxes—the stuff I packed
away when I moved to the mortal
world—and I found a book. A Fae
bestiary. I was wondering if you
wanted it.”

I had rudimentary knowledge of
fairies and various mythical
creatures, but that was all. “Yes, of
course. That sounds great.”

“You can drop by and grab it,” he
said.

“Sure, be right there.” I hung up,
set down my tea, and pulled off the



blanket. I was still wounded, but the
bruises were healing. I could walk,
albeit with a limp, and I didn’t have a
strong grip with either arm. But I
could still drive.

Anwynn cocked her head at me.
“So you’re going to Kailen’s place.”

I shrugged, trying to make the
gesture look nonchalant. “Maybe.”

“Just him and you,” she said.
“Why, is that a problem?” I ran my

hands down my shirt, smoothing out
the wrinkles.

Her gaze bored into me. “Looking
at a Fae bestiary together, flipping
pages side-by-side, shoulder-to-
shoulder, thigh-to-thigh…”



My ears burned. She made book-
reading sound nigh lascivious. “I
haven’t bought that television yet,” I
said.

Anwynn looked away and then
scratched at an ear. “I suppose I
can mind my own business. It is so
very difficult, though.”

“Good.” I grabbed my keys and
headed for the door. “I’ll domesticate
you yet.”

“I am not a dog,” Anwynn
growled, her hackles rising. She
called after me as I left. “I’m going
to take that stupid leash down from
the wall, shred it to pieces, and shit
on it.”



I shut the door, got into my car,
and opened the glove box, just to
check. A leather leash lay curled
inside. I smiled.

That’s one of the nice things
about being organized.

You always keep a spare.
 

THE END
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