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Once more, to L.I.


Peace, the charm’s wound up.














TRUTH


Love all comes down to revenge, sweetheart.


—NICHOLAS DEANGELO














MOVE AND THINK


[image: image]


The assassin and the redhaired girl burst onto the shuttered, dark fairway, and Crenn almost thought they had a shot at escaping unseen—until the shadows at the far end, under the Ferris wheel’s spidery bulk, birthed a cold gleam and clawed silvershod hoofbeats rang on packed dirt. The rider, a black paper cutout, smoked with wrongness, and Robin’s despairing, mewling little cry ignited something in Crenn’s bones.


“That way!” he said, and pushed her. The dog took over, hauling her up a rickety ramp, bursting through a chain into a dark passageway beyond. A gigantic clown was painted above, its gaping mouth the entryway, its rubber-red lips leering in the low lamplight. FUNHOUSE FUNHOUSE FUNHOUSE, the painted boards cried, and below, IT’S A SCREAM!


No doubt Gallow would do something stupid, like charging the rider with his lance out. Crenn’s hands moved, the curve of wood strapped to his back yanked free, and a word of chantment snapped the bow out, its arms gracefully bending into tension as his fingers felt along fletchings and found the one he wanted.


He nocked and drew back to his ear, a subtle breath-humming becoming an invisible string, the silver whistle-blast of Unwinter’s hunters becoming a high keening of prey found, prey found! The dogs would be along any moment now.


Still, he took his time, the world becoming a still, small point as if he balanced on a bough in the Marrowdowne, waiting to send a flint-needle arrow through a sparrow’s eye. This bolt was fletched heavily, and its head was cold iron; the hoop in Crenn’s ear burned as chantment woke, humming.


He loosed.


The nightmare mount’s steady jog turned to an uncertain, pawing walk as the rider stiffened, a grotesque choking audible down the fairway. The rider slumped, the arrow a flagpole poking from the jousting helm’s eye-bar. Crenn didn’t wait to see him hit the ground, just spun and plunged after Robin and the dog.


Complete darkness. Choked cries, shattering glass. A whining bark, and he blundered into a hallway lined with mirrors, faint light from the end reflected over and over. Robin, trying to scream, reeled drunkenly from side to side, her reflections distorted-dancing; he ran into her with an oof! that might have been amusing if he hadn’t heard more urgent silver whistles filtering in from outside.


“Don’t look!” he snapped, and grabbed at her, earning himself a flurry of blows as she kicked. Maddened with fear, she even bit him as he hauled her through the hallway, and the flooring underneath shifted treacherously, groaning under Pepperbuckle’s weight. They pressed forward in a tangle, and he realized he was cursing, swallowed half an anatomical term a woman should never hear, and got his hand over her eyes. “Don’t look, damn you! Keep moving!”


Turns in quick succession, and all of a sudden a doorway loomed, the dog leapt and carried it down in a shatter of splinters. Back on the fairway, Robin’s eyes tightly closed as she ran, clinging to his hand.


Don’t just move, Jeremiah Gallow had always said. Move and think, that’s the ticket.


As if that bastard had any other setting than just charging in with that goddamn pigsticker of his.


Crenn skidded to a stop at the end of the fairway. His ears tingled, perking. They were loud, and the hounds were belling now. The dog pressed close, whining; he calculated its size, and hers.


“Listen.” He dropped his bow, caught her face. Her eyes flew open and she stared, witless with terror, perhaps, or just numb. “Listen to me, pretty girl. The dog will take you, I’ll hold them. You run, you stay alive, and I will find you. I promise.”


Her mouth worked for a moment. Her skin was so soft. What was she doing tangled up in this?


“I hate you,” she whispered under the ultrasonic thrills. Close now, the net tightening, but there was a hole in it and he was about to send her through it. The dog was fast, and one sidhe with a bow and a habit of hunting could make merry hob of a pursuit.


With a little luck, that is.


“I hate you,” she repeated, and sense flooded her dark-blue eyes. “I remember what you did!” Her voice was a husk of itself, broken into pieces.


He shook his hair back, stared down at her. “You can’t,” he told her, “hate me any more than I hate myself, Robin Ragged.” He beckoned the hound, who pressed close, shivering and sweating: Crenn lifted her by the waist, so close he could smell the sunlight in her hair. She grabbed at fur, righted herself, and he’d be damned if the beast didn’t bulk up a little, its legs thickening to carry her weight. “Now run. I’ll find you later.”


“I’ll kill you,” she informed him, with the utter calm of despair. “I will rip your heart out, Alastair Crenn.”


Looking forward to it, pretty girl. He stepped aside, and the dog jetted forward, a coppergold blur.


Crenn scooped his bow up, closed his eyes, and listened.


Hoofbeats. Whistling. The pads of Unwinter’s hounds, a frantic baying. The receding soft thump-thump of Pepperbuckle’s feet. And, to top it all off, a clamor of mortal voices. The carnival folk were beginning to wake to strangeness in their midst.


“Time to hunt,” he murmured, and drew another arrow from the quiver by touch. He held it loosely nocked, and ran toward the noise.
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Gray highway ribboned over tawny hills touched with dusty green smears of sagebrush clinging to any scrap of moisture it could find, heat-haze shimmering above sandy slope and concrete alike. The morning sun was a brazen coin, hanging above a bleached horizon as if it intended to stay in that spot forever, a bright nail to hang an endless weary day upon. The chill of a desert night whisked itself away, an escaping guest.


Cars shimmered in the middle distance, announced their presence with a faint drone, and passed with a glare and blare of engine and tire-friction. Most didn’t stop, even though two signs, each leaning somewhere between ten and twenty-three degrees away from true, proclaimed LAST GAS FOR 80 MI.


An ancient pair of gas pumps squatted under a rusting roof; they and the convenience store keeping watch over them had last been refurbished around twenty years ago. Tinny country music blatted from old loudspeakers on listing poles, the tired breeze dragged shackles made of paper cups, glittering dust, and a dry skunky whiff of weedsmoke through umber shade and gold-treacle sunshine.


A burst of static cut through the music just as the thin slice of shade on the north side of the building rippled. A single point of brilliance, lost in the glare of day, dilated, and there was a flutter of russet, of indigo, of cream and black velvet.


One moment empty, the next, full; a large dog winked into being a split second before a slim female shape appeared, clinging to the canine’s back as the Veil between real and more-than-real flexed. The dog staggered, its proud head hanging low, and slumped against the building. The girl slid from its broad back—the thing was huge—and her hair was a coppergold gleam, firing even in the shade. Tattered black velvet clung to her, swirling as it struggled to keep up with the transition, the hood not quite covering her bright, chopped-close curls. She heaved, dryly, a cricketwhisper cough under the tinpan cowboy beat.


Robin Ragged’s stomach cramped, unhappy with the seawater she’d swallowed and the butter she’d filched. The fuel from milkfat had already worn off, and her throat was on fire again. Her hands spread against dusty grit, there was a simmering reek from around the corner of the building that shouted Dumpster, and the music was a tinkling ballad about mothers not letting their children grow up to be cowboys.


Good advice, maybe. But you had to grow up to be something, even if you were a Half, mortal and sidhe in equal measure. It was her mortal part that had trouble blinking through the Veil like this. It was much better to use a proper entrance, or some place where the lands of the free sidhe overlapped, rubbing through what mortals called “real” like a needle dragged along paper. Creasing, not quite breaking, almost-visible.


Pepperbuckle made a low, unhappy noise. The dog had carried her away from the nighttime carnival, hauling her through folds and pockets, light and shade pressing against Robin’s closed eyes in strobe flashes. He’d be weary. They’d run past dawn, the silver huntwhistles further and further behind them.


Like any close escape, it made for nausea.


Concentrate. Four in, four out. The discipline of breath returned. A lifetime’s worth of habit helped—if you couldn’t breathe, you couldn’t sing, and the song was her only defense.


She might have broken her voice, though, by screaming with shusweed juice still coating her throat. The prospect was enough to bring a cold sweat out all over her, even though it was a scorching midmorning outside the small shade where she and Pepperbuckle cowered.


Where are we?


She sniffed, gulping down mortal air full of exhaust and the dry nasal rasp of baking metal and sand. A whiff of something green and leather-tough—sagebrush? No hint of anything sidhe except her and the dog, his sides heaving under glossy, red-tipped golden fur. His fine tail drooped a bit, and he eyed her sidelong, his irises now a brighter blue and the pupils uneven ovoids. It gave his gaze an uncanny quality.


He hadn’t left her behind. In for a penny, in for a pound, and all the old clichés. There was the large unsound of wind, and a drone that could have been traffic in the very far distance.


The cowboy ballad wound down, and another song started. Someone was standing by her man. A wheezing noise was an ancient air-conditioning unit on the roof.


Robin shuddered. She pushed herself upright, making her knees unbend because there was no other choice. Pepperbuckle was depending on her, and while the mortal sun was up, they were safe enough from Unwinter’s hunt.


It was some faint comfort that Summer would think Robin still trapped or dead, and wouldn’t be looking for her.


Don’t think about that. Her lips cracked as she parted them. She wanted to say Pepperbuckle’s name, stopped herself. She had to shepherd her voice carefully. No more raving at that treacherous bastard Crenn when she had the breath to permit it, while the wind and the Veil snatched the curses from her lips as soon as she uttered them.


You can’t hate me any more than I hate myself, he’d informed her, calmly enough, before stepping back so Pepperbuckle could bear her away. Why had he bothered to save her, after he’d delivered her to Summer’s not-so-tender mercies?


Had he also betrayed Gallow? It was entirely likely. Not that it mattered, Unwinter’s poison had most likely finished off her dead sister’s husband.


Daisy. Shining surfaces holding broken reflections danced inside her head. Her sister’s teeth broken stumps, safety glass caught in corpsetangled hair…


Don’t think about that either. Her head throbbed.


She uncurled, one arm a bar across her midriff to hold her aching belly in. The night was a whirl of impressions, everything inside her skull fracturing like broken—


Mirrors?


She shook her head, violently. Glass, like broken glass. That word wasn’t as troubling as the other, the m-word, the terrifying idea of a reflection lurching for her while it wheezed, and choked, and cracked a leather belt in its bloody, too-big hands.


Robin’s shoulder struck something solid, jolting her back into herself. She glanced around wildly, her shorn hair whipping—it stood out around her head now, a halo of coppery cowlicks. The gold hoops in her ears swung, tapping her cheeks, and she forced herself to straighten again.


She’d fetch up against the prefabricated concrete wall, either painted a dingy yellow or simply sandblasted to that color. The angle of the shade and the taste of the air said morning, and it was going to be a hot day. Pepperbuckle sat down, his sides heaving as he panted and his teeth gleamed bright-white. The scrubland here was full of small, empty hills, and if she peered around the corner she could see ancient cracked pavement and the two gas pumps.


A little ding sounded, and her breath stopped as a lean dark-haired mortal boy with a certain sullen handsomeness to his sharp face stepped out into the sun. He hunched his shoulders, lit a cigarette, and ambled for the pumps. A red polyester vest proclaimed him as an employee of HAPPY HARRY’S STOP ’N’ SIP. Harry was apparently a cartoon beaver, even though such an animal had very likely never been sighted in this part of the country, let alone one wearing a yellow hat and a wide, unsettling bucktooth grin.


Robin exhaled softly. Pumps meant a convenience store. They would have a refrigerator. Very likely, there was milk. The burning in her throat increased a notch as she contemplated this.


She glanced at Pepperbuckle, who hauled himself up wearily and followed as she edged for the back of the building.


She didn’t think using the front door would be wise.
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Matt Grogan liked leaning against the gas pumps and having a smoke, even if the bossman would give him hell about safety. It wasn’t like anyone ever used the damn things, despite the fact that they were live. You had to walk inside to pay for your go-juice, and nobody wanted to do that. They wanted the pumps with the credit card readers, not ancient ones probably full of water and air bubbles, so they drove straight on to Barton to the shiny stop-and-robs there.


When he came back in, he thought he was dreaming.


Nobody had driven up, but there was a redheaded punk girl in a long black velvet coat in front of the ancient cooler-case, the glass door open and letting out a sourish frigid breeze as she drank from a quart of milk, probably right at its sell-by date. Christ knew the tourists never bought anything here but cigarettes and Doritos, pity-buys really so they could use the small, filthy CUSTOMERS ONLY bathroom around the side.


Her throat worked in long swallows, her weed-whacker-cut coppergold hair glowing under the fluorescents, and she was a stone fox even if she was drinking straight out of the carton. Skinny in all the right ways, but with nice tatas, and wearing a pair of black heels, too.


The only problem was, she was drinking without paying, and right next to her was a huge reddish hound who stared at Matt with the sky-blue, intelligent eyes of a husky. A dog shouldn’t look that damn thoughtful, as if it was weighing you up.


“Hey!” Matt’s voice broke, too. Cracked right in the middle. Bobby Grogan, the football savior of Barton High and Matt’s older brother, had a nice low baritone, but Matt’s had just fractured its way all through school, even though he would have given anything to sound tough just once. Just that once, when it counted.


Instead it was crybaby Matt, and the only thing worse was the pity on Bobby’s face in the parking lot. Lay off him, he’s my brother.


She didn’t stop drinking, her eyes closed and her slim throat moving just like an actress’s. She finished off the whole damn quart, dropped it and gasped, then reached for another.


“Hey!” Matt repeated. “You gonna pay for that?”


Her eyes opened just a little. They were dark blue, and she gave him a single dismissive glance, tearing the top off the fresh carton in one movement. Milk splashed, and she bent like a ballerina to put the milk on the piss-yellow linoleum with little orange sparkles. The dog dipped his long snout in and began to drink as well.


Oh, man. “You can’t just do that, man! You gotta pay for it!”


She reached into the case again, little curls of steam rising off her bare wrist as the cooler wheezed. Those two quarts were all the whole milk they had, so she grabbed the lone container of half-and-half—ordered weekly because the bossman said offering free coffee would make someone buy it—and bent back the cardboard wings to open it. The spout was formed with a neat little twist of her wrist, and she lifted it to her lips, all while the dog made a wet bubbling noise that was probably enjoyment.


Oh, hell no. “You can’t do that!” He outright yelled. “Imma call the cops, lady! You’re gonna get arrested!”


The instant he said it, he felt ridiculous.


She drank all the half-and-half and dropped that carton too, wiping at her mouth with the back of her left hand. Then she stared at Matt, like he was some sort of bug crawling around in her Cheerios.


Just like Cindy Parmentier, as a matter of fact, who let Matt feel her up behind the bleachers once but kept asking him to introduce her to Bobby. Then she spread that goddamn rumor about him being a fag, and even Bobby looked at him like he thought it might be true.


The woman’s mouth opened slightly. She still said nothing. The dog kept sucking at the opened quart on the floor, but one wary eye was half open now.


“And you can’t have dogs in here! Service animals only!” He sounded ridiculous even to himself.


She tipped her head back, and for a moment Matt thought she was going to scream. Instead, she laughed, deep rich chuckles spilling out and away, bright as the gold hoops in her ears. Matt flat-out stared, spellbound.


When she finished laughing, the dog was licking the floor clean, its nose bumping the empty cartons with snorfling sounds. She wiped away crystal teardrops on her beautiful cheeks, and walked right past Matt. She smelled like spice and fruit, something exotic, a warm draft that made him think of that day behind the bleachers, soft sloping breasts under his fumbling fingers and Cindy Parmentier’s quick, light breathing scented with Juicy Fruit gum.


The dog passed, its tail whacking him a good one across the shins, way harder and bonier than a dog’s tail had any right to be. Matt staggered. The door opened, early-summer heat breathing into the store’s cave, and Matt ran after her. “You didn’t pay!” he yelled, but he slipped on something a little weird underfoot, like the floor itself was moving to throw him off.


He went down hard, almost cracking his skull on the racks of nudie mags they couldn’t sell inside the Barton city limits. That was the real reason this place held on, and once he started working here the kids at school started laughing even more.


“Ow!” Matt rolled, thrashing to get back up. Something jabbed at his cheek, and something else poked his finger. Tiny, vicious little stings all over him.


The bell over the door tinkled again. “Stop that,” the voice said, low and sweet as warm caramel, with a hidden fierceness. Just those two words made the sweat spring out all over him.


It was a good thing his eyes were closed, or he would have seen the tiny flying things, their faces set in scowling mutiny, their wings fluttering and a deep throbbing blue spreading through the glow surrounding each one of them, spheres of brilliance bleached by both day and fluorescent light but still bolder, richer than the colors of the tired mortal world. Some had gleaming, tiny sewing-needle blades, and their mouths opened to show sharp pearly teeth.


A low, thunderous growl. It was the dog, and Matt rolled around some more, suddenly terrified of opening his eyes. His bladder let go in a warm gush, and the stinging continued.


“I said, Stop it.” Everything inside the store rattled. The floor heaved a little again, and that was when he opened his eyes and saw… them. The little people, some naked and others in tiny rags of fluttering clothing, their delicate insect-veined wings, their sharp noses and the wicked merriment of their sweet, chiming pinprick voices as they chorused.


They darted at him, but the woman said, “No,” again, firmly, even as they piped indignantly at her. “Leave him alone. He’s just a kid.”


They winked out. The door closed with a whoosh, and he lay there in his own urine, quivering. Her footsteps were light tiptaps on the tarmac outside before they were swallowed up by the hum of air-conditioning.


And a faint, low, deadly chiming. Little pinpricks of light bloomed around him again, and he began to scream.


Not long afterward Matt Grogan got up, tiny teethmarks pressed into his flesh on his face and hands, bloody pinpricks decking every inch of exposed skin. He bolted through the door without waiting for it to open, shattering glass into the parking lot.


He ran into the sagebrush wilderness, and nobody in Barton ever saw him again.
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Summerhome rose upon its green hill, its pennants in wind-driven tatters. The walls should have been gloss-white and greenstone, the towers strong and fair like the slim necks of ghilliedhu girls, and around its pearly sword-shapes the green hills and shaded dells should have rippled rich and verdant. The Road should have dipped and swayed easily, describing crest and hollow with a lover’s caress; there were many paths, but they all led Home.


The hills and valleys were green and fragrant, copse and meadow drowsing under a golden sun. They were not as rich and fair as they had been before, nor did they recline under their own vivid dreams as in Unwinter’s half of the year. The ghilliedhu girls did not dance as they were wont to do from morning to dusk in their shady damp homes; the pixies did not flit from flower to flower gathering crystal dewdrops. The air shimmered, but not with enticement or promise. Strange patches spread over the landscape of the more-than-real, oddly bleached, a fraying paper screen losing its color.


The trees themselves drew back into the hollows, the shade under their branches full of strange whispers, passing rumor from bole to branch.


Rumor—and something else.


Occasionally, a tree would begin to shake. Its spirit, a dryad slim or stocky, hair tangling and fingers knotting, would go into convulsions, black boils bursting from almost-ageless flesh. First there were the spots and streaks of leprous green, then the blackboil, then the convulsions.


And then, a sidhe died, the tree withering into a rotting stump oozing brackish filth.


The dwarven doors were shut tight, admitting neither friend nor foe, and the free sidhe hid elsewhere, perhaps hoping the cold iron of the mortal world would provide an inoculation just as mortal blood did. Some whispered the plague was an invention of the mortals, jealous of the sidhe’s frolicsome immortality, but it was always answered with the lament that no mortal believed in the Good Folk anymore, so that was impossible.


Summerhome’s towers were bleached bone, and the greenstone upon them had paled to pastel instead of forest. A pall hung over the heart of Summer, the fount the Seelie held all Danu’s folk flowed from. The vapor carried an unfamiliar reek of burning, perhaps left over from the disposal of quick-rotting bodies, both from Unwinter’s recent raid and from the plague itself.


Sparse though the latter was, there was no real hope of it abating. Not now that Summer’s borders had been breached, and the sickness brought in.


From the sugarwhite shores of the Dreaming Sea to the green stillness of Marrowdowne, from the high moors where the giants strode and those of the trollfolk allied to Summer crouched and ruminated in their slow bass grumbles to the grottos where naiads peered anxiously into still water to reassure themselves that their skin was unmarked, Summer quivered with fear and fever.


Inside the Home’s high-vaulted halls, brughnies scurried back and forth in the kitchens, but no dryads flocked to carry hair ribbons and little chantment spangles for their betters. The highborn fullbloods, most vulnerable to the plague, kept an unwonted distance from each other, and some had slipped away to other estates and winter homes, no doubt on urgent business.


On a low bench on a high dais, among the repaired columns of Summer’s throne room, she sat, slim and straight and lovely still, her hands clasped tight in her lap. Her mantle was deep green, her shoulders peeking glow-nacreous through artful rends in rich fabric. The Jewel on Summer’s forehead glowed, a low dull-emerald glare. It was not the hurtful radiance of her former glory, but her golden hair was still long and lustrous, and her smile was still as soft and wicked as she viewed the knights arrayed among the forest of fluted stone.


Broghan the Black, called Trollsbane, the glass badge of Armormaster upon his chest, stood on the third step of the dais. He did not glance at the knight who knelt on the second, a dark-haired lord in full armor chased with glowing sungold. Dwarven work, and very fine; Broghan’s own unrelieved black was all the more restrained in comparison.


Or so he wished to think.


The golden knight with the brun mane, Summer’s current favorite, stared at her slippered feet, waiting for a word. Once, he had worn small golden flowers in his hair, when his lady had been one of the Queen’s handmaidens.


No more.


Summer did not let him wait long. “Braghn Moran.” Soft, so dulcet-sweet, the most winning of her voices. The air filled with appleblossom scent, white petals showering from above as layers of chantment, applied at festival after festival, woke in response to her will. “A fair lord, and a fell one.”


“Your Majesty does me much honor,” he murmured in reply. No ripple stirred among the serried ranks, though no doubt a few of them grudged him said honor. They had already forgotten a wheat-haired mortal boy’s brief tenure as the apple of Summer’s black, black eye, and Braghn Moran’s sighs and hollow cheeks during it.


The wiser knew it was only a matter of time before any favor she bestowed upon him was lost in due course. Fickle as Summer, some said—though never very loudly. Braghn Moran’s golden-haired lover had left Court not long ago, when Summer’s gaze had snared the one who wore her flowers.


The sidhe did not share. But when Summer took, what could another elf-maid do? The Feathersalt was of an old and pure name, and her absence was perhaps not quite with Summer’s leave… but that was a matter for later.


“Something troubles me, Braghn.”


The knight could have observed that there were many troublesome things afoot among the sidhe lately, but he did not—perhaps a mark of wisdom in itself. He simply examined the toe of Summer’s green velvet slipper, peeking out from under the heavy folds of her mantle. If he compared it to another lady’s, none could tell.


Summer pressed onward. “I seek a certain troublesome sprite, and I would have you find him for me.”


“Who could not come, when you call?” Broghan the Black commented.


Summer did not spare him so much as a glance. “I believe Puck Goodfellow is leading a certain former Armormaster down many a path.”


A rustle now did pass through the ranks of Seelie knights.


Gallow. The Half who had committed the unforgivable, who had killed a peaceful envoy, then insulted Summer and all of Seelie to boot.


“You wish me to kill Gallow?” Braghn Moran did not sound as if he considered it much of a challenge.


Summer’s faint smile widened a trifle. “No, my dear Braghn. Puck Goodfellow has mislaid his head; it belongs upon my mantelpiece where I may gaze upon it. I have had enough of his play at neutrality. If the free sidhe are not with us, they are with Unwinter.” Cruel and cold, her beauty now, not the visage of the simple nymph it otherwise pleased her to wear. This was a different face, one haughty and motionless as marble. “And I will not tolerate Unwinter’s insolence further.”


Braghn Moran rose. He glittered as he stood before Summer, stray gleams of sunshine striking from dwarven-carved lines on breastplate, greaves, armplates. Fine strands of honey in his chestnut hair caught the light as well. “Yes, my Queen.”


“Do this, and you shall be my lord.” She smiled, softening, a kittenish moue on her glossy carmine lips. Petals showered through the air, shying away from each sidhe’s breathing cloak of chantment.


Moran made no reply, merely turned on his heel. The ranks parted for him, and some may have noticed he did not swear to her before he left, nor did he glance back. His face was set and dark, and when the doors closed behind him, Summer’s smile fled.


“The rest of you,” she continued, “are required for other work.”


Tension crackled between the floating petals, each exuding a crisp apple scent as it touched the floor. For Summer to expend her strength on this glamouring, for her to appear thus, was perhaps not quite wise in her recent state.


But who would tell her as much?


She finally gave them their task. “Jeremiah Gallow, once Armormaster, offends your queen.” Her hands tightened against each other in her lap. “Kill him, and bring Unwinter’s Horn to me.”
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Blackness. And cold. At least the great high-crested waves of agony, each with their glassy teeth tearing at his flesh, had stopped. They receded like chill water along a rock-strewn beach, and he was left in womblike dark, upon cold stone.


Jeremiah Gallow curled around his own heartbeat, the dumb persistent rhythm that had accompanied him from the beginning. His mortal mother, laboring in agony and dying as he first drew breath, could never tell him who his father was. Nor could the black-suited Fathers at the orphanage, preferring instead to ascribe all the boys under their care to the persistence of many-headed Sin itself.


Sin, like Charity and Obedience, was often upon the Fathers’ lips, and meant something different each time they said it. In that, they were like the sidhe.


Jeremiah saw the orphanage again, the dingy halls ruthlessly scrubbed, the scratchy uniforms, the cold, narrow benches where boys sat in rows to learn by rote. The wooden paddles, polished with many beatings. Finding out how to whisper the locks and escape had filled him with a heady sense of invincibility, one that hadn’t fully deserted him through all the subsequent years.


Until Daisy died. The mortal girl he’d left Summer for, swearing to himself that he was different, not a faithless fickle sidhe who would abandon a woman after a season.


No, instead there had been the car accident. Her mortal fragility, shattered. The machines keeping her alive, and the silence when they halted.


Which brought him, finally, to Robin.


I won’t ever be my sister.


What did it make him, now that Daisy’s face blurred and a sharper, finer one took its place, with the gloss of sidhe beauty? Coppergold hair, dark-blue eyes, a sweet mouth… but it wasn’t there the real loveliness lay.


No, it was in other places. A Half girl truer than cold iron itself, who makes you look the faithless hag you are. He almost wished she’d been there, in Summerhome, to hear him say it.


Was she still alive? They’d taken her locket, it would be a simple matter to track her from true metal she’d worn at her throat for so long. She needed him.


Which brought him to full consciousness, alert in the dark, abed on cold stone, a gush of sweat breaking from his skin as he uncurled. His body responded with its usual alacrity, no dragging slowness, none of the agonizing spiked heat of poison along his side where Unwinter’s knifeblade had stroked.


He was on a stone shelf, and he still wore his old armor—the first set of sidhe work he’d ever bargained for and won. It was of a cut not favored by Summer’s knights, and for a pikeman who needed room to maneuver besides. Not for him an elfhorse and a broadsword or a sickle newmoon blade, though he could fight mounted, if he had to. And had, more than once.


His arms tingled. If there was any light, he’d be able to see the marks moving on his skin. Mortals would mistake them for tribal tattoos, maybe. Daisy had asked him if he was a sailor or a biker, one of her few questions.


Now he wondered why she never asked more.


He staggered the dimensions of the cell. Five strides by five, barking his shins on the bed. A wet bandage against his eyes, claustrophobia briefly closing his throat. Sidhe were creatures of air, if not light, and any mortal would be uncomfortable locked in a stone cube, too.


His arms ran with prickles, just treading the edge of actual pain. The medallion against his chest, a circle of burning frost, was a good reminder of why he was here.


Unwinter hadn’t killed him. Instead, the lord of the Unseelie had taken the poison from the wound, and left him here to rot. A Half wouldn’t starve to death, but he could grow attenuated indeed, and waste away of solitude itself.


No. Clarity returned. Robin.


If he was still alive, he needed to be fighting. But really, why hadn’t Unwinter just fucking killed him? It didn’t make sense.


Gallow exhaled, concentrating. It was hard, at first—that was new. The prickles turned to needles piercing skin and flesh underneath, and he couldn’t ever remember the lance being so sluggish. Not since the first time he’d called it out of the dwarven-inked marks, and almost died.


A faint gleam around his fingers stung his dark-adapted eyes. He exhaled, harshly, and familiar solidity thocked into his palms. Shorter than usual, because of the confined space, the lance hummed, the tassels of its blunt end dripping a low punky moonfire. Gallow blinked rapidly. The faint light hurt, not along the marks but scouring his eyes. The dark was better, but he squinted, ignoring hot welling tears.


Cold gray stone, almost like slate, but with thin colorless veins. There was only one place, in the real or more-than-real, where the cells were built of thanstone, meant to keep chantment and glamour from effecting a release of the poor assholes caught in them. There was a door, too, of sheer dark metal. It looked goddamn imposing, and the thin colorless veins in the thanstone had branched into its fabric, little clutching fingers deadening both chantment and light.


The lance’s leaf-shaped blade lengthened slightly. It quivered, nowhere near its full substantial strength. Gallow concentrated, and the blade-edge flushed with rose-ruddy heat.


Iron, that most inimical of mortal metals. Only a Half could survive the marriage of the lance—too much mortal, and the weapon would kill you before it would yield, too much sidhe, and it would ironblight you from the marks inward. The dwarves had said it was possible—a weapon you could never lose, a weapon that would never break.


Jeremiah Gallow had brought the dwarves what was required, and said Do it. It was probably the last real decision he’d made. Everything after that had just been… well, a man did what he had to.


Even a Half. Pushed along by one bloodline, pulled by the other.


He examined the door, still blinking furiously. Felt like he had bleach in his eyes, dammit.


It turned into a moot point, because under the sound of his breath and the persistent thudding of his heart, another music intruded.


Footsteps.


He hopped onto the shelf-bed, the lance’s light growing steadier. The lives he took vanished into its hungry core, and battle only made them both stronger. Something had drained the lance, but he might get a chance to add strength in the next few moments.


Creaking. Dusty clockwork cogs shrieking as they turned, grudging each inch of motion. Whoever it was hadn’t taken any chances; they wanted him to stay. Even cold iron might not cut through such a door.


Unwinter has me. I’m not dead.


Of the two sentences, he couldn’t say which was more disturbing.


The groaning and shuddering increased. Finally, with a rusting scream, the door hauled itself open an inch, another. Ruddy torchlight sliced through and Jeremiah folded into a crouch, the lance keening softly as it clove air in small precise circles and found no resistance. It would show him a map of the battle inside his head.


If only there was a battle to be fought.


A low, chill laugh echoed in the hall. Jeremiah’s breath turned to puffs of white cloud, the cold rasping against his armor as if it wished to work through and cat-lick living skin.


“Gallow.” The single word was a frigid caress.


He set his jaw, wishing he could open his eyes. He was facing the lord of the Unseelie, the Lion of Danu, Summer’s once-Consort. And Gallow’s face was screwed up like a child waiting for a whipping, hot saltwater trickling down his cheeks.


He had to cough to clear his throat. His mouth tasted like he’d been working asphalt all day and drinking all night—a feat he’d performed once or twice before losing interest.


It was just too damn expensive to get enough mortal booze to make a Half even faintly tipsy. “As you see me, Unwinter.”


Silence. Then another low grating sound struck the shivering air.


Laughter. Unwinter found him amusing.


“This,” the Unseelie said, “is why I have not killed you yet.”


“Because of my wit?” The lance hummed, eagerly, but there was nothing for it to latch onto. The medallion at Jeremiah’s chest was cold enough to burn, but it didn’t. Unwinter had worn the thing for many a long year as both mortals and sidhe reckoned.


Had he ever felt it chill-scald like this?


“What little you have? No.” Another low grinding, but thinner than the last. “You may be beaten, and you may be killed. But you do not submit.”


Sheer idiot persistence, nothing more. Maybe he should tell Unwinter as much. “Never got the habit.” The burning was going down, but he didn’t dare open his eyes just yet.


“Good.” Unwinter sounded thoughtful. “There is a task for thee.”


I suspected as much, since you didn’t let the poison take me. “Wonderful.” His throat was so dry. What he wouldn’t give for some Coors. Or better, milk. Even skim sounded good. Cream would be better.


“You may always refuse.” As if Unwinter didn’t know he had Gallow by the balls.


So Jeremiah said the only thing he could. “Robin.”


Unwinter did not laugh. “You may even live to see her again.”


It wasn’t quite a promise, but it was all he was going to get. “Lead the way, then.”


No, it wasn’t submitting. He still couldn’t see a damn thing, but he heard soft footsteps, each one crackling slightly as resisting air coated itself with ice, and followed in their wake. His shoulder hit the doorjamb, he blinked more hot water out of his eyes, and found he could squint at a long, cobweb-festooned hall. Retreating down its funhouse sway was a black-clad back and a head of thistledown hair, bound by a pale silvery fillet.


Gallow, half blind and unsteady, staggered after Unwinter.
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Smoke clung to Alastair Crenn’s shoulders; the scream of the last Unseelie knight he’d killed still reverberated in his hands and throat and knees. His shoulder ground with pain, he was down to his last arrow, and the only thing that had saved him was mortal dawn’s painting the sagebrushed hills with red.


A bloody dawn, indeed. Sailors take warning.


Crenn coughed, spat, and eyed the twisting, writhing almost-corpse splayed on the pavement.


The drow cursed at him, fragments of the Old Language fluttering blackwing-bird free of its mouth and struggling to flap into free air. They were too weak to do more than brush, though, and Crenn spat in return, a single golden dart spearing three of them at once with a sound like breaking sugarpane.


He’d shot this one with iron, right above the hip, and doubled back to find it in the middle of the road, scratching with maggot-white, waxen, broken fingertips, probably searching for a door or even a bit of free earth it could use to go to ground and escape. Crenn crouched, his hand sinking into the drow’s hair, and he wrenched the thing’s head back, exposing a wedge of pale throat.


No violet dapples of lightshield chantment on this one. Sunlight would kill it handily, but it paid to be thorough.


It hissed at him, baring sharp serrated teeth, and he glanced in either direction. No traffic on this desolate stretch of highway just now. His shoulder gave another twinge, and two drops of bright red blood hit the pavement. The drow writhed even more furiously, scenting nourishment so close.


Leading them away from both mortals and their other prey had required all the ingenuity and cunning the swamps of Marrowdowne had taught him, and more. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d bled, or the last time he’d actually sweated. Not much could wring the salt out of a Half, but by God, misdirecting an entire Unseelie raid came close.


She’d escaped, though. The dog had carried her, and Robin Ragged had escaped.


Crenn dragged the knife across the drow’s throat, his lip curling as an arterial gush of bluish ichor splattered on concrete.


I will cut your heart out, she’d told him, in that broken whisper it hurt to hear.


“Too late,” he said to the rapidly decaying mess of drow corpse in the road. He yanked the arrow free, examined its head and fletching. No major warping, he could account for the slight curve if he had call to shoot later. Good enough, and his quiver would replenish itself by nightfall.


Was this how Gallow had felt, so long ago, after the mortal policemen had descended on shantytown and set fire to whatever they could? Had he felt the sick thump in his stomach as he contemplated what damage might have been done to a woman, especially one he might have felt… something… for?


For a moment Crenn’s face twinged, as if his scars had returned. It was a new thing, to wonder if perhaps that might be best. If Robin looked at him now, she’d assume that the scars vanishing were Summer’s payment for a betrayal. How could he explain that was only part of the truth? He shook his hair down over his face, a supple movement, as he turned. The moss among the strands had dried to verdigris crumbles, the tinge of Marrowdowne’s curtains of green stillness finding the dry mortal sun uncongenial at best. It was habit, to view the world through a screen, shielding the scars from prying gazes.


Besides, every assassin sometimes needed a mask.


His arms ached, and his legs too. His boots were caked with dust and drying ichors, his leathers shedding more of the same. The eastern horizon ripened, tongues of orange and lateral stripes of crimson intensifying, a flameflower about to bloom. No hint of moisture on the wind, and he had traveled far enough inland that he couldn’t smell the sea.


She escaped. Otherwise he would have heard the silvery huntwhistles thrilling up into ultrasonic, the cry of prey brought down.


He turned his back on the bubbling mess of Unseelie, and set off along the side of the highway. Funny, after so many years, he’d finally made it to the mortal California. Land of milk and honey, where a man could get a job—that had been the dream, long ago, riding the rails with Jeremiah. They might even have made it if the Hooverville shantytown they’d ended up in hadn’t been raided by the good citizens of a town uneasy at the thought of a collection of migrants on their doorstep.


The same old song. Move along. Nothing for your kind here. Even in Summer there were places a Half shouldn’t tread.


And a few the fullborn wouldn’t dare either. Like the fens’ green curtains and hungry depths. He’d looked for a hiding place, and found it, retreating from the goddamn mortal world and all its problems.


Now he was thinking daring that green hell hadn’t been as much of an act of bravery as he’d wanted it to be.


Crenn trudged back along the highway, mortal dawn rising over the low blue smears of distant mountains. Dust, sage, rock, and the ribbon of the road. As soon as he was far enough away from the drow’s death, he could slip through the Veil into the lands of the free sidhe and begin to track her. She wouldn’t be happy to see him, but sooner or later he’d prove himself useful. He’d spend the time he had to convincing her.


Because a girl who would face down Unwinter without a qualm, and spit in Summer’s eye to boot, deserved all the protection a man could scrape together, and more. Certainly she deserved a hell of a lot more than an arrogant former Armormaster and a Half who spent his time hiding in treetops.


A woman like that could make a man immortal, or so close it didn’t matter.


His breath came a little shorter and his palms dampened at the thought. The mortals at the carnival had dragged her from the sea, and she’d slept in one of their trailers. Standing over her in the dark, her black heels in his almost-trembling hands, Alastair had thought perhaps he could simply leave this entire fucked-up situation where he’d found it, go back to the swamps, and let Summer, Unwinter, and their playthings fight it out without him.


Then he thought of Robin Ragged spitting at the Seelie queen, and her determination as she flung herself into whatever lay in that white tower by the sea, the tower Crenn had brought her to.


What was a woman like that doing with Gallow, of all people? What could he have that she wanted? How did he do it? Even when Crenn had been unscarred, the other man drew them, those women. Sometimes beautiful, sometimes not, but always with that… spark. With something you couldn’t quite put your finger on, a female magic entirely different than chantment.


A burring sound in the distance—an engine. Crenn put his head down, old habits dying hard if at all, and wondered if you could still travel for miles with a stranger in those horseless carriages. The last time he’d been in the mortal realm for this long, twenty-five miles an hour was high speed. Now they were almost as fast as elfhorses, but far less elegant. Exhaust-stink chariots poisoning the mortal air. How long before the sidhe would choke to death when they bothered to come through the Veil at all?


For a long time, the sound stayed the same, a blurred buzz neither further nor closer. Then, as the sun mounted higher and pavement shimmered in the distance under waves of heat, it drew close all at once, a roar like a wyrm’s breath and hot wind buffeting the roadside.


A groan, a stuttering, and the great silver beast coasted to a stop not too far ahead, amber and red lights on its right side blinking.


Crenn lengthened his stride. The gigantic semi waited, rumbling idly, and a few minutes later, dust spumed, tires ground dry gravel, and Alastair Crenn had vanished into the cab.
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