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Hark, hark, the dogs all bark,


The beggars are coming to town,


Some in rags, and some in jags,


And one in a velvet gown.


—MOTHER GOOSE
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She waited, perched next to a stone gargoyle’s leering, watching the rubies of brakelights, the diamonds of headlights. Smelling exhaust and cold iron, a breath of damp from the river. A hint of crackling ozone—lightning about to strike. The faint good aroma of a soft spring rain approaching.


He did not keep her waiting long.


“Oh, my darling. What fine merriment we have had.” Goodfellow melded out of the darkness, his boyface alight with glee. “You are the best of children, delighting your sire’s heart so ful—”


The song hit him squarely, fueled by Robin’s calm, controlled breathing, and knocked the Fatherless to the ground. She was on her feet in an instant, the stolen crowbar burning in her palms as she lifted, brought it down with a convulsive crunch. Iron smoked on sidhe flesh, and by the time she ran out of breath and the song died, thick blue blood spattered the rooftop, smoking and sizzling.


“You,” she hissed between her teeth. “You killed her. You pixie-led her car. You killed Sean. You did it.”


Amazingly, Puck Goodfellow began to laugh. “Aye!” he shouted, spitting broken teeth. They gleamed, sharp ivory, chiming against the roof. “Robin, Robin Ragged, I will kill all those close to thy heart, I will have thy voice!” He slashed upward with his venomtip dagger, but Robin was ready and skipped aside.


Not today. She didn’t say it. She’d finished her inhale, and the song burst out again, given free rein.


Smoke, blood, iron, the crowbar stamping time as the razor-edged music descended on the Fatherless. Some whispered that he was the oldest of the sidhe, some said he remembered what had caused the Sundering. Others sometimes hinted he was the cause of the division in the Children of Danu, the Little Folk, the Blessed.


When the song faded, Robin dropped the crowbar. It clattered on the roof.


The thing lying before her was no longer sidhe. Full-Twisted and misshapen it writhed; its piping little cries struck the ear foully.


She bent, swiftly, and her quick fingers had the pipes and the dagger, Puck Goodfellow’s treasures. The Twisted thing with its hornlike turtle-shell swiped at her with a clawed, malformed hand, and its voice was now a growl, warning.


Her breath came high and hard, her ribs flickering. The dagger went into her pocket, its sheath of supple leaf-stamped leather blackened and too finely grained to be animal hide. The pipes—she almost shuddered with revulsion as she poked a finger in each one, and near the bottom, where they were thicker, she touched glass thrice.


Three glass ampoules, like the ones she had bargained MacDonnell’s kin into making. Decoys within decoys, but these held a sludge that moved grudgingly against its chantment-sealed container. A true cure. Like her, he had decided the only safe place to hide such a thing was in his own pocket.


The Twisted, back-broken thing that had been Puck Goodfellow struggled to rise. Morning would probably find it here, too malformed to speak or walk. It might starve to death, it might cripple out the rest of its existence like Parsifleur Pidge, though she had Twisted it far past that poor woodwight’s ill-luck. Robin looked down at it, tucking the pipes in her other pocket.


They were powerful, and there was no better time to learn their use.


“For Daisy,” she said quietly, “and for Sean.”


The thing writhed again, trying to rise, the thick shell of bone on its corkscrewed back scraping the roof. Robin turned away. Full night was falling, and she had only one thought now.


I must find a place to hide.
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All through that long day, the thing on the rooftop smoked, rocking back and forth belly-up on its bony shell. Its flaccid limbs flopped uselessly; cloudy spring sunshine striped it with steaming weals. It made tiny, unmusical sounds, lost in the noise of traffic below. Horns blared, engines gunned, the murmur of crowds enfolded it. The sun was cruel, for all it was weak, and the thing’s eyes were runnels of black tar pouring down its wasted cheeks. Once proud and capering, it was now a Twisted wreck, its wounds still seeping. She had been thorough, the avenging child.


As thorough as he would be, soon. But first, he had to survive the assault of the mortal sun; iron-poisoned and Twist-wounded as he was, it burned as if he were one of Unwinter’s dark-creeping legions. The heavy-misting rain was no balm, full of poisonous city fumes and the stinking effluvia of the metal the foolish salt-sweet mortals used to scar every piece of free soil they found.


Had it been summer, their sun might have finished the work the daughter had begun.


Below, the Savoigh Limited throbbed. Once its stone facade and plaster walls, ornate fixtures and heavy-framed mirrors had been new, then outdated, then seedy, and now refurbished. The winds of urban gentrification blew erratic but inexorable, and the Savoigh, with its uniformed doormen and its high-rent offices, its tiny cold-water studios for the bohemians and its ancient, growling boiler in the basement, had become that most terrible of structures: a fashionable heap.


Rocking steadily, the rhythm of the thing’s shell quickened as it threatened to topple. Its piping sounds became more intense, tiny, malformed cries of effort. They soaked through the rooftop’s rough surface, burrowing down.


Afterward, if the residents of the Savoigh Limited remembered that chill spring day at all, they remembered an endless string of bad luck. Printers jamming, coffeemakers sputtering, milk and creamer clotted and sour even before their sell-by dates. A scented candle shattered on the fifth floor, spilling hot wax across important paperwork and almost catching the drapes on fire. Plaster sagged. Stray cats wandered in, yowling, and didn’t leave until the aroma of their urine soaked the entire building. The boiler sputtered and creaked, moaning, its displeasure felt through wooden floors. Fingers jammed in doors and drawers, toasters overheating, electrical outlets sparking when the cords were jiggled, four fender-benders out front, and the doormen decrying the paucity of tips. Toes catching on carpets, stairs missed and neckbreaking tumbles barely averted, papers scattered and microwaves either not heating anything or scorch-burning it to the container, two mini fridges inexplicably ceasing to work, and more.


All through this, the rocking continued, the creature gaining inches across the roof. Lunchtime came and went, and it became obvious what the thing was aiming for—a pool of shadow in the lee of an HVAC hood, ink-shadow lengthening as the sun tipped past its zenith.


The ill-luck below crested, and one or two of the artists in the studios—their windows facing blank brick walls, their floors humped and buckled as the building settled into gracious decay—saw tiny darts of light in their peripheral vision, gone as soon as they turned their heads. One thought he was having hallucinations and began to furiously paint the two canvases that would make him world-famous before he slid into a hole of madness and alcohol. The other, her recording equipment suddenly functioning, began to play cascades of melody on her electric piano, and for the rest of her life never played from sheet music again. Her compositions were said to cause visions, and she retreated from the world years later to a drafty farmhouse in Maine.


Rocking again. Tipping on the horn-thick edge of the bony shell, sliding into blessed coolness for a moment as the shade swallowed it, back the other way, teetering on the opposite edge, a sharp whistling cry as it pitched back into the shadow, hesitated on the brink…


… and toppled over, landing with a flat chiming sound, out of the killing daylight.


Stillness. Below, paint splashed, music floated down an empty hall, printers suddenly rebooted, the two mini fridges just as inexplicably started working again. A hush descended on the Savoigh Limited, and as the sun-scarred creature huddled under its shell in its dark almost-hole, a rumble of thunder sounded in the distance.


The spring storms were on their way.
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Robin Ragged’s throat burned. So did her eyes, every tear she had dammed behind a blank expression threatening to spill free in a bitter flood. There was a joy in solitude, certainly—no bright avid gazes, no crimson lips sneering or whispering hurtful gossip behind scented fans—but it meant she had no reason to keep her face a mask, or her heart a stone.


So she walked alongside the weed-flanked road, a slim, bare-shouldered woman in a blue dress, her black heels making crisp little sounds on cracked paving. Despite the tangled glory of her redgold curls, no gaze caught on her, no catcalls pierced her sphere of numbness. Of course, any mortal sensitive enough to see her would no doubt be wise enough to keep his foolish mouth shut, unless he was of the mad or feytouched.


If he was, she would have to find some means of making certain her presence wasn’t babbled about. The thought filled her with exhausted revulsion, even if she did have a knife now.


A leafbladed curve in a finely grained, age-blackened sheath hung from a stolen belt low on her hips, chantment-knotted leather attaching it securely, and every time her hand brushed the bone hilt, a queasy thrill sank through her. She was no knight or assassin; death did not delight her as it did some.


Oh, come now, Robin. There is a certain death that would delight you.


That was a useless, dangerous thought, so long practice swept it neatly under a mental carpet. Such a habit, born of long years at Court, was convenient enough.


Especially if you sought to hide a truth from yourself.


It would have been best to leave the city. No realm, sideways or mortal, would hide you forever if both Summer and Unwinter wanted to find you badly enough. The easiest entrances to Summer moved slowly, sometimes on one continent, sometimes another—but Unwinter could find a way through anywhere, its borders only ever a step away, its blood-freshened thresholds losing their vigor only slowly over centuries. Still… the mortal world was weary and gray, but it was also wide, and she could lead a merry chase before she was inevitably brought down. Was it worth it?


Worry about that later. There was one last debt to be paid before Robin could strike out into the mortal world and leave the sidhe to their plague. Now that Summer’s borders had been broken, the infection was very likely to spread.


It’s what she deserves.


Well, yes, but all the other sidhe, especially the lesser who sickened so quickly? Even the ones she’d never met, or the elfhorses, or…


Robin found herself, as the sun reached nooning and tried to pierce a veil of damp-misting cloud, in almost-familiar territory. Thin metal walls, squatting trailers and mobiles, weeds forcing up between cracks in the paving, broken-down fences and trashwood behind the huddled backs of every small squatting domicile. She blinked, pushing her hair back from her forehead, brought back to full, uncomfortable alertness.


She was not grief-mazed enough to wander into the trailer park that had recently held the Queen’s prized human pet, the scientist who had mixed the black boils of plague in his little glass bottles and whirling machineries under the benign glow of his computer. She could not step there again for many long mortal lifetimes, not if she wished to remain breathing. The Unseelie had gone a-hunting through that particular mortal space, though now she knew Jacob Henzler’s death hadn’t been of their making.


No, they had only ridden in the Goodfellow’s wake, and though she had struck Puck down in vengeance, she had not added Henzler’s name to the list of those she was avenging. Perhaps she should have.


Too late. Look about you now, and plan.


This was another sad little collection of tin cans masquerading as homes clinging to a neglected slice of the city, but there was a certain comfort to be found in its familiarity. Faded paint and rusting walls, the cars up on concrete blocks threaded through with tall weeds, the ramshackle fences and sun-bleached children’s toys scattered and overgrown, the trampolines—three of them in this park alone—sitting proudly, like the status symbols they were.


There were nice parks, she supposed, with mortals who chose to live in such structures and cared for them. Once, her mother had even received a catalog—BRAND-NEW HOMES! EASY LIVING! Smiling faces, a family grouped around a grill on a patio, all airbrushed until they looked almost like sidhe. Bright smiles, clear skin, but without the sharp, glossy sheen of the sideways realms. Instead, theirs was a purely mortal beauty, interchangeable and brief. Young Robin, not knowing anything about the sideways realms, had thought that the only kind of loveliness once, and a good one, too. Something to be yearned for.


She and her sister had played the game so often. When I have my own trailer I’m gonna… Choosing features, deciding about drapes and carpets, the height of luxury a big television and a man whose job kept him gone most of the time. And all the magazines, Daisy would whisper. I’ll cut out them pitchers and make them murals, Rob. You see if I don’t.


Stone and Throne, but Daisy had loved her magazines. She could escape into anything sent monthly—Robin would steal them from the drugstore or the supermarket, neighbors’ houses or doctors’ offices, her technique practiced and sure. It didn’t matter what they were about—racing, hunting and fishing, fashion, cooking, anything—Daisy perused them all with the same grave attention, a small line between her childish eyebrows and her redgold hair, paler than Robin’s own, falling forward in sleek curls.


Not knowing what had killed her baby sister was bad enough, but to find out she had been pixie-led into a car accident by Puck himself, and then the biggest lie of all… or was it truth?


Dearest Robin, who did you think you were named for?


Robin almost staggered. Noon, and she had not yet found a hole to hide in. She needed rest, and milk if she could find it. Half-n-half, sun-yellow butter, even the falsity of flavored, sugar-drenched creamer would do. Anything.


At the end of the street, a brown-and-white trailer slumped. Instinct drew Robin toward it, but before she went any further she turned thrice widdershins, against the direction of the sun. She also touched the matted lock of hair tied carefully with blue silken ribbon on the left side of her head, under the longer sweep of her curls. Next to it, the bone comb nestled, and two long pins, well secured. She needed none of them at the moment, but the elflock was reassuring. You could always tell a Half—or really, any mortal with a tinge of sidhe blood—by the little things. A seam left unraveling, a habit of turning in a complete circle, a single item of clothing worn inside out. Such things had been known to fox pursuit ever since mortals appeared.


Nowadays, simple unbelief sometimes worked, but that was a luxury the Ragged did not have. Long ago, she might have been able to knock at a door and beg a cup of milk and leave a small chantment of spite were she refused, or gratitude if not. It might have even been the best kind, warm from an udder grass-fed and sun-sweetened, not pale and processed. It was more difficult to steal fresh cream these days, with cold iron fencing miserable cows in lots full of refuse and excrement.


Her chosen trailer was old but neat and trim, the postage stamp of a yard edged. Three newspapers sat soggy on the trailer’s porch, and the top one looked fresh. She could have checked the dates, but why bother? She had only the foggiest remembrance of how the mortals counted time anymore. There was Summer’s half of the year, and Unwinter’s. More did not concern a sidhe, especially at Court. The mortal world changed, fickle as the sidhe themselves, and the mortals dragged cold iron from the earth’s halls to poison every living bit of green. Sooner or later, though, their machines would fail, their cities would crumble, field and forest would return.


Or so some of the sidhe said, affecting at prophecy.


Robin climbed the rickety porch steps, ignoring the stuffed-full mailbox. No screen, the porch light still burning, and the trashcan, empty, sat at the end of the gently hillocked gravel driveway. The door was locked, of course, but almost any mortal lock was glad to help a sidhe along. This one was a little happier than most, and she nipped quickly through.


It was close and fusty inside, and Robin halted as a cat hissed from atop a humpbacked couch in a darkened living room. It was a sleek beast, a black pelt with white collar and cuffs, its wide green eyes lambent in the shuttered gloom. The kitchen was poor but clean, she saw with a glance, and while the place smelled close, it did not reek of dank neglect. Any sidhe seeking shelter here would find it agreeable. In the old days, a slatternly kitchen would be left stuffed full of ill-luck and maddened pixies.


The cat, catching a breath of sidhe, hopped off her perch and trotted to make acquaintance, forgetting her initial shock. Half sideways themselves, felines were always a good omen, even if they did sometimes hunt scatterbrained pixies and small liggots. Robin bent to scratch behind the ears, smooth the fur along the spine, and whisper a thread of chantment. No mortal in the house that she could hear, and she could be gone in a moment should one arrive. The little catkin here would serve as a handsome sentinel.


Properly introduced, the cat stropped her ankles as she cautiously tried the kitchen. A plastic container of dry cat food, cunningly designed so that it would measure out more as the cat ate, and a burbling fountain full of clear water set on the floor for the cat’s delectation, its tank only half full. She could smell a litter box, but not very strongly. There was half a carton of milk in the fridge, and it had not spoiled. Robin drank it all, her throat moving with long, hasty swallows, strangely naked without her locket. Gallow had kept that…


She had not wanted to think of him.


Fortunately, she was tired enough there was little sting to the memory, even fresh and new as it was. The former Armormaster had seemed almost willing to let her stay, draw trouble and yet more violence to him—if﻿, that is, she could be as blithe and bonny as her dead sister.


Daisy.


Jeremiah Gallow’s wife.


The trailer’s narrow hall held no pictures. She pushed the bedroom door open slowly and found a monk’s narrow bed, a closet full of blue overalls with EDDIE neatly embroidered on the left pocket flap, three pairs of workboots ranged below. Cold iron and engine grease, and the smell of a dark-haired male; Robin sniffed a little more deeply. Nobody had slept here for a few days. Perhaps he would be gone tonight, too.


Eddie’s dressertop held a jewelry box that played a tinkling tune when opened and a white card stitched with silver tinsel. A wedding invitation. Perhaps he was a-visiting. When he returned, hopefully he would find good fortune awaiting him, and not a smoking ruin reeking of Unwinter.


Robin Ragged fell onto a stranger’s bed and did not dream.
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The storm, stalking the city all through morning and half the afternoon, finally leapt on its quarry with a gush of warm spring rain and a rattle of heavenly artillery. Fat, heavy droplets drummed across the rooftops and washed away frost-rimes from the last hard chill as the wind veered and became sweeter. The Gates of Seelie were open, and lion-maned spring roared forth. Surprised mortals scurried through the downpour, newspapers and grocery bags became soaked, drips started through some ceilings, street drains still blocked from last year’s fallen leaves, pine needles, or mortal refuse gurgled and foamed.


Atop the Savoigh, water beaded on the thing’s hard, hornlike shell, each drop softening its semi-translucent barrier. The metal hood shielded it from stinging wind, and lightning flashed along whorls and rings decorating its hunched, unlovely carapace. Faint shadows played underneath, something inside twisting and turning, angles pulsing and shimmers of green-yellow.


Thinning, like a snail’s curled home soaked in honey or a tortoise’s in simmering oils, the hard surface slowly collapsing. It settled, a sheet of hardened leather now instead of a shell, over a small, curled form. Knees drawn up, its vague approximation of a head far too large for the rest of it, spines along its back flexing but unable to pierce through.


Little spatters of foxfire began, flickering around the collapsed shell. It pulsed, a low punky glow, and the pixies solidified as they always did where the Veil was thinning, clotted, or disturbed. Each one a dot of chiming light, their excited wing-clatters lost in the thunder—blue, red, gold, green, each burst of color passing through a pixie’s neighbors and giving way to the next, a semaphore of feverish joy. The braver ones swooped down to almost touch the pulsating shape, and each time one did it flushed yellowgreen and darted away, buzzing a little high-pitched squeal. Excitement or trepidation, who could tell? They were probably indistinguishable to the little naked, glowing forms with their gossamer wings.


Lightning again, bleaching the rooftop. In the moment afterward, the tough, thick, elastic covering showed an odd protuberance, almost as if a small fist had struck it from inside.


The pixies flittered, fluttered, but now they observed from a safe distance. Scatterbrained and hummingbird as they were, they knew enough to stay out of reach. Some forgot but were pulled back by the agitated chiming of their brethren.


The spines along its unseen back flexed, not quite piercing the tough almost-leather, membranous as a turtle’s egg. The thing, bigger now, rolled across the top of the roof, fists and feet flailing. The rain thinned its covering even more. The pixies, dodging raindrops and turning white each time lightning flashed, followed. The Veil thinned afresh, reverberating with whatever event was rising to the surface of now.


A snap. A crunch. A shower of wet saltsmell, spines now piercing the thinned membrane. The thing, on all fours, shook and twisted, the toothy projections from its back scraping and rending. Clear fluid bubbled free, the drumming rain mixing opalescent, steaming slugsheen onto the roof. The Savoigh Limited’s ragged, carved gargoyles couldn’t bear to watch; they gazed at the river-streets below instead.


Thunder boomed. The thing tore free of the membrane and tumbled free, wet and naked on a gush of smoking birthfluid that stain-scorched the roof’s grit-crunching top. Rain spattered, each drop striking twice from the violence of impact. Extra-jointed hands flailing, a scream tearing from a wet O of a mouth, yellowgreen irises flashing before the black of the pupils swallowed them whole, the creature steamed. It was clawed both hand and foot; the membrane that had held it dissolved under steady pounding water.


They called him Eldest, and Fatherless. It pleased him to allow it, sometimes, and surely no other sidhe could do this.


The pixies fluttered nearer, nearer, then scattered as its hands and feet shot out again, grasping as if to tear. The newborn thing howled, and the pixies burned yellowgreen to match its eyes before settling on a throbbing, stinging crimson cloud. More and more of them came, flocking to the disturbance in the Veil, climbing out of small holes between the real and the more-than-real.


It collapsed and lay under stinging water-needles. For now, it was content simply to cough the fluid out of its lungs, vomiting jets of rubbery acid foam that etched complex patterns into the mortal roof.


Its belly was hunger-distended, though. Soon, it would need to eat. The pixies were too quick for it to catch in its weakened state.


It didn’t matter. Once the rain stopped, prey would creep out to see what the rain had washed up or exposed. Mortals would be best, certainly, but they were large and it was small, no matter that its teeth were sharp.


But… rats. Pigeons. Even in this concrete hell, the mortals kept pets. Cats. Dogs.


A veritable buffet. Its teeth champed, thinking about it. It caught a mouthful of the exhaust-tinged rain, not satisfying in any way, but its warmth helped. An aperitif, you could say.


The reborn thing dozed, curled around its hunger, waiting for the rain to pass.
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Dusk turned to dark well before true nightfall as the storm’s wing passed over a small trailer park on Guayahoya Avenue. The sun, as it sank, peered underneath the clouds, turning the west to a furnace of gold and blood. The last streakflashes of crimson and yellow faded to indigo dusk. Quiet fell, broken only by cars grinding to a halt and quick bursts of supper-scent puffing out before trailer doors slammed. Evening thickened, swirling under trees whose wet branches now had hard little green nubs, spring overflowing forth all at once.


A soft breeze rattled droplets from bough and bush. Night tiptoed over the city, thief instead of grande dame.


A feline hiss brought Robin into wakefulness with a terrified jolt, a taste of bitter almonds on her tongue and every nerve taut-prickling. The cat, her formal black and white disarranged by the puffing of her fur, hissed again, and Robin was off the bed in a flash, instinct driving her toward the closet before she halted, her skirt swinging.


No. Be canny, Ragged.


They were not close, not yet. She shut her eyes, listening, taut as a bard’s lutestring, the mortal house a very thin shield indeed.


There. A silver buzz against the nerves, a faraway ultrasonic thrilling most mortals wouldn’t hear. They would feel it, though—a cold brush up their backs, a sudden uneasiness.


Huntwhistles. Unwinter’s knights rode tonight, perhaps even Unwinter himself. She was no longer stumbling-weary; milk and rest had soothed her aches. She had two pins, the bone comb, her wits, and the music below her thoughts—the massive noise that could kill if she let it loose for long enough. Not to mention the knife at her belt and the pipes tucked in her secret skirt pocket—a collection of age-blackened and use-lacquered reeds, lashed together with tendons too fine to be animal.


Puck’s treasures, now hers.


But it was night, and only spring instead of the full season of glory. Even though Summer had opened the Gates, Unwinter could still ride dusk to dawn if he chose. Slipping into Summer to rest might have been an attractive option, save for the thought of some sidhe remarking on her and carrying tales to the Queen. Robin did not wish to face her again so soon, either.


Did Summer know who had invited the lord of the Hunt into her lands? Could she guess? Goodfellow perhaps had not told her, but Robin could not trust as much. Then there was Sean.


All the stars of Summer’s dusk ground into shattered amber dust, the child she had cared for gone into whatever awaited mortals after death.


No, when she saw Summer again, Robin wished to be thoroughly prepared.


First, though, she had to survive the night. The silver hunt-whistles were far away, but the cat began to growl low in her chest, an amazingly deep noise from such a small animal.


Robin kept breathing. Four in, four out, you could not sing if you could not breathe, and though her hand wrapped itself about the cold hilt of the loathsome dagger, the song was still her best weapon.


A scratching. Much closer than the huntwhistles. The knights were coursing abroad, probably hoping to find any prey at all, a net she might be able to elude. It was the silent hunters she would have to worry about.


More scritch-scratching, and a desire to laugh rose in Robin’s throat, killed a-borning by the discipline of breath. The music under her thoughts took on a sonorous dissonance. Who is that nibbling at my house?


Only the wind, she replied silently, the child of heaven. Mortals never realized how much truth was in the old tales. Sometimes they slipped through into the sideways realms—mostly children, but also adults who had not lost the habit of seeing. Usually a swift death awaited them, or a return to the mortal world full of slow, lingering illness, not realizing what they pined for. A few survived somewhat unscathed, and their stories passed into myth and child’s tale, warning and dream.


Her gaze traveled across the bedroom, to the neat dresser and the invitation-card with its tinsel. She ghosted across cheap carpet, still listening to the scratches. Mortals did not bury iron under their doorsteps anymore, or nail up horseshoes to bar ill-wishing. There was salt in the kitchen; she could have poured thin lines over every windowsill and doorstep, but that would simply tell any passerby that someone wished to guard something of value.


Sidhe were a curious, curious folk. Always peering and poking, prying and noticing.


Soft padding footsteps. More scratching. How many of them? Why had they not broken in already to lay waste to flesh and trailer alike? She was an ill guest indeed, bringing destruction to such a neat, humble home.


The wedding invitation was heavy paper, and inside, written with purple ink under the printed date and time, was a round childish hand: Uncle Eddie, you’d better be there to give me away! Love, Kara. The moonglow tinsel on the card unraveled under Robin’s quick fingers, whispered chantment dropping from her lips. The Old Language slipped and slithered between the strands, the pins and needles of Realmaking spreading into her palms.


Realmaking was precious, but it required something to begin with. She could not simply spin chantment out of empty air; that was a fullblood’s trick. When given something, though, she could make something else, something that wouldn’t fade into leaf and twig come daybreak. It was strange that a tinge of perishable mortal in one’s blood was necessary for Realmaking. They were rare, those architects of the fully real, and no fullblood, highborn or low, had ever been among their number.


A flick of the wrist, another, silver glitters attaching to her fingertips. A full complement of ten, and a swift lance of pain through her temples as a jolting impact crashed into the side of the trailer, rocking it on its foundations.


What in Stone’s name is that? She skipped down the hall, past the tiny scrubbed-clean bathroom with its strangely unsmelly litter box. Her shoes lightened, their chantments waking, too, as she called upon speed and lightfoot, and by the time the living room window shattered she was in the kitchen, her fingernails throwing hard, sharp darts of hungry moonlight as she tweezed open the cabinet near the oven. A blue canister of salt was tucked behind other spices. Her hand darted in and the small bottles and cans holding pepper, garlic, onion salt, oregano, thyme, all swept out in a jumbled mass, falling like rain, shattering and spilling their fragrant cargo. She whirled, and it was not as bad as it could have been.


Not barrow-wights, with their subtly wrong, noseless faces and their strangler’s fingers dripping with gold leached of its daylight luster. Not fullborn knights, either, or Unwinter’s narrow-nosed, leaping dogs with their needle-teeth. Instead, it was two lean, graceful drow and a woodwight, accompanied by a looming silver-necklaced shadow that chilled her clear through until she realized it was a stonetroll on a moonfire leash, making a low, unhappy grumbling sound as one of the drow poked it with a silvertipped stick.


None of them were familiar from song or rumor, or known to her. They piled pell-mell into the mortal living room, one of the raven-haired drow leaping atop the couch and hissing, his handsome face distorted as the teeth elongated, rows of serrated pearls. The woodwight swelled, his lean brown frame crackle-heaving between treeshape and biped, living green sprouting from his long, knobbed fingers. Serrated leaves, a dark trunk—an elm, a bad-tempered tree indeed.


The troll heaved forward again, widening the hole in the side of the trailer. Glass shattered, cheap metal buckled and bent, and Robin flicked her right pinkie fingernail with the pad of her thumb.


A silver dart crackled into being, splashing against the woodwight and scoring deep. Golden, resinous sapblood sprayed, and the wight’s knothole mouth opened bellow-wide. A furious scream made of creaking, snapping, thick-groaning branches poured out.


The troll halted, its tiny close-set eyes blinking in confusion. It withdrew slightly, and the second raven-haired drow peered over its shoulder, poking at it afresh with the silvertip stick. Robin flicked her right middle and ring fingers, one dart catching in the woodwight’s branches and tangling, the other flying true and striking at the troll’s eyes. Index finger, another dart made a high keening noise as it streaked for the first drow, who batted it away with contemptuous ease. The spray of sapblood from the woodwight eased, and the thing hissed a malediction at her, a black-winged curse flapping, ungainly, through the close confines.


The troll howled, the noise and its stinking breath fluttering Robin’s skirt, cracking the screen on the ancient television, and batting the flying curse aside. It lashed out, horselike, with each limb in turn, the first its left hindleg, catching the second drow with a crack audible even through the uproar. The first drow leapt forward, shaking out something that glittered gold with flashes of ruby, and Robin’s skin chilled all over.


Is that what I think it is?


She flicked her thumbnail now, and a high piercing whistle burst between her lips. Ruddy orange flashed, the dart becoming a whip of flame, and it kissed the edge of the woodwight’s trunk.


Golden sapblood kindled, and a new layer of noise intruded. Robin ignored it, skipping aside with the canister of salt now in her right hand. A fine time to wish I had cold iron, she thought pointlessly, and dodged, for the gold-and-ruby glimmer in the first drow’s hands was a net, hair-fine metallic strands with red droplets at their junctures, supple-straining as it sensed its holder’s quarry. It retreated with a cheated hiss, and the drow snarled at her again.


So someone wished her taken alive. Unwinter had sworn to Puck Goodfellow that he would not hunt her, but drow were not of Summer unless they were half something else, whether mortal or another manner of sidhe, and in any case it did not matter.


The Ragged did not mean to let these suitors, or any other, press their attentions too closely upon her. The curse, flapping in the living room, vanished under a sheet of flame. Robin’s whistle ended, and she whooped in a fresh breath, bringing her left hand forward.


The sinister hand. These darts would be more brittle… but far more powerfully malefic.


The troll, fire-maddened and half-blinded, heaved. The entire trailer lifted, foundation to roof, buckling and breaking. The woodwight, screaming and completely alight by now, blundered into the couch, thrusting itself straight into the troll’s face as well. The poor creature—stonetrolls were not known for their intelligence—was hopelessly entangled with the side of the trailer, insulation and sharp metal ribboning around its hard hide. It heaved again, and the drow with the net slip-stumbled between carpet and linoleum, his dark, liquid eyes widening as footing became treacherous.


Robin jabbed her left hand forward and the drow dodged aside, crashing into a flimsy closet door—but she hadn’t released the darts, and now she flicked them all, fanwise and deadly, a baking draft scouring her from top to toe and her eyes slitted against the blast. Smoke billowed; it would make the air unbreathable after a few more moments. The back door was behind her; she fumbled with her left hand for the knob, her right hand sweeping in a semicircle, scattering salt in an arc that would not halt Unwinter’s minion.


But it would delay him, and salt could be fashioned into other things. There was the song, too, her loosening throat scorched with smoke-tang, and just as the drow with the net shook himself free of the ruins of the coat closet and the troll heaved again, the knob turned under her fingers and she half-fell backward, saving herself with a wrenching fishlike jump as the wet wooden steps outside splintered.


The troll heaved yet again, dragging his leash-holder with him, breaking through the remainder of the wall and, instead of backing away from the inferno, plunged forward, crashing entirely through the other side of the trailer. The noise was incredible, mortals would soon take notice, her heels clattered on a narrow strip of damp pavement. The mortal whose home they had just destroyed had a charcoal grill set here, all rust carefully scrubbed from its legs and black bowl. It went flying as Robin’s hip bumped it, clattering and striking gonglike as it rolled.


Did I strike him, please tell me I did—


The net-bearing drow bulleted out of the burning trailer. The wight’s scream and flapping curse had vanished into a snap and crackle of flame, a burst of hot air lifting smoke and sparks heavenward as the fire could now suck on the night air outside the shattered home, window-glass shivered into breaking. Robin kept backing up over the small concrete patio, light, shuffling skips, and the urge to cough tickled mercilessly at the back of her palate. She denied it, saw she had, indeed, managed to hit the net-bearer. Thick yellowgreenish ichor threaded with crimson stained his side, his face was a ruin of scratches and soot, his hair full of burning sparks, and one of his feet was tangled with a mass of glittering spikes, fading quickly as they burrowed through his boots, seeking the flesh underneath.


The song burst free of Robin’s throat, a low, throbbing orchestral noise. It smashed into the net-bearer head-on, and he flew backward into the fire, which took another deep breath, finding fresh fuel, and grunted a mass of sparks and blackening smoke skyward. A wet, heavy breeze full of spring-smell and the good greenness of more rain approaching whisked it into a curtain of burning.


Robin halted, her sides heaving. The stonetroll, truly maddened now, dragged the other drow away into the damp night, its grinding shrieks interspersed with the dark sidhe’s screams. It would not be calmed until it had exhausted itself.


She struggled to control her breathing, staring at the flames. The cat. Stone and Throne, the cat. Is she still inside?


Sirens in the distance. Some mortal had noticed this, and Robin did not wish to be here when they swarmed. Still, she darted along the back of the house, searching for any unburnt portion. I am sorry. I am so sorry. I did not mean for this to happen.


What else had she expected? She was a Half, mortal and sidhe in equal measure, a faithless sidhe bitch possibly sired by a monstrous ancient, the cause of more trouble and sorrow than any mortal could ever hope to be.


There was no sign of the cat, and Robin, smoke-tarnished, fled before anyone else arrived.
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Eddie Sharnahan returned that morning from his niece’s wedding to find his trailer gone, but that was all right because he had insurance and Juniper, her black-and-white fur reeking of smoke, was unharmed. He held her in the soft morning drizzle while he surveyed the smoking ruins, and none of the emergency personnel noticed that the cat’s frenzied rubbing against her master’s face lent a faint dusty glitter to him. They didn’t notice the malformed curse lingering in the wreckage, either, or when it blindly scented something familiar from the burning it had been trapped in and crawled toward Eddie, shivering and Twisted from the sap-fueled flames.


Sharnahan’s work buddy Clyde, a wide-set foreman with a seamed brown bullet head and a fine wide white mustache, let Eddie stay at his house while the insurance paperwork was processed. A week afterward, Eddie bought a lotto ticket at the Kwik-Ease during their morning coffee run. It turned out to be worth a cool ten million, which was a goddamn good bit of luck, he remarked to his buddy.


Clyde just grunted and asked if that meant he’d be quitting on the spot or would give him two weeks. Sharnahan did the latter, then retired after a beer-soaked party at Clyde’s.


Unfortunately, Eddie was dead within six months of a bone cancer spurred by a black flapping curse’s last fading breath. He left half the money to the animal shelter he’d gotten Juniper from, and Juniper and the remaining half to his niece, who had married rich, divorced richer, and finally moved to San Francisco with Juniper, who lived longer than any feline had a right to. The niece became the Crazy Cat Lady of Holt Hill and often was heard to remark that cats were lucky. They brought the good fairies.


Her beloved uncle had always told her so.
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Hunting Unseelie again. Midnight found Jeremiah Gallow crouched easily on the edge of a rooftop, surveying the terrain. Feels fucking familiar, doesn’t it?


The city wheeled below him, waves of traffic on concrete shores, tang of cold iron and the fog of exhaust, garbage in alleys and a faint note of burning on a chill spring wind. The breeze had lost winter’s bite—Summer’s Gates were open now, both her realm and the mortal world turned toward renewal—and its broad back carried other, darker scents. Rain blurred and softened the air, a tang of ozone from the afternoon’s lightning and a heavy, spicy expectancy.


The sidhe are out tonight. Close your windows, hide your cows, and above all else, bar your doorways with iron.


He closed his eyes, a lean man with a heavy dun coat, its side mended with needle-chantment and its leather patches scuffed and scarred, his dark hair cut military-short to hug his skull. Mortal gazes would slide right over him, maybe pausing briefly at the breadth of his shoulders or a flash of the light, the piercing green of his irises. On a jobsite he was close to invisible, just another construction worker, young enough not to have run to fat but old enough that a career other than backbreaking labor was a vanishing prospect. He showed up on time, traded dirty jokes, ate his lunch, had a beer or two or went home, everyone’s buddy and nobody’s friend.


There. Silver threads pierced the sound of traffic, stitching through the dark fabric of mortal night. The huntwhistles were far away and to the south—they had noticed the burning of his mortal trailer and knew he would not be weary or stupid enough to burrow himself near it. They hoped to find his trail near the ashes, now.


The Unseelie were no doubt hunting a woman tonight, too.


Robin Ragged would be using every trick she could beg, win, or steal to confuse her trail, but Jeremiah had the locket that had rested next to her skin and now throbbed against his own as he thought about its owner. Simple chantment would lead him to her—it had, in fact, brought him to this wreck of a building downtown, an Art Deco leftover with gargoyles watching the street, sandwiched between two high-rises. There was a lot of cold iron in its construction, and a curious slick patch on the roof that reeked of sidhe. If it was spoor, it was nothing he’d encountered in the sideways realms or the mortal world, and its presence here was troubling, to say the least. Given the way Gallow’s skin crawled when he approached it, a death had been meted out.


It hadn’t been hers, though. That was all he cared to ascertain, before his nape prickled uneasily. He had left that particular building hurriedly, following Robin’s trail, and it was good that he had.


Otherwise they might have caught him before he was ready, on another much more modern rooftop in the financial district.


Jeremiah unfolded, drawing himself up, and if he hadn’t been wearing the coat, any onlooker, mortal or otherwise, would have seen the marks on his arms begin to writhe. From the wrist up, running over muscle hardened from years of mortal labor and years before that as the Armormaster of Summer’s Court, ran ink-dark, thorny tendrils. Mortals would mistake them for tribal tattoos, cupping his shoulders with daggered fingers, sending branches down his chest and back. The knotwork, vaguely tribal or vaguely Celtic, shifted with his mood.


Those who remembered his tenure at Court would have heard the whispers. A dwarven-inked lance—they crossed him, though, and did not expect him to survive.


He lived, did the Armormaster, and Finnion’s clan is no more.


Jeremiah turned, his workboot soles gripping just enough, and the shadows gathering at the far end of the rooftop showed gleams of pale gold worn at throat, wrist, fingers. Pallid, noseless faces floated on the darkness, sharp, pointed chins and wide, generous cheekbones.


In certain lights, you might even call a barrow-wight attractive. Right before their sharp silver blades rent your flesh.


Three he could see, and behind them more tiny glimmers. His nostrils flared slightly, and he caught the crusted salt and wetwood scent of drow. The tinge of heavy, low-burning incense meant not just any of the Lightless, but the Red Clan.


The Unclean.


His arms ran with familiar pins and needles. The lance resolved into being, dappled moonlight along its edges, its haft suddenly solid against his palms. Its blade lengthened, the leafshape becoming a wicked almost-curve, thickening near the end. The haft lengthened, too, its tasseled end dripping moonfire—the more distance he could gain, the better. One-against-many on open ground, with a sharp drop to his back, wasn’t the worst situation.


Unless, of course, there were harpies to flank him. One problem at a time.


“Gallow,” one of the barrow-wights breathed, a rasp of scales against the cold weeping walls of a burrow.


Jeremiah inhaled, and the lance finished resolving, the blade shimmering with more moonfire before it flushed, its edge a wicked red gleam.


Cold iron, that most mortal of metals.


“As you see me, Unwinter filth.” A thin, unamused smile accompanied the words. He’d fallen back into the sidhe way of speaking, with its curious mix of insult and circumlocution. “Either give a name or withdraw.” Pure bravado—the cold weight at his chest, the medallion on its silver chain, was a reminder of just how badly they would want him dead.


Unwinter’s Horn, wrenched from the extra-jointed, mailed grasp of the lord of the Hunt himself, would earn its bearer a rich reward, presented along with Gallow’s head. You did not send drow and wights to simply capture; you sent them when you wished your prey to suffer before he choked his last.


Chasing Robin, or him? Both?


Who cared? All that mattered now was the killing. The ice of the Horn and the warmth of Robin’s locket faded against the certainty of combat.


It was a relief to finally have a clear-cut problem in front of him.


The lance’s blade whistled, a low, ominous, sweet noise, as one of the drow darted forward. The rasp of blades leaving sheaths—daggers, of course, the drow fought with little else, but the wights had silver sickle-blades, alive with pallid glow and wicked sharp all along their crescent edges. The horn hilts were shaped especially for their strangler’s hands, and if they had survived long enough to earn such blades, they were quick and brutal.


Perhaps even cunning.


The lance vibrated in his hands, communicating in its silent, hungry way. The battle unreeled inside his head, present and immediate future interlocking. Fairly straightforward, a tangle of action and reaction flexing and splitting as he took a single step to the side, the weapon lifted slightly, playing through the first move in the sequence that would end with the first barrow-wight sheared in half, greenish ichor splatting dully—but they spread out, evidently cautious, so he halted, the tangles taking on a cast he didn’t quite like.


Then attack.


Faraway thunder rumbled; Gallow moved. The cursed sidhe speed was still with him, the mortal rooftop a drum his soles whisked over light as a kitten’s tail brushing against a wall. The lance’s blade made a low, sweet sound as it clove chill night air, the drawn-out note dropping at the end as sharp iron tore sidhe flesh. An arc of green ichor, droplets hanging in the air as the lancehaft socked itself against the fulcrum of his hip, the remaining wights scattering and two of the drow leaping, an HVAC unit’s casing creak-buckling as their glove-shod feet pushed against it. Angles shifted, the tangle becoming a braided snarl, and he had enough time if he could just gain enough height. Muscles screaming as he leapt as well, mortal world rippling as the Veil snapped like pennons in a high breeze above Summer’s castle upon the green hills.


The haft scraped his palms; he’d largely lost the protective calluses. Construction wasn’t the same as combat; a cramp seized his left side with clawed fingers.


Just where Unwinter’s poisoned blade had struck him.


Gallow ignored it, the lance spinning as it shortened, the blade flushing red as he stabbed with a crunch through drow skull. The lance keened, a jolt of warmth up his arms as it sucked a death into its hungry core, and the splatter of sponge-rotted bone and blood and brain was still hanging in the air when he landed, spinning on the ball of his right foot.


The lance flicked once, twice, lizard-tongue darts. Four drow left, three wights, the terrain was open enough that he could dance. They sought to ring him, the wights hissing and the drow thrumming in their peculiar subvocal almost-language. Their caverns, under forest or mountain, were always full of that grumble, as well as the soft, slippery phosphorescence of their excrescences, clinging in barb-arrowed trails very much like the markings on his own body.


Every sidhe art had its pattern.


A short rush forward, the lance singing to itself, warmed and loosened. A drow folding down as the blade punched through its middle, twisting with a savage jerk and bursting free with hungry serrated teeth. To rip and gouge, to whistle and slice, a sleepy warmth replacing its hunger as it gulped another death into its core. He was no more than a bow upon an instrument’s strings, drawing back and forth to sing a cacophony of shattered bone and split flesh, sidhe blood and ichor spattering in unholy flowers. One of the wights had the presence of mind to spit a blackwing curse or two, but Jeremiah skipped aside, past caring about cramps or muscle-tearing, adrenaline-sparks tearing through his bloodstream. Turning, the lance bending impossibly as he leaned back, avoiding the solid silver arc of a bone-hilted blade, too close too goddamn close, his knee flashing up to sink into the juncture of the wight’s legs.
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