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1

Welcome to New London


Lia





Lady Ophelia hated New London. The great chimneys belched multi-colored smoke into a sky the color of tobacco spit. Rust-stained buildings blurred past the windows of the speeding auto in a dirty smear, and the constant stink of rot and refuse scratched the back of her throat with every breath. 

After spending the last twelve years living inside a sentient oak tree, New London felt like a dead alien planet. Instead of moss carpets, wildflowers, and spreading branches, a stone knife of pavement severed the earth from the sky, choking out anything that dared grow in this wasteland.

Lia hated New London, and the Guild District was the worst.

How could such beautiful, useful works of art and artifice come from such an austere place?

She pressed a handkerchief over her nose and glared at the offending buildings as she and Tony motored down the avenue in Gwen’s auto. “How does anyone breathe here?”

“Badly,” Tony said and stomped on the gas.

The engine growled, and the auto lunged forward, racing down the tightly packed street too fast for such poor visibility. Tony’s worry for Gwen was making him reckless. Lia was worried, too. The gnawing fear hadn’t left her even after they knew Gwen would survive the bullet wound. But Lia wasn’t driving thousands of pounds of speeding metal.

Tony was, and he needed a distraction.

“Will Delilah know what the symbol means?” Lia asked above the clamor of the engine. Her gaze strayed toward his pocket, where the torn piece of embroidered jacket waited to be examined.

Tony replied through his teeth while whipping the auto around a blind corner. “If she doesn’t, there’s no one else to ask. We’ll have no clue who the bastard was working for or why he shot Gwen.”

“Are you certain he was working for someone? Isn’t it just as likely he held a grudge? Gwen has been rather busy over the past few years.”

Tony’s cheek twitched beneath his right eye, and the engine roared louder, as if picking up on its driver’s mood. He didn’t like the reminder that Gwen had made several enemies. “The bastard tried to kill her before a very public trial, knowing Aris would come for him. No one would do something so stupid over a personal grudge, not without insurance of some kind.” He swerved around a discarded box and jerked the auto back into the center of the narrow lane. “No, the two are related, and if I am going to protect this city and your damned sister, I need to know how.”

Speeding and swearing. The man was more on edge than she’d seen him since they’d gotten the news Gwen had been shot. He whipped around a tight corner, rolling the auto hard onto its outside wheels. Lia clung to the seat as the force of the turn pulled her toward Tony, only for her stomach to drop as he stomped on the brake. 

A line of artificers and apprentices blocked the road as they wrestled a massive sheet of brass from a delivery wagon. Tony shoved the shifter down a gear, making the auto rumble unhappily as it lurched to a stop. 

Lia pushed her hair out of her eyes. Apron-clad apprentices wrestled the enormous piece of metal across the road, swearing and cursing, under the watchful eye of the master artificer.

“Watch your pace!” the dwarven man growled around his cigar. “You damage that stock, and I’ll take it out of yer wages!”

If the apprentices hadn’t already been sweating, that threat would have done it. Their shoulders hunched up around their ears as they maneuvered the sheet across the road. Lia took advantage of the distracting opportunity to study her employer.

Tony Hardwicke, former Inspector of Scotland Yard and current owner of Supernatural and Paranormal Investigations, frowned at the delay. The muscles in his broad shoulders looked tense enough to snap, and his knuckles were white on the steering wheel.

Silent evidence of sleepless nights was written in the shadows beneath his brown eyes and the deep frown lines around his mouth. Lia hadn’t slept much, either, and was equally worried, but her expression was serene. Hiding her emotions had become second nature, a requirement of surviving the Faerie Court. If no one knew what she was thinking or feeling, they could not use that knowledge against her.

Of course, Tony was too honest for such a disguise. Outside of questioning suspects, he had likely never needed one, so his emotions boiled around him like a thundercloud. Perhaps it was time for a bit of teasing. If he was busy being dismayed by her lack of morals, he wasn’t thinking about Gwen and…well, everything else they had to worry about.

Lia flicked her fingers suggestively. Green sparks sputtered from her fingertips. “I could hurry them along if you like. The steel toes in their boots should conduct heat quite nicely.”

Tony’s scandalized expression was delightful.

He narrowed his eyes and said in a warning tone, “Lady St. James…”

Lia squashed the temptation to smile, keeping her expression cool as the last apprentice hefted the brass sheet through the loading doors. If her outrageous suggestions distracted him from worrying over Gwen, she was content to let him question her character. Gwen needed him to be a functional investigator, not a distracted former lover. Her sister could not afford liabilities, not with potential assassins still lurking in the city.

Not with the threat of faerie invasion hanging over their heads like a guillotine.

They couldn’t keep Gwen or this rotten-damned city safe without Tony. So she let the sparks fizzle and shrugged. “As you say, guv.”

Tony cleared his throat in something that sounded suspiciously like a laugh, shifted the auto into gear, and accelerated at a reasonable rate. Lia turned her face away to hide a smile.

Iron Rose Industries sat at the corner of the next cross street, distinguished only by the rose and anvil sign hanging above the door.

As Tony parked, Lia took a few calming breaths. She was not precisely scared of Delilah Irons, but the dwarven woman had no regard for station or the polite niceties of social interaction, rules which had kept Lia alive for years in the Sunset Lands.

Because they could not lie, faeries were exacting in social etiquette, turning every action and conversation into a political chess match. But Delilah did not play games. She was more likely to swipe the pieces from the board than decide whether to sacrifice a pawn.

Dealing with Delilah forced Lia to dig up parts of herself long buried, parts she did not want to think about, let alone bring back from the dead. Unfortunately, she had little choice in the matter. And she refused to be a coward. Lia squared her shoulders as Tony opened the door for her.

Smoke, sulfur, grease, and chemicals made the air nearly impossible to breathe. Half a dozen apprentices worked forges, hammered metal, and stood over tables covered in instruments Lia would not have been able to name at the threat of her life.

Delilah marched toward them like a bulldog ready for a fight. She was average height for a dwarf, somewhere near five feet, but carried herself as if she were twice that size. Her tanned skin was flushed from the forge, making her round cheeks red and smudged with soot.

A pair of brass goggles engraved with runic sentences sat nestled in the dark curls above her forehead. Pale scars criss-crossed her forearms, and one broad, capable hand rested on the handle of the hammer in her tool belt. She should not have been so intimidating, but apprentices scurried out of her way.

Delilah didn’t seem to notice. She gave them a once over with dark, inscrutable eyes, then waved them toward the back room. “Come on.”

As soon as Delilah turned, Lia held the cloth to her nose and edged between work benches, stepping over slags of glowing metal left ignored on the floor. Why were pleasant scents so hard to find in this town, but every godawful smell rose to choke one?

The back room was blessedly free of sulfur and smoke. Rows of tables and mannequins lined every wall but one. Gouges and pockmarks scored that wall, and the only spot not sooty with burns was a vaguely humanoid shape.

Delilah turned to face them, hands on her hips. “Alright, Tony, tell me about this embroidery that’s so important.”

Tony dug in his pocket. “It was on Bowler Hat’s lapel. You know, Lord Rutledge’s driver, the one who blew himself up. We thought he died in the subsequent fire, but Aris claims he was the one who shot Gwen.”

“And what happened to this Bowler Hat?”

The corner of Tony’s lips turned down as if the words didn’t sit well in his mouth. “Aris tore him to pieces.”

“Good. Any chance you can investigate the body?”

“From what I understand…there wasn’t much left.”

“Shame.”

Lia understood the discomfort in Tony’s voice. Aris had always frightened her, even when she held his loyalty—and his life—in her hands. Sending him to mortal lands to protect her sister had been an act of desperation, and one she secured with a geis that would have killed him if he hurt Gwen.

But Delilah behaved as if tearing a man’s head off was the least Aris could have done. The woman was as pragmatic as Lia pretended to be.

Delilah made a flapping motion with one hand and said, “Show me the embroidery.”

Tony handed over the scrap of cloth, and Delilah flattened it on one of the low tables, leaning over to examine it. Lia gave the two of them plenty of space as she could not tell a rune from any other shape.

After staring at the embroidery for a few moments, Delilah grunted and left.

The door slammed. Lia flinched. “That was rather abrupt.”

“Trust the process,” Tony said. “She’s as good as they come.”

“I can see she’s very skilled, but her manner leaves a bit to be desired.”

“She’s as good as they come,” he repeated. “Not only in her artifice but as a person. You’ll see with time.”

If she doesn’t kill me before that, Lia thought. 

With Delilah gone, Lia wandered the room and peered at the gadgets. Some appeared to be no more than bracelets or watches, but others were much harder to distinguish. The mannequins wore long, elegant coats, dresses, and even the ugly overalls Lia had been forced to wear during the battle at Trafalgar Square.

That night, she lit a dozen vampires on fire, expending so much energy she promptly fainted. The enchanted cloth hadn’t so much as smoked. In the Sunset Lands, Lia’s fire burned only what and how she willed it to. But the mortal world changed the nature of her magic and did not care what it burned. The only fire she was safe from here was the fire that trickled across her skin.

The door banged open, Lia flinched again, and Delilah strode through the room to drop a heavy leather book on the table. She ran one blunt finger across the arcane markings.

“Whatever it is,” she said, “it’s obscure. These symbols are runic but nothing contemporary. I don’t have Gwen’s magic book, but I would bet they were blended with—wait...” She flipped to another page, traced the markings, and stopped.

Lia edged closer to peer at the book. Neat runes and alchemical symbols had been printed in reddish ink next to banks of text running right to left, as dwarfish script did in antiquity.

“Here,” Delilah said, tapping a symbol.

Lia frowned at it. The embroidery they brought was a kind of elaborate S with a line through it flanked by ornate flourishes. This mark was more angular and sparse. “That does not match the embroidery.”

“No, it does not, your ladyship,” Delilah replied.

Lia frowned at the emphasis on her title but wasn’t stupid enough to reply.

“But the foundation of the runic sentence is the same. Which means this is likely the base of whatever spell craft they used to create that rune. This or something damn close.”

Tony turned the book and tilted his head. “I thought blending magic and artifice was impossible outside of the experiments you and Gwen were doing.”

“So did I,” Delilah said, running one finger across the bridge of her nose. “If this embroidery granted Bowler Hat some kind of protection, then we were wrong. It may take me a while to get to the bottom of this. Give me a few days. I’ll have to experiment a bit.”

“A few days?” Lia asked. Her voice was cool, but her insides twisted at the thought that Bowler Hat may have accomplices in the city, others who wanted Gwen dead.

Delilah closed the book with a thump, giving Lia a look that meant you shouldn’t bother with things you don’t understand. “Artifice is not a safe profession, your ladyship, and it takes time. If I blow myself up, your chance to learn anything about this symbol will be as dead as I am.” With that, she dismissed Lia and turned to Tony. “How is Gwen? Aris says she is recovering?”

“That is as much as we know. She looked…well”—he swallowed—“it was frightening to see her that way.”

“Someone doesn’t want this trial to be so public. If she lives, they’ll try again.”

“Yes, they will.”

“How are we going to keep her safe? If all this goes as deep as assassination, those slagging bastards won’t stop until she’s no longer a threat.”

“Well, Aris won’t hear of moving her, not until she’s awake and can make decisions for herself.”

“That man is too smitten for his own good,” Delilah said, pointing a finger at Tony as if he could do something about it. “Gwen is the cleverest person I know, but she’s not infallible. She isn’t always right.”

“Don’t try to tell Aris that.”

“He’ll learn it in time, but I worry it will be too late when he does.”

“The Raven is no fool,” Lia said, her cheeks warm with indignation on her sister’s behalf. She never thought to find herself defending the Raven, but the words poured out anyway. “He respects Gwen’s choices and cares enough to see that they are honored, even if he disagrees.”

“Even if those choices get her killed?” Delilah demanded, turning on Lia with her hands on her hips and her chin thrust pugnaciously forward.

Lia drew herself to her full height, clamped down on her thundering heart and unruly emotions until only the cold General of Obyrron’s armies looked out of her eyes. “How would you like to have your free will stolen because someone disagrees with your choices or does not like the possible outcome? Freedom requires danger, Miss Irons. To steal that from someone makes them less of who they are and more of who you would like them to be. Would you truly do that to Gwen? Rob her of what makes her who she is?”

Delilah didn’t answer. Memories crept into Lia’s voice, traces of who she once was, bits that clung like the scent of lavender that lingers long after the flowers are gone. “Do not try to change someone for your comfort. You may find the version that makes you the most comfortable erases the person you once loved.”

Delilah’s eyes widened, and Lia thought the dwarven woman might hurl more than insults at her. But after a moment, she replied in a much more civil—though still disgruntled—tone, “I don’t say Aris should make Gwen’s decisions for her. But he might fight a bit harder to help her see the danger. When Gwen doesn’t want to accept something, she’s damned stubborn about it.”

“I suppose that could be said of most of us,” Lia retorted, letting her eyes wander back to the scorch marks on the wall.

Delilah regarded the scars of old fires, then laughed. “You are right enough. Well”—she clapped her hands—“time to unravel this mystery. I’ll ring you once I’ve got an answer. In the meantime”—she glanced between them with an almost apologetic expression and held up the torn fabric—“I think you should take a copy of this to the Cutthroat King.”

Tony leaned back as if dodging a blow. “What? The man is a lunatic.”

“But a resourceful one,” Lia heard herself say with some surprise. How had she found herself defending two scoundrels in one day? “He has a veritable army of potential spies. If he unleashes them upon New London, we may gather more information in a night than the two of us could find in weeks.”

Tony’s jaw muscle worked as he considered the two of them, finally agreed on one thing, at least. Before he responded, Delilah cocked her head, said, “It’s about time,” and turned a gimlet eye on the door.

Percy sashayed into the room elegantly disheveled from the rush and carrying a bulging carpet bag as if it weighed a hundred pounds. The sky blue jacket and gold embroidery made his dark skin glow but couldn’t distract from the harried expression on his handsome face.

“So sorry I’m late, D,” he panted as he dropped the bag to the floor with a thump and kissed Delilah on both cheeks, a greeting she allowed but did not reciprocate. “There was an overturned cart that backed up traffic for blocks, and my driver was incompetent. Tony, Lady Ophelia, it is a pleasure. How is my Gwen?”

Lia raised a brow. My Gwen?

“Healing,” Tony said, noting the offended color in her cheeks and giving her a slight shake of his head. “She was asleep when we left her.”

“I nearly fainted when Sally rang me. Ringed me?” Percy glanced at his silver ring and scowled as he struggled to conjugate the past tense of the strange verb they’d begun using to describe the mind-to-mind conversations granted by their rings. After a moment, he waved the thought away. “Never mind. But I must know: does everyone’s voice sound particularly loud, or is that only my ring? Is there a way to quiet them? Because I’ve stabbed myself with too many needles to count over the past week. My shop won’t survive continued trauma to my digits.” He held up one hand in evidence.

“Get to the point, Percy,” Delilah said, the hint of a smile making her round cheeks bunch up beneath her eyes. “Time is money in my shop.”

“Of course.”

He unzipped the bag, pulled out garments, and laid them on the table under Delilah’s direction. The pair was a study in contrasts: a dwarf with the forearms of a blacksmith and the face of a cherub and an elf as thin as a sapling with eyes the color of the sky. And yet, for all their differences, they worked together as if the two of them shared one mind.

“We will have to alter this one to fit Sally,” Percy said, turning the hem of a long coat inside out and peeling back the lining to expose a row of beautifully embroidered runes. “Where can I make the cuts without damaging the sentence?”

“Not in the hem,” Delilah said, “or this is likely to burst into flame as soon as it takes a bit of damage. It will simply be too wide for her at the bottom, that’s all.”

“What about creating pleats at the waist, will that—”

“That might work, just don’t—”

“Of course not. Have a bit of faith.”

“Sam will be the real problem if—”

“I’ve already started on that, my dear; have no fear. What about my new gizmo?”

“Nearly done.”

Following their conversation was like running through a labyrinth in the dark. Lia’s head began to pound. 

“Forgive me,” she said, making them both stop and turn to face her, “But, might there be anything I can wear while Tony and I investigate? A bit of armor would be welcome if we visit the Cutthroat King.”

Percy stood to his full height and placed one finger on his shapely lips. The glamour he used to appear as an elf made him a startlingly lovely person, with cornflower blue eyes and dark skin, wearing garments of rich jewel-toned velvet—perfectly bespoke, of course—from head to foot. Being stared at by him in his professional capacity was like being pulled apart at the seams and measured for tailoring.

Lia found herself raising her chin and squaring her shoulders.

“Hmm. You are about the same size as Gwen, but the coloring is all wrong. Those blues would make your delicate complexion look pale. You are going to the Undercroft, you said?”

“Yes.”

Percy advanced, taking in every detail of her face and form. “How do you plan to approach this?”

“What do you mean?”

“Are you going to skulk in the shadows, power your way in, and demand answers while you use your station as a sledgehammer, or are you going to use that gorgeous face to charm the King into giving you information?”

“What does it matter?” Tony asked.

Percy rolled his eyes. “It matters, Hardwicke. If she plans to use a sweet and innocent act, but I dress her in red, no one will believe it. If she plans to demand answers and I dress her in rose, no one will be intimidated. If she is going to sneak, well. That is a different sort of ensemble, entirely.”

“We don’t have time for a fashion consultation,” Tony said. “She needs the clothes to protect her from violence, not charm herself a husband.”

“No.” Lia held up a hand. “I know something about using one’s appearance as a kind of shield, and Percy has a point.”

“Of course he does,” Delilah said. “He’s a genius.”

Percy winked at her.

Lia held up one finger, forestalling them. “But Tony has a point, as well. What can be done with the most speed?”

“I do have a jacket nearly made up for Sally, and I can finish that quickly, but it will be a bit snug through the waist and…” He gave her an apologetic smile. “It is a champagne rose gold. You will be stuck playing either an ingénue or the coquette if you wear it.”

He said the last as if that possibility were beyond her. Of course, he did not know her. No one did; she made quite sure of that, so she could not blame him. But perhaps she had better make an example of him. If she were going to use the skills she’d spent years perfecting to protect Gwen and help save the city, the people Gwen loved and trusted needed to know what she was capable of.

While living in the Sunset Lands and fighting her way up the political ladder, she had used every means of survival at her disposal: her wits, her body, and even outright violence. Of all the skills she acquired in her bid for power, subterfuge was the easiest.

Lia softened her expression, widened her eyes, and glided across the room with the liquid grace she had studied at the feet of the most seductive fae creatures in the court. When she stopped scant feet away and spoke, the iciness she was accustomed to using had melted, and her voice was warm and rich. “You are an expert in your field, Mr. Bywater. I know you will make the right decision for us both.”

Then she put a hand on his chest and leaned close. “Just tell me what to wear, and I will wear it for you.”

Percy blinked, stunned, his eyes fixed on her face. “Ah…” He cleared his throat and tore his gaze away to brush non-existent wrinkles from his jacket, “The rose—the rose gold will work beautifully.”

Lia retreated to give him space to recover, ignoring Delilah’s derisive snort. Tony’s hard swallow, on the other hand, was harder to brush off.

The act fell away, as easy as shedding an uncomfortable garment, but no one in the room was likely to forget how well it fit. That should have reassured her. Faeries would have seen the mask as impressive, making her a more valuable ally and a more dangerous opponent. But the ease with which she donned the mask only made Gwen’s friends avoid meeting her eyes.

Suddenly, the workshop felt more lonely than it had when they walked in. Lia pretended to examine the gadgets on display while Percy hunched over the coat with single-minded determination.

Delilah packed clothing for Sally, Samuel, and Tony, then tossed the other garments over the head of an unused mannequin. “Aris heals fast enough on his own, so he will have to wait while we focus on more delicate members of this bunch. Here.” She grabbed a bracelet off a table and tossed it to Lia. “Keep this. It’s called a Sightscreen. Just press the button, and you’ll be effectively invisible for about five minutes. Once it’s done, it’s dead till you replace the diamond inside.”

“Diamond?”

“That’s what I said. The gem is a sort of conductor for magical energy, and it’s slagging expensive, so use it wisely.”

“It will also make you dizzy,” Percy warned through the side of his mouth not pinched around a dozen pins. “Especially the first time. So be careful, Lady Ophelia.”

“Lia will do.”

Percy offered her a crooked smile and nodded in acceptance. She sensed the capacity for a great friendship between them if she could bring herself to foster it. There may be time for such things if they managed to save the city.

Having a friend would be rather nice.

Once the coat was finished and the fit altered to Percy’s exacting standards, there was nothing left to do but risk their luck by asking the king of the criminal underground for his help. The thought of walking into the dark beneath the city made Lia’s stomach somersault, but Gwen was lying unconscious on a cold cot. Lia wouldn’t feel easy until they’d made certain no one else would try to hurt her. If that meant asking a monster for help, so be it.

She gave Tony a meaningful glance.

He cleared his throat and shook Percy’s hand. “We’ll leave you to your work then.”

“Good luck, Hardwicke. And take care of that one,” Delilah said, jerking her chin at Lia. “I have a feeling she’s going to be as much trouble as her sister.”

Tony sent her a quick, sideways glance but said, “I’m certain she can take care of herself.”

He didn’t look at her while he held the auto door open or when he climbed in and turned over the ignition. His expression was stiff and troubled: brows drawn low over his eyes as he squeezed the steering wheel in his big hands.

“Is everything all right?” she asked, knowing it was not.

Tony took a deep breath and ran one hand through his hair. “You gave a rather convincing performance in there.”

“That doesn’t sound like a compliment.”

He passed one hand over his face, palm scraping across the stubble on his jaw. “It isn’t.”

A small, cold shard of pain dislodged itself from the inside of her ribcage and dropped like an icicle into her gut. She folded her arms and leaned back, unwilling to question him further. If he had something to say, he could bloody well say it.

“Which is the act?” he asked at last.

“What do you mean?”

He turned toward her, his honest, handsome face creased in lines of frustration. “A talent for acting is a powerful tool. It’s also a dangerous one. I have now seen at least three different versions of Lady Ophelia St. James. If we are to work together in situations as dangerous as this one, then I must be able to trust you. To trust you, I need to know which is the real Ophelia.”

She tore her eyes away and faced steadily forward, but the weight of his gaze was hard to ignore. It felt as if he were prying beneath her skin and bones to dig out the creature inside.

Which was the real Ophelia? Lia had been asking herself that question since she learned she was a changeling: half human, half faerie. And he was right. If they were to work together and successfully ferret out the conspiracy putting the city—and Gwen—in danger, there must be some trust between them.

But life in the faerie court taught harsh lessons, the most important being the danger of trust. When pushed to their limits, people would always bow to self-interest, no matter the cost to those whose trust they violated. Trust was a vulnerability, one she—and Gwen—could not afford.

Lia shivered despite the oppressive late summer heat. Which was the real Ophelia? “If you happen to figure it out, Mr. Hardwicke,” she said, “please let me know.”

They drove for some time in silence, and when they left the Guild District, Lia took a deep breath of horse-manure-scented air. It was better than sulfur, though not by much. Tony turned into a rundown neighborhood and dug Gwen’s coin from his pocket. The silver smiling man, a coin embossed with a man’s head with its throat cut, glowed on his palm—a symbol of someone in the King’s service.

“I know it’s hot, but keep your coat buttoned tight,” he said grimly and shifted gears. “We are going to see the bloody Cutthroat King, and it’s cold in the Undercroft.”
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Poetry


Gwen





During my illustrious career as a lady of adventure, I have been injured dozens of times: burned, struck, cut, bitten by both werewolves and vampires, and suffered countless other scrapes and scratches. But nothing compared to the pain of the bullet wound in my chest. 

Perhaps it would have been more bearable if a surgeon had not spent a glorious hour  digging about in my torso, but I suppose I will never know. And, truthfully, I hope never to find out. The pain enveloped and overwhelmed everything.

My only escape pain was morphine. It carried me into realms of oblivion where my consciousness floated on a crystalline sea of nothingness. Now and then, I would swim back toward shore long enough to catch a blurry glimpse of someone’s face or feel the lurking shadow of pain waiting to catch me with sharp teeth.

I am certain I spoke at some point, but have no memory of what I said. The only thing I can recall with clarity is the shape of Aris’s face. Whenever I came close enough to consciousness to feel or see, he was there, leaning over me.

Eventually, the pain dulled enough that the first bite did not send me fleeing for oblivion or moaning for morphine. I swam to the shore and paddled around a bit, then ventured to set foot on land.

Pain waited for me, bit it was dull and achy rather than sharp. 

“How long?” I asked. The words scratched up my throat and sounded more like a croak than human speech.

Chair legs scraped on the floor, and someone took my hand. “Gwen? Can you hear me?”

“How long?”

Another set of footsteps echoed through the room, and a voice said, “It has been three days, Gigi.”

Prying my eyelids open was a task of herculean proportions because my eyeballs were dry as sandpaper, but I managed it. Lia’s face swam into focus, her blond hair tousled, and her eyes red from lack of sleep.

“I’m thirsty.”

Someone pressed the rim of a glass against my lips, and though the water was tepid, it felt like the first gulp from a cool mountain stream. That bit of effort was enough to send me back out to sea.


      [image: ]“Who wrote it?” I asked, my voice still weak and scratchy from disuse.

“An Irish fellow named Yates. It is relatively new, I think, as mortals judge such things. Would you like me to read it to you?”

“Please.”

Aris cleared his throat, followed by the dry fluttering of pages and the hiss of his fingertip sliding down the paper. God’s breath, his voice was beautiful, deep, resonant, and soft. When he spoke, he did not just read the words but caressed them, bringing them to vivid life in my mind.

“I went out to the hazel wood,

Because a fire was in my head,

And cut and peeled a hazel wand,

And hooked a berry to a thread;

And when white moths were on the wing,

And moth-like stars were flickering out,

I dropped the berry in a stream

And caught a little silver trout.

When I had laid it on the floor

I went to blow the fire a-flame,

But something rustled on the floor,

And someone called me by my name:

It had become a glimmering girl

With apple blossom in her hair

Who called me by my name and ran

And faded through the brightening air.

Though I am old with wandering

Through hollow lands and hilly lands,

I will find out where she has gone,

And kiss her lips and take her hands;

And walk among long dappled grass,

And pluck till time and times are done,

The silver apples of the moon,

The golden apples of the sun.”

On the edge of sleep, I had visions of golden hair flickering between trees as Lia disappeared into the forest. A tear streamed hot down my cheek. “That was beautiful.”
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The Mad King


Lia





The subterranean passageway to the Cutthroat King’s domain opened before them like a yawning mouth. Tony followed their guide without hesitation, leaving the dim but visible interior of the warehouse for the utter blackness of the passage. Lia froze as her stomach crawled into her chest, and cold sweat beaded her upper lip. 

It was so impossibly dark.

A rough hand pushed her forward. Her feet acted on instinct, taking one unsure step after another as they left the lighted world behind. For a moment, she considered using magic, but the memory of green light and shadows on the walls of her first prison made the magic fizzle and die.

Their guide, a heavy-shouldered man with sagging earlobes and hands the size of hams, strode into the darkness with a dwarven lantern held high. Shadows played across the ancient, lichen-covered stone that lined the walls and ceiling, and the light of the warehouse behind them dimmed until there was no way back.

It took every ounce of her self-control not to turn and run. Lia gasped in a deep breath and released it slowly. She had been through worse. She would survive this, as she’d survived everything else. 

Tony said over his shoulder in a low voice, “Are you alright?”

“Mmm,” was the only sound she could force past a throat tight with suppressed terror.

“Stay behind me.”

Her palms ran across the wool of her coat from her throat to her breast, abdomen, and back, trying to let the texture pull her mind away from the fear. She was no longer trapped in the dark earth. She never would be again. She was here, now. And with Tony. She was safe.

But her trembling hands proved her body did not believe the litany, so she clenched her fists and stuffed them in her pockets.

Before the Sunset Lands, darkness had never bothered her. But now? Dread, ice cold and tingling, ran down her spine, sunk its claws into her guts, and held on. With a simple thought, she could kindle a light that chased away the shadows reaching for her, shadows desperate to pull her back, lock her away, leave her alone in the cold darkness where small, slimy, unseen terrors could slither across her fingers, inch up her ankles…

Lia's mouth went dry. Her heart hammered against her breastbone. Everyone would hear the pounding of it. They’d scent her fear and descend on her like foxes on a rabbit, her terror becoming their pleasure. Without consciously approving the idea, she clasped Tony’s hand. His skin was warm, blessedly warm. After a moment of surprise, his fingers tightened around hers.

A pair of worried brown eyes glanced at her over his shoulder, barely visible in the shifting lamplight. He opened his mouth as if he would speak, but she only shook her head. Not now. She might have a problem with dark, confined spaces, but if she revealed her weakness, she would break. That was a mistake they could not afford.

One did not show weakness in the den of a predator.

Besides, the reassuring pressure of Tony’s fingers tied her to his calm presence like an anchor to a ship in a storm. She would be fine. She could do this. For Gwen, she could. 

She’d done worse, after all.

When warm light and echoing voices finally rescued them from the darkness, Lia had to swallow back a cry of relief. It didn’t matter that the voices were rough and raucous and punctuated with words that would have made her mother blush. She could have kissed every foul mouth in the bunch.

Of course, she reassessed that thought once they stepped into what amounted to a great hall. Had the room been built five hundred years ago and excavated, or was it built by a shoddy workman recently? The vaulted ceiling and crooked pillars looked as if they were waiting impatiently for the opportunity to collapse. And, from the look of the company gathered beneath the rafters—and the ripe scent of them—it would have been no great loss.

Don’t be cruel, she told herself. Nothing made her more cross than fear, but that was no reason to judge these people. After all, if King Obyrron had discovered her betrayal, she would have been considered more treacherous than anyone in this room.

Tony’s grip on her hand tightened in a silent warning as they approached the edge of the crowd milling about a dais at the front of the room. A man stood in the open center of the floor before a throne, crushing his tatty hat against his chest in a white-knuckled grip. He had one of those moderately handsome faces with dull but regular features that could have made him any one of a thousand men in the city.

The man who stared down at him from the throne, on the other hand, was anything but forgettable. Not because he was handsome, although he was. But because violence hung in the air around him like a cloak of shadows. He had sharp features and the bright, dark eyes of a snake ready to strike.

Lia’s body reacted to his presence before her mind did, her instincts screaming danger. She straightened her shoulders. An expression of cold, haughty pride froze itself onto her features. It was the mien of the General of the Fae Army, someone who had faced down the deadliest faeries in the Sunset Lands and lived to tell the tale.

The Cutthroat King lounged on his throne, leaning an elbow on one armrest with the opposite leg thrown casually over the other. His crown, hammered of silver spoons, sat negligently on his brow. One corner of his mouth curled into a derisive smile.

“Let me be sure I understand the situation, Mr. Cunningham. Instead of paying your tithe, you reinvested the money in a gambling scheme. In a tavern owned by a rival gang. Is this correct?”

The man—was he on trial?—hunched in on himself until his shoulders almost reached his ears. “Aye, Your Majesty. But it was rigged! I fixed the odds! When I won, I would have put ten times my tithe into—”

“But you did not, in fact, win, did you? No, Mr. Cunningham,” the King said, raising one finger. “You gambled away my money. Had you won, the story might have ended very differently. But you lost. And now you owe the court. Would you rather pay your debt with a finger or an ear?”

Blood drained from the man’s face in a rush, leaving him white and trembling. “N-n-no, please, Your Majesty! I can pay, I—”

“Shall I leave the choice to the crowd, then? It is your peers who have been wronged, after all.”

A lusty roar rose from the assembly as Mr. Cunningham blurted, “B-but Majesty!”

The Cutthroat King stood, uncoiling from his chair with the sinuous grace of a cobra staring down a mouse. Silence engulfed the room. “You knew the price of my protection, Cunningham. You chose not to pay it. There are consequences for such actions.” He raised his arms to the side. “You may walk away from the court at any time. But my protection ends at the surface, and your peers may not take your treachery as kindly as I have.”

Judging by the sea of hard faces and harder eyes leveled at the accused man, Lia guessed that, if Cunningham left, he would not live out the night.

“Ear,” the King asked again, “or finger?”

Cunningham’s face crumbled, and his arms fell limp to his sides. His hat lay disregarded on the ground at his feet. “E-ear, sir. The left one, please.”

A hungry murmur made the room buzz, and the King waved to a set of guards behind Cunningham. “See it done.”

Cunningham was dragged from the room as the King regained his seat and held out one hand. An extraordinary woman stepped from the shadows and placed a full goblet against his fingertips. 

She was tall but as delicately built and graceful as a willow. Long, fine, nearly white hair hung down to her hips, and her bare arms were pale in the candlelight. She was a moonbeam made flesh.

Something passed between the two of them, something as intensely personal as hatred or passion, though they never so much as brushed fingers. And when the King took his drink, the woman melted back into the shadows behind the throne.

“It appears the good Inspector has graced us with his presence once more,” the King announced to a chuckling crowd. “Come forward, sir, but allow me to caution you.” He leaned forward and lowered his voice as Tony and Lia took the recently vacated place of Cunningham. “Use Lady Gwen’s coin too freely, and I will begin to think you and I have dealings beyond those stipulated in the alliance.”

Lia had not been present for the negotiations Gwen held with this snake of a man, but she did not like to wonder what Gwen had done to secure it. She stood behind Tony and to one side, hands hanging loose and ready, chin high and defiant.

“My business concerns your people as well,” Tony said. Unlike the King, his voice was flat and emotionless. He held out the folded drawing and waited for one of the King’s men to deliver it.

“That drawing,” Tony said, “represents the symbol embroidered on the lapel of the man who shot Lady Gwen. Your ally.”

The King glanced at the drawing. “Indeed. My scouts were responsible for searching for a man wearing such a symbol before the Battle of Trafalgar Square, after all. I remember it well. Did you have a point or merely desire my stimulating company?”

Tony’s jaw muscle worked, but no other sign of irritation showed on his face or in his posture. “We need to learn more about what the symbol represents and who it might be tied to. The man wearing it survived the asylum explosion, so it is likely some form of protection. If others have access to the same symbols—”

“You refer to the style of embroidery on the inside of your new coat, Inspector? The embroidery that makes you, and the lovely General behind you, brave enough to berate me in my own court?”

A spear of surprise pinned Lia’s heart to her ribcage. The King leaned to the side and leered at her around Tony’s shoulder. “Yes, Lady Ophelia, I know who and what you are. Your outstanding display in the square made it obvious to anyone who knew what to look for. Though one does wonder why the Inspector would bring you here, knowing what he knows.”

Ah, yes. If she were still in the service of Obyrron, it would be her duty to capture the Cutthroat King and turn him over to be executed for treason. If he was not useful to the war effort, that is. And to be imprisoned by a geis, if he was. Every faerie refugee living in the mortal world was considered a traitor.

If she were a spy, bringing her here would have been a very dangerous move.

She heard herself say in the General’s voice, “If Mr. Hardwicke wanted to insult or intimidate you, he certainly has better weapons to use than me.”

Her disdain didn’t make the King angry. Instead, his eyes glittered with something like pleased malice. “You enter my court to ask for help and tow along a faerie spy who insults me before my subjects without so much as guest rights? That is either stupidity of the highest order or commendable arrogance. Only one of those traits will let you leave this hall alive.”

Metal hissed across leather as the gathered crowd drew assorted weapons and readied themselves to remove the threat to their king. Should they attack, she and Tony would never see daylight again. The idea of Tony’s death, the mere possibility of it, made her chest tight.

Her mind offered a gory vision of what his body would look like after the Unseen Court was through with him. His mother would be inconsolable. Anger burned away Lia’s surprise and fear, leaving cold resolve in its place.

Climbing the ladder of power in the faerie court required Lia to learn and do things she never imagined as a naive sixteen-year-old. And while she’d never withdrawn from a challenge, she didn’t rush thoughtlessly into them, either. Better to bide her time and deal with threats from a place of power when they least expected it. 

The Cutthroat King, however, had no intention of allowing her to do that. This was a game, a subtle and deadly game he was inviting her to play at the risk of their lives. All of their lives. So she stepped calmly out from behind Tony, raised both hands, and snapped. Every candle in the room died without so much as a flicker, plunging the hall into absolute darkness. The acrid stink of smoke hung in the air for a few silent moments.

“I believe you are mistaken, petty king,” Lia said, and her voice rang off the stone walls, echoing through the dark like a curse. “I am here of my own free will and under my own power. You”—a single candle sprang to life with green fire—“only continue to rule at my pleasure. And your subjects”—another candle—“live because I have no desire to do them harm. In fact”—a dozen lights, then a hundred, flamed brilliantly, drowning the room in light so bright the members of the court squinted and shielded their eyes—“visiting your court today with this warning was a kindness, not a service.” She brought her hands down, and the flames dimmed, giving off just enough light to see the dark smudges of humans, elves, and dwarves cowering against the walls. 

Lurid green flames rose from her fingertips, no doubt painting her face in monstrous light that would make her cold expression all the more ghastly. When she tilted her head to the side, a tongue of fire snapped to life and licked up the King’s dark pant leg. 

“Threaten me again, and you will not live to do so a second time. I have more dangerous enemies than you. And they are coming. I would rather fight them with your knife at my side, not at my back.”

Common yellow flames replaced her magic, returning the room to normal, but fire still climbed the King’s leg and filled the air with the sulfurous bite of singed hair and burning cotton. The malicious amusement on his face had vanished, leaving his features cold and immovable as granite.

If the flame bothered him, he showed no signs of it.

“The rumors about you were true, then,” he said in a deadly quiet voice. “I am pleased to see it. If you don’t mind?”

Heart in her throat, Lia willed the flame away, leaving his pant leg burned in a long strip and the skin beneath red and blistered. He tossed the paper to the closest subject and said, “Make copies and circulate them. Learn all you can about anyone who carries this mark and report back to me. Do not engage them. Do not be seen.”

The dwarven man who caught the paper ran from the room without looking back.

The King raised his voice and said, “Lower your weapons. It would be a shame to shoot an ally in the head now that we have evidence of how useful she is.”

Clinking followed the order, and a thrill of fear scraped down Lia’s spine. Those sounds did not come from the room but from the walls. Small, nearly invisible slits had been carved in the mortar between stones, and she caught the almost invisible glint of candlelight on the bolt of a crossbow as the weapon was lowered.

The King had prepared unexpected weapons, and those wielding them, elves most likely, had trained them on the single weak point in her armor. The King saw the moment she realized the danger they’d been in and smiled. He had also publicly named her an ally, though she made no vows or agreements. He was daring her to contradict him and make an enemy of herself—a neat little trap.

“You do not think me such a fool as to allow the General of Obyrron’s armies into my court without certain precautions, do you? Oh, a man likes to have capable allies…once they know where things stand.”

“Agreed,” Lia said. “Particularly when a man lives in enclosed spaces with such delightfully flammable fuel so close at hand. Strewn everywhere, really. Have you ever seen farmers use fire to drive rabbits from their warrens? It is quite a sight, I assure you. One can only imagine what it must be like in those cramped tunnels when the smoke appears.”

For a stomach-clenching moment, the King said nothing. He stared at her with dark, unreadable eyes. A grin stretched his lips. “Indeed. When the rabbits run out, the farmer picks them off one by one with a single, carefully placed bullet. Poor creatures never see it coming.”

Her heart did a painful flip-flop. When she’d conspired against Obyrron with Queen Titania, she’d only had herself to worry about. But now? Gwen, Tony, and the children… The King commanded enough people that, if he chose, he could station gunmen on rooftops throughout the city. Not even her fire could protect them from that.

Very well. A threat for a threat. She would not murder his family, and he would not murder hers.

“I’m glad we understand one another,” she said.

“As am I.”

The King regained his seat and adopted a negligent pose, leaving the painful burn on display while sipping his wine with apparent relish. “Should my Ratcatchers return with information relating to this symbol, I will contact you. It was a pleasure to see you, Inspector, as always. Lady General. I hope I never see your beautiful face again.”

“The feeling is mutual, Your Majesty.”

The guards muscled them out of the crowd and through a sea of glaring eyes as the next complainant was ushered into the King’s presence. Lia had never been more willing to be manhandled in her life.

It was dusk by the time they surfaced. Tony spun on her as soon as they exited what appeared to be a sewer drain and backed her toward the concealment of an alley. When they were safely out of the sight of passing eyes, he grabbed her shoulders in both big hands and demanded, “What happened to staying behind me? Were you trying to get yourself killed?”

Tony was generally so considerate that it was easy to overlook his sheer size, which was much more difficult to ignore when his face was only inches from hers. Were it not for the clear worry in his eyes and the relieved frustration in his voice, she might have been intimidated by his nearness. But having someone concerned for her wellbeing, someone who was not obligated to do so by blood, was still a novel experience.

So she said, in as reasonable a tone as she could muster, “I did not have much choice.”

He ran a hand through his hair and blew a frustrated breath through his nose. “I know this man, Ophelia. He is useful, yes, but he is also mad as a rabid dog and twice—no, three times—as dangerous. He was baiting you. I thought you were too smart to be tempted to reply.”

A cold little smile touched her lips. “I guess you were wrong, then.”

“I have been wrong about many things, but I’m not wrong about this. Why did you let him bait you? Why put yourself in such danger? To prove a point?”

“Yes,” she growled, stepping forward and poking him in the chest with one finger. “Yes, to prove a point. To make certain he knew with whom he was dealing. I want there to be no questions about exactly what I will do to him and every criminal in those tunnels if he so much as breathes a threat against someone I love.”

Tony opened his mouth to reply, closed it, then stared at his feet for a long time. A lock of blonde hair slipped loose and hung over his forehead. The absurd desire to brush it back made her fists clench.

Lia sighed and relented. “It wasn’t just to prove a point. The King is mad, yes, but not in the way you think. He’s a faerie, one twisted by the worst parts of both of our worlds, and he rules people neglected by society. If he intends to maintain his rule, it cannot be mere trust that governs those people. They learned a long time ago not to trust those in power. He must also rule through fear.” She folded her arms and shivered. “If he bends to the will of another power, especially in front of those he rules—”

“It must be through strength,” Tony finished, raising his head.

“It must be through strength,” she agreed. “We are strong enough to become useful allies. He needed me to demonstrate that. And he needed his people to see what to prepare themselves for if I become an enemy.”

“That was a hell of a way to do it.”

“Well. He is mad.”

Tony’s expression softened into amusement, almost making him look boyish, before his eyes flicked to the shadows, and he tensed. A thrill of fear raced up her spine. Tony spun her by the shoulders to place his body in front of hers and raised a pistol in the same instant that green flame sparked to life along the blade of her left hand.

“Show yourself,” Tony ordered, pointing the barrel into the gloomy alley.

A pale smudge grew closer in the growing dark, a nebulous form that condensed into a graceful figure with long, pale hair. The woman paused just inside the mouth of the alley and raised both arms. Blue energy crackled from her hands, spreading like a spiderweb made of electricity up her arms and across her torso. White hair rose from her head as if on a ghost wind, and her pale dress almost seemed to float.

“White Lady,” Tony whispered.

Despite the superstitious thrill that made goosebumps run up her arms, Lia knew the vision was no specter. And whatever caused the energy to ripple across the woman's body, it wasn't magic.

"Peace," the woman said. "I only protect myself. I mean you no harm."

The crackling energy lit the woman's face from below, throwing blue light on delicate elfin features a wide, silver-green eyes. 

Lia let her fire die and put one hand on Tony's shoulder, but spoke to the woman. “I saw you in the Unseen Court. Promise us safety and we will grant you the same.”

The White Lady lowered her arms. Her hair fell down her back, and the blue energy subsided. "Promised," she said.

Tony lowered the pistol and Lia released a breath. "And promised."

The magic of their promise sharpened the air for a moment. When it disappeared, the woman nodded and stepped closer the light. Her brows and lashes were such a pale blonde they were nearly white. She would not have been considered beautiful by the fashionable set who valued pink cheeks and round bosoms. But Lia had never seen anyone more compelling or otherworldly, not even in the faerie court.

The woman glanced over her shoulder once, then said, “I don’t have much time, but I must speak with you. I know the symbol you showed the King.”
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Reunion


Gwen





Aweek after being shot, I sat in bed trying to eat a bowl of soup while arguing with Tony inside my mind. 

I still think we should smuggle you out of town, he thought. It would keep you safe while we try to stop the city from falling apart.

Let’s say you discover who Rutledge’s co-conspirators are. How do you plan to distribute your findings? I thought while slurping down a spoonful of pea soup under Aris’s watchful eye.

We go to the Times.

Have you proof they are not part of the conspiracy?

A hesitation. Not yet.

Then the answer is no, Tony. I am not keen on— The swallow of soup stuck halfway down, which sent me into a coughing fit that hurt like the very dickens. Aris rubbed my back until the worst of it passed. The only way we can protect this city is to share the truth with as many people as possible.

And you think a trial for treason, while someone is actively trying to kill you, is the right way to go about that? he demanded.

My mental voice sounded tired, even to me. It is our best, most visible chance. Besides, the man who shot me is…more than dead. Aris had explained to me, in stomach-turning detail, exactly how safe I was from Bowler Hat. And while I appreciated his enthusiasm for securing my safety, I preferred not to imagine the outcome. Speaking of people who want to kill me, any news on the embroidered symbol?

Yes. And it is almost as disturbing as it sounds.

I set my soup aside. Do tell.

As Tony explained his trip to the Undercroft, my fists curled so tightly in my lap that my knuckles threatened to pop through my skin. The Cutthroat King had naturally expected a visit and positioned sharpshooters in the walls of the Undercroft to kill my sister. Rage heated my cheeks until they burned. 

You would have been proud, Tony offered. Ophelia established herself as both an ally and a threat, if it is any consolation.

No, it is not. How could you bring her there? You know how unstable that man is!

Tony’s mental voice was both tired and amused. You mean the way you brought me there?

That’s different.

Why?

Because…but it wasn’t different. Lia was capable and dangerous in her own right. She was used to being in positions that would make the average person break out in a cold sweat. And she had chosen to work with Tony. My wanting her safety didn’t make his decision to bring her reckless.

But I did not have to like it.

We can finish that part of our conversation another time, I thought, rubbing a hand across my brow and trying to release the simmering anger. How did that visit end with information on Bowler Hat’s embroidery?

The following explanation was quicker, if not less interesting. 

My brows rose. A White Lady? You are referring to a real person, I presume, and not the specter of folklore?

Are you trying to be insulting?

It can be difficult to tell the difference between a more powerful specter and a corporeal being.  

Do you mean to tell me there are actually—he paused and a vague sense of frustrated resignation seeped through our mental connection—never mind. She was real enough and I believed her.

That is fair, I suppose. Though I do not see what we can do with the information until we’ve located more members of this Covenant.

The Ratcatchers are searching the city. And Alix and Cyrus are on their way back from their meeting with Doctor Hesselius. They can join the search when they arrive.

I closed my eyes and nodded. God’s breath, my chest hurt. Very well. We are doing all we can do. If you get the chance, check on Samuel, will you? I know he’s taking terrible advantage of Mrs. Chapman and Mr. Yates while I’m away. You are the only one who can save them. Aris is more likely to commend the boy’s bad behavior than curtail him.

Tony’s mental voice softened. No one takes advantage of Mrs. Chapman if she does not allow it.

No one but the children. She has a child-shaped soft spot she refuses to acknowledge. And Tony?

Hmm?

Thank you.

I cut off the magical connection and leaned back against my pillows with a sigh, shifting until the healing wound didn’t throb with every heartbeat. When I planned to get myself arrested after the Battle of Trafalgar Square, I had, of course, anticipated a certain level of physical discomfort. I had not prepared myself for how much healing from a near-fatal wound would drain my physical and mental resources.

Aris knelt in front of me and brushed escaped tendrils of hair out of my face, his eyes searching mine like they were the pages of a book. “You’re going to wear yourself out.”

Of my various family and acquaintances, Aris was the only one who managed to stay with me in my convalescence. Once they determined I would survive with minimal care, my jailers returned me to solitary confinement. I was a criminal, according to the upstanding law enforcement of New London, and therefore did not deserve the succor of companionship. They allowed my nurse to check and change my dressings and the surgeon to assess me periodically but used the battering ram of the law to keep everyone else out.

Fortunately for me, laws did not always apply to faeries.

Aris was able to either charm anyone who entered the room or make them forget he was there, and so he stayed.

I yawned. “If I do wear myself out, I will simply nap. There is nothing else productive for me to do in any case.”

“Don’t whine, darling. Your life is not defined by productivity.”

“You try lying on your back for days with nothing to keep your mind or body occupied while all of the people you care about put themselves in danger trying to keep you safe and tell me how inclined you are to whine.”

“Your body is occupied,” he said. “It’s busy healing.”

“Well, if it could heal a bit faster—”

“You have already pushed yourself well past the limit of your mortal body. Let it rest a while you catch me up. It sounds as if Tony had a few revelations.”

I levered myself upright. “Normally, I caution against assumptions, but yours are so often correct.”

“While flattery is the key to my heart, I'd prefer you save the teasing for when I can properly punish you for it.” The mischievous grin he gave me made it clear that flattery wasn’t only the key to his heart but also to other, more interesting parts of him.

That thought conjured up all kinds of exciting possibilities that I was in no shape to explore. “Apparently,” I began, somewhat less enthusiastic than before, “there is a White Lady in the Unseen Court, and she has previous experience with people who wear that symbol.”

“A White Lady? You mean a ghost?”

“A mortal woman, but pale of skin and hair and eye. Tony says she is elven, but I wonder about her lineage, given such unique physical traits.”

“Albinism?”

“No, not from his description.”

“Interesting. How does an elf woman in the Undercroft know so much about our mysterious symbol?”

“According to Tony, her father had dealings with them in the past. She said they call themselves The Covenant of the Silver Dawn.”

Aris barked out a laugh. “It is a fantastically pretentious title. They must think rather highly of themselves.”

“Given what Bowler Hat survived, they may have some reason for confidence. I do not know if they have access to the kind of robust runic magic Delilah and Percy are using, but if they do…” I let the thought hang in the air.

The gadgets that had kept me alive over the past few years were only possible because we had discovered a way to combine artifice and old fae magic. If the Covenant had similar technology, we could be in far more danger than we realized. “I cannot pinpoint why, but something about this Covenant makes my brain itch.”

“Did Tony happen to know what they want?” Aris asked.

“Besides my demise?”

Aris scowled at the reminder, but I could not be contrite. Between the Covenant and the conspiracy, New London was in what my father would have referred to as a tight spot. And stuck here in confinement, I was in no position to help. It was profoundly infuriating.

But I manfully—or rather womanfully—controlled my impulse toward self pity and sighed. “They hired the White Lady’s father to help engineer something, but she would not say what the device was. The man was an inventor of some renown, apparently.”

“If she was willing to share so much, why not name the device as well?”

“Tony thinks she approached them without the King’s permission. He said she seemed nervous and left as soon as she warned them of how dangerous the Covenant are. Her story corroborates their ability to withstand damage that would kill normal mortals. She told Tony to aim for the head.”

Aris considered that, watching me carefully for some time before sighing and shaking his head. “Another enemy to add to the ever-growing list. Well, there is nothing to be done about them right now.” He ran the pad of his thumb across my bottom lip. “And you are tired. Shall I bring you more of Mrs. Chapman’s tea?”

I grimaced. “If I drink another cup of that stuff, I will explode. But,” I sighed, “you are probably right. Nothing will get me back on my feet faster.”

Aris kissed my forehead, said he would return with all possible haste, and opened the window to leap into the air. He dropped, transformed into a raven, and shot into the sky in a blur of black feathers, leaving me alone in the small office that had been converted into a temporary convalescent room.

I promised myself I would never take my freedom for granted again and promptly fell asleep.


      [image: ]When you button the shirtwaist, Percy thought to me, be certain the seams are straight. The runic sentences will work either way, but they are most effective if they meet.

I shoved the last button through the hole and pulled the hem down to ensure every seam lay straight and even. That’s a bit shoddy. If a twisted seam puts me at risk, I’m guaranteed to end up in trouble at some point.

Percy’s mental voice was disgruntled when he thought back, You design a magical shirtwaist, and tell me how well you handle the lighter fabric. The wool in your jacket is heavy and takes the embroidery without twisting. I’ve sewn backing material into the seams but—

You are the professional, I thought, wincing as Aris helped me into my waistcoat and jacket. 

I trust your judgment.

As you should. His tone softened. Be careful today, Gwen. If they were willing to shoot you in front of a crowd, they won’t stop just because you are on public trial.

So everyone keeps reminding me, I thought back, knowing I was about to be as exposed as a proverbial fish in a barrel.

Promise?

I sighed. Promise.

Percy and I said goodbye, and I collapsed onto the bed, breathing hard. It was still difficult to fully get my breath, and bending or stretching made my entire torso hurt.

“This has been the longest two weeks of my life,” I grumbled as Aris sat next to me and gathered me against his side. “And yet, my body still feels as if it has only been a few days.”

“Mortals,” he said, rolling his eyes. “Such fragile creatures.”

“Thank you so much for the reminder, oh blessed immortal being.”

He cupped my cheek with one hand. I closed my eyes and leaned into the touch as a warm, fluttery feeling replaced the burning ache in my chest. 

“What can I give you for the pain?” he asked.

I pictured the locked drawer in my study: the comforting little brown bottle; felt, in memory, the way it would burn; how the warmth would slide through my limbs, making my pain and worries disappear. For a moment, I even felt the cool, hard weight of the glass against my palm.

“Nothing,” I said, swallowing hard and opening my eyes as I shook my head. “I need my faculties about me. If I am fuzzy-headed or lose my wits and let them get the best of me, all of this will have been in vain. If a girl is going to get shot proving a point, she had better make it worth the effort, hadn’t she?”

The last was said with as much breezy unconcern as I could muster, but it didn’t convince either of us. I was going to stand trial, and I would do it in pain because that was the only way to be certain I could make the most of the opportunity.

Aris searched my face, brows pinched in concern. After a moment of hesitation, he cleared his throat and dropped his gaze. “I could…if you’d like me to, I could—convince you that you feel fine. At least, for a while.”

A lump formed in my throat. I had to push the words past it. “You mean, without your glamour?”

“I wouldn’t offer except”—he risked meeting my eyes—“I hate seeing you in pain. And you won’t accept another analgesic. So.”

Aris once told me never to ask him to use his influence as a weapon. He, more than anyone, knew the helpless resentment of having his will dominated, of being subject to the whims of another. That he was offering it now made my chest ache.

I cleared my throat and tried to ignore the compelling memory of his influence. He could convince me I felt no pain with little effort. I did not doubt it. But if I accepted his offer to cross this boundary, how long would it be before I was tempted, even for some noble reason, to ask him to cross it again? 

I took his hands and pressed his palms against my chest, where my heart beat hard enough to feel even through layers of fabric. “I can live with pain,” I said. “I cannot live with knowing what taking it from me would cost you.”

“It’s a small thing, Gwen.” He seemed confident, but something below the surface made his voice sound like that of a man standing on ice, hearing the cracks while assuring the drowning victim that nothing was wrong and they should take his hand.

Without breaking eye contact, I said, “It isn’t a small thing. Not to me.”

Relief warred with frustration for control of his expression, so I saved him from being forced to choose and kissed him instead. His lips were tender, his brow furrowed as his fingers curled into the lapels of my jacket to hold me close. A tingling rush of pleasure washed from my breastbone to my knees.

Aris broke the kiss and rested his forehead against mine, letting our breath mingle for a moment in silence. “You are still certain this is the right path?”

“No?” I sighed and shook my head. “Yes, dammit. Rutledge hid his tracks well. Our gambit in the square gave people enough information to question their government, but if this conspiracy succeeds in pinning the last few years on me, no one will bother protecting themselves. They will write everything off as the results of my deviant behavior and go on about their business as if the world isn’t about to crash around their ears. If the authorities are colluding with the conspirators, or if they will not protect the common people, this is the only way I can see to warn them at scale.”

Aris nodded thoughtfully. “I know this is what you wish, so I will not try to stop you. But I must warn you, Gwen: if they condemn you for treason, I will tear this place apart, all the way down to its foundations, and carry you out of the rubble tossed over my shoulder. You will not see the inside of another prison.”

I blushed. How could a lady not blush in the face of such devotion?

Three knocks on the door interrupted whatever response I might have given and provided Aris enough time to shift into a raven and leap onto the windowsill. When the door swung open, he spread his wings and croaked a warning at the constable.

“Cor blimey,” the man said from beneath his mustache. “That’s a big'un. You ought to be careful leaving that window open, Your Grace. Omens of bad tidings, ravens are. That’s what my grandad always said. Go on!” He made a wide shooing motion with both hands. “Get out of ‘ere.”

Aris croaked one last warning—aimed at me, I thought—then took flight. The constable gave me an apologetic look and held out the manacles I was to wear to trial. At least he wasn’t pleased to be chaining me. But the iron snapped into place around my wrists all the same.

When he was done, he offered me his hand and helped me to my feet. He and the other constable, a pale dwarven man with shoulders like an ox, escorted me out of my room and down the long, echoing corridor toward Westminster Hall.

“You know,” the chatty constable said, “this is the first trial they’ve held in the Hall in decades. They’ve got it all fitted up with wooden stands and everything. It’s quite a sight. You’re famous, Your Grace.”

His use of my proper title, one I had always reserved for Mama, made a shiver of discomfort run down my arms. “How lucky for me.”

When we arrived at last, and my jailers ushered me through the great doors, I saw that the constable had not been lying: Westminster Hall was transformed. Temporary terraced seating had been constructed on either side of the hall, rising from the stone floor up to the bottom of the ornate wooden vaults. People filled every available seat, and ogled me as we passed down the center aisle toward the defendant’s box.

Opposite my plain wooden chair, raised upon a dais below the great stained glass window, was the bench where the Lord Chief Justice sat in robed and bewigged glory. Rainbow-stained sunlight shone upon his head, making him the bright point of justice in the darkened room.

The glowing wig made it hard to see the man’s face, so I focused on climbing to my seat without falling and tried not to look up into the faces glaring down at me. Anticipation made the air in the great space thick and volatile, and the sound of muttering and creaking wood was like the sound a spring makes when it is fully depressed and humming with energy.

These people had gathered to see whether I would be condemned for treason. After spending the last month trying to keep them safe from vampires and werewolves, it was difficult not to feel a little—or a lot—angry about that.

But they could hate me if they wished, so long as they were alive to do it. Because if Obyrron invaded New London unchecked, I had the feeling that none of us would live long enough to regret this trial. And if we did live, we wouldn’t be grateful for it.

“This is a farce!” someone shouted from high in the benches to my right.

“Your face is the farce!” a very clever respondent jeered to the amused chuckles of the other spectators.

“She saved our lives from the monsters!”

“Only because she was the one brought ’em ‘ere.”

“She’s a witch!”

With that comment, the stands erupted in shoving and shouting that made the scaffolding squeak and sway dangerously. Three sharp raps of the gavel echoed off the vaulted ceiling like gunshots, and the crowd stilled into uneasy muttering.

“This trial is public by the grace of our king for the benefit of the people,” the Judge said in a ringing voice aided by dwarven amplifiers sitting on either side of the bench. His voice was vaguely familiar. “If the people cannot conduct themselves in a manner befitting a trial of this magnitude and seriousness, the stands shall be cleared.”

That quieted the crowd even further, and their complaints died in sullen silence. They had opinions, but whether they believed me guilty of treason or innocent, they wanted to stay for the show.

Along the bottom row, the journalists sat with pens scratching, their eyes keenly suspicious. After a moment of searching, I spotted them: Tony and Lia, with Aris next to them, watching me with concern.

My heart rate slowed, and I breathed easier. I could do this. With them at my back, I could weather this storm and tell everyone the truth about what was happening to New London. The papers would run the day’s events, and the city would know that members of our government were conspiring with enemy faeries to destroy the empire.

I just had to make it through the prosecution first.

“The trial will come to order!” the bailiff shouted. “The Supreme Court of Unified England is presiding over the case of The Crown versus Lady Gwenevere Violet St. James, Duchess of Wainwright, on the charge of high treason by adhering to the King’s enemies while in the King’s realm, contrary to the Treason Act. The Right Honorable Rufus Melville, presiding.”

My stomach curled into a painful little knot and tried to climb up my throat. Rufus Melville was the Lord Chief Justice? I'd never cared to stay abreast of things like political appointments but if I had known my former future father-in-law would decide my fate, I would never have allowed myself to be caught.

I could still see his eyes when he walked into the drawing room to find my handprint red on his son’s bloody face, several pieces of broken furniture at my feet.

I had been too furious to care then. After all, my fiancé had just told me that no man would ever want me for myself, not with such a juicy title available, so there was no point in denying him a taste of what he would buy in our marriage before the vows were said.

Whatever illusions I had cherished of love and constancy had been shattered, and my youthful fury was too great to keep in check. Young Lord Melville had been lucky I had not broken something of more significance than his nose and a few pieces of furniture.

But his father was incensed and insulted, and it was only Mama’s admirable command of every situation that let us leave the ruined celebration without bringing a lawsuit down upon us.

My reputation had been destroyed—the Melvilles had seen to that—but my young ex-fiancé did not have an easy time of it, either. No young lady of acceptable pedigree wanted to marry him after that. It seemed a suitable punishment to my disillusioned heart. 

Lord Melville disagreed. His son had been the prospective Duke of Wainwright, but the dissolution of our alliance left him no more than a petty lordling with a small estate, a slim pocketbook, and no social prospects.

As the sun slipped behind a bank of clouds, the room darkened enough for me to see the face of judgment staring down at me: a pair of satisfied blue eyes that promised retribution for the loss of his family’s prospects.

He smiled at me, and my stomach revolted. The hope I cherished of winning over the court, slim as it was, evaporated.

I was doomed.
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