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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







Chapter One


Fairytale of New York


Once upon a time in New York City, there lived a Mage with a crippled right hand. Once he wore ten iron rings upon his fingers. Once he had a brother. Once he had a calling. Twice, he touched a unicorn.


Once upon a time.


Streetlights might burn out in Matthew Szczegielniak’s presence, or dim and flutter dark for as long as it took him to pass. Car alarms and stereos might deploy unexpectedly, computers crash, neon signs flicker messages they were never meant to spell.


He knew they were trying to say something, to play the oracle. But he understood only a fragment of what they told: that a powerful shadow hung over him, that a powerful shadow lay cupped in the scarred hollow of his claw-hooked hand. Beyond that, the signs were too wild for him to read as he would have, once. Or to control.


It was a frustration so intense that the only response he could manage was to kick it away, kick it aside, and carry on as if nothing was wrong. You could learn to run on an amputated limb. If you were stubborn enough. Adaptable enough. And didn’t mind a little pain.


He wasn’t mad, Matthew Szczegielniak. He had been lucky to venture into Faerie and return sane—more or less—and lacking only his good right hand. He taught his classes at Hunter College—British Literature (one section general, one section Elizabethan Drama, one section Elizabethan Drama and Poetry Other Than Shakespeare)—and he stayed away from the students’ laptops, and he practiced until the chalk and dry-erase scrawls he wrought with his left hand formed words.


Matthew kept a magnetized iron knife in his left front pocket and he wore a ring carved of rowan wood on his right thumb. Ink in dark unsettling labyrinths marked his back and arms, and his nape under the clean blond ponytail. He wore steel-rimmed spectacles that twinkled compassionately when he tilted his head. He lived alone in a half-remodeled apartment; someone else paid his bills.


The someone’s name was Jane Andraste. She was the former lieutenant governor of New York, and the only other Mage Matthew knew of, anymore. All the rest were dead, and whether that was Matthew’s fault or Jane’s, Matthew did not take her calls.


He ran in Central Park like a wild thing and lifted iron weights as he always had—although it took some cleverness to lash them into his right hand—but he no longer wore the iron rings on his fingers and in his ear that once had drawn him to oppose anything Fae that set foot on Manhattan. Iron and copper and bronze were anathema to Faerie. Matthew would not permit himself to be enslaved to his tools again.


Once upon a time, he had permitted. It had cost him his duty, his honor, his brother, his heart’s blood, half his soul, control of his magic, and whatever faith he’d managed to preserve through thirty-odd years of service. It had cost him the use of his good right hand.


Once upon a time.


Somewhere in Hell, a poet was packing his bags. He wasn’t particularly circumspect about it; the master of the house would know of his actions, as Lucifer tended to know what concerned him, and so the poet rehearsed arguments as he folded shirts and found his rapier and a notebook. He didn’t expect to be permitted to leave without some sort of confrontation.


All the same, he packed only what he’d need for a day or two. He could send for the rest, once—if—he got settled somewhere. And if the Devil proved recalcitrant, well. It wouldn’t be the first time the poet had lost everything.


Things were only that.


He was pulling the drawstrings of his rucksack taut when a rustle of feathers by the door caught his attention, as it was meant to. He swung the bag onto the neatly made bed and turned, flipping his layered patchwork cloak over his shoulders in a practiced gesture. He crossed his arms over his chest and set his heels, and said, quietly, “Morningstar.”


Lucifer’s beauty was not the sort to which one could grow accustomed. It was composed of small imperfections—the long nose, the too-lush mouth—that amounted to a breathtaking gestalt, so every shift of expression revealed some new facet of the Devil’s charm.


He framed himself in the poet’s bedroom doorway as if standing for a portrait. His wheat-colored hair dragged in disorder over the black velvet shoulders of his jacket, and even in the dim light of the gas lamps his eyes were sharply blue. His white wings rustled as he folded them against his back to step into the room, and rustled further when he let them fan wide. :I wondered when thou wouldst make thy mind up to go.:


“I made my mind up some time ago,” the poet said. “I’ve no reason to stay, with Murchaud gone.”


:Thy old Devil beguiles thee not, Kitten?:


The poet’s smile felt tight across his teeth as he chose not to answer the question. “You know I hate that nickname.”


:Then perhaps thou shouldst have kept thine own name. What wouldst barter me, to have it back?:


The poet picked up his bag and slung it over one shoulder, and stepped wide around the Devil on his way to the door.


He was almost there when the flagstones shuddered under his feet, in time with an enormous hollow thumping. He sidestepped, almost tripping, and Lucifer steadied him with an outstretched wing. “Were you expecting a visitor?”


:I know that knock,: Lucifer answered. He swept the poet forward with the leading edge of his wing, and followed him through the door.


The poet’s footfalls were hushed on long silk carpets, but the vast emptiness of Hell’s corridors gave the sense that they should echo. The poet shivered, gathering his cloak tighter in his left hand, tugging it over the rapier he wore on that hip. You could feel the loneliness here, the constant awareness of exile. It had the weight of oppression: whatever was in Hell was forgotten, shunned by the larger world.


“What would bring him here?” the poet asked, as much to fill up the silence as because he cared to know.


Lucifer’s shrug lifted his wings. He gestured with one long hand as if brushing a curtain aside. :Perhaps he’s come to see thee off. Or to invite me to a ball. It is All Hallow’s Eve—:


Someone stepped into the corridor before them: a big man, bearded, his red hair twisted into a club at the nape of his neck. The freckles across the bridge of his nose made a striking discontinuity with his glower. “There’s a Devil on your doorstep,” he said.


:Thank you, Keith,: Lucifer said. :I had noticed. You will accompany me to greet him.:


Keith MacNeill, the Dragon Prince—and so in a metaphysical manner the heir to Arthur Pendragon and Vlad Dracula—shook his head. “You can hold me captive by my oath, but I won’t be compelled to fight your wars, Morningstar.”


Lucifer smiled through his curls. :Shall it come to fisticuffs?:


“You’re on your own if it does.”


The poet chuckled, but Lucifer took no notice. Instead, he strode into the lead, leaving Keith and the poet to spin in his wake, hurrying to keep pace.


The great doors to Lucifer’s palace stood open and unguarded, and beyond them, in the courtyard, waited Satan. Another poet’s Devil, that one, a batwinged horror with his upswept horns and smoke rising in coils from wings that radiated sooty heat like fire-charred stone. Lucifer stopped the poet and the Dragon Prince in the doorway with a sweep of his hand, and stepped outside to meet his brother.


The poet folded his arms again and leaned against the doorframe to watch. Beside him, Keith stood squarely, frowning, shoulders tense. They didn’t spare each other a word, but Keith did offer the poet’s rucksack a raised eyebrow. The poet answered with a shrug.


In the courtyard, the devils circled like tomcats. The poet could imagine their mantling wings—Satan’s stone-black and membranous, Lucifer’s shining white under the sunless sky—transformed to lashing tails and flattened ears.


:Satan,: Lucifer said, with all his exquisite mocking politeness intact. :You haven’t the look of one who comes seeking society.:


“I heard a rumor,” Satan answered. His voice sifted dust from the stones, and the poet flinched from it, covering his ears with his hands. Keith winced, but held his ground. “I came to find the truth in it.”


:You presume I know of which rumor you speak.:


Satan paused. He held out one black, knobby fist, the talon on his thumb projecting between his fingers. He loosed them, and a wad of paper slipped free, smoking slightly from his touch.


With a swift, careless gesture, Lucifer swept it up in the curve of a wing and flicked it into his own hand. He uncrumpled it, the paper weighty and soft, and smoothed it between his fingers. After studying whatever was written there for a moment, he looked up, tilting his head back to meet the other Devil’s sullen stare. Satan seemed a monolith beside him, though Lucifer was both well-made and tall. :It is a letter by my hand, requesting conversation with Him who exiled us. What of it?:


“Morningstar,” Satan said, his voice low and reasonable, “see you who stands in yonder doorway, watching you? You have a Dragon Prince, my brother. You hold in your hand a weapon even God must respect. But wield it, and all the devils in all the Hells will stand beside you.”


Lucifer turned and looked, as if Satan’s words could indeed come as a revelation to him. Kit knew him well enough to read irony, however, and even Satan could not have missed it when Lucifer turned back with an elaborate shrug.


Satan curled a lip off his fanged teeth and snarled, “Do you expect the rest of us to bear idle witness while you crawl to Him, begging forgiveness? I will not have it.”


Lucifer tossed the slip of paper over his shoulder. An unseen servant, swift and mindless as a gust of wind, swept it aside to be disposed of. The Morningstar tilted his head and smiled. :Darling,: he murmured, :that is but a request for an audience. Do I seem to you the sort that crawls?:


For a moment, the poet thought Lucifer might actually get away with it. And then Satan moved, his right arm straightening on a swinging blow that caught the other angel across the stomach. Lucifer doubled around the blow. The second one smashed him to his knees, while the stones of the courtyard groaned under Satan’s moving weight.


So fast. The poet realized that he had started forward only when Keith’s hand locked on his right biceps and dragged him back into the door arch. “That’s not your fight,” Keith said, but the poet noticed that Keith’s other hand had dropped to the pommel of his sword.


Keith asked, reluctantly, “Will they kill each other?” He wasn’t over-fond of the poet, or vice versa.


“No more than Fae are likely to, outside a field of war or honorable combat,” the poet muttered in reply. “If Michael would not strike them down, but only hurl them from Heaven, they’ll not destroy each other so easily. There are”—he grimaced—“forms for these things.”


The pause was brief, and then both men winced when Satan kicked Lucifer, a swinging blow that sent him sprawling on the courtyard flags. He strode after, the earth groaning under his feet, and caught Lucifer a sweeping kick under the ribs that lifted the fallen angel into the air.


“Exile’s a possibility, though,” the poet continued. “Or imprisonment. And seizure of chattels.”


“Meaning us.”


“Meaning you,” the poet said. “I’m a free man.”


“Hah,” Keith answered. “You think he’d care about that?”


Both re-covered their ears as Satan raised his stinging voice again. “That seems a creditable approximation of crawling to me.” Lucifer pushed himself to his knees, his wings sagging on either side of his shoulders, his velvet jacket torn at the elbow. Satan stepped forward, foot swinging—


Lucifer got one foot under him, knee bent as if making obeisance, and the poet flinched. But then Lucifer rocked aside, dodging the kick, and rose to his feet with a bar of light flickering in his left hand like a tongue of flame. He extended his arm en garde.


:So draw your sword.:


Satan folded his arms over his stony chest. “You won’t meet me with fists, Morningstar?”


Lucifer smiled. Right-handed, he wiped blood from the corner of his mouth, and flicked it sizzling on the stones. :It’s easy to forget that I stood against Michael too, isn’t it, brother mine?:


“Stood,” Satan said. “And fell.”


:A flaw we both endure. Come. I’ll show you the door.:


“Don’t bother,” the poet said, stepping forward, his cloak swirling heavily against his calves. “I’m headed that way myself. I’ll see the Devil out.”


The year Matthew Magus turned forty, Halloween fell on a Sunday. He’d canceled his classes for Monday and Tuesday, and now he stood before an antique silver-backed mirror in a wrought-iron frame and made ready for a duty more sacred than teaching. First he bound his bobbed hair into a stubby ponytail, the end twisted with copper wire. Once, he would have worn a camouflage jacket, buttons buttoned and zippers zipped. But he had no intention of blending into this night, even if he still could; sympathetic camouflage did not suit his purpose now.


Instead he wore a patchwork tailcoat, red velvet and copper brocade sewn with bugle beads, fringes, droplets of amber, silver and steel bells and chips of mirror, a phoenix embroidered on the left lapel and a unicorn on the right. Matthew wouldn’t wear a shirt under the talisman on Hallow’s Eve, so the skin from his collarbone to his belt shone bare, revealing the black edges of the spells etched into his skin. The coat smelled of nag champa and dragonsblood incense; he kept it with his aromatics so the odor wouldn’t fade.


The owner of the vintage shop he’d bought it from—without haggling, as was right for a ritual tool—had claimed it had belonged to Jim Morrison. This was a lie. Joey Ramone had tried it on once but hadn’t bought it, but the real magic of the coat lay in salvaged fabric and beads: a skirt panel from the original Broadway production of Kiss Me Kate; a harness bell from Andrew Carnegie’s carriage horses; a fragment of a busted bathroom mirror from The Bitter End; enough baubles to buy Manhattan twice over (purple and white wampum sawn from the shells of quahog clams, a handful of love beads thrown away by Robert Crumb, a tourist’s charm shaped like the Empire State Building which somebody had given to Gregory Corso, once); a steel jingle made from a valve cover off Peter Beagle’s motor scooter; a horseshoe nail lost when the nag bolted in the Five Corners; a penny John Coltrane picked off the floor of Birdland—heads—and ran through a press at Coney Island in 1963…


Matthew brushed the gold fringe on the epaulets until it fell properly. He double-knotted his steel-toed boots and stared at the man in the mirror one more time: a little more gray in the hair, a few more lines beside the eyes, the ink in his tattoos starting to fade and blur a little, here and there.


His jeans had a steel zipper and copper rivets. He wore a black leather glove on his clawed right hand. The healed scar where a unicorn’s horn had pierced his heart shone white and crescent-shaped among the black lines on his skin.


He slapped his hands together, the strong one and the shattered one, and let himself out through dead bolts, chains, and the police lock to see what Hallow’s Eve would bring.


Sunset gave the illusion of warmth to a city whose nights were already chilling into winter. New York had never been one of those cities where Halloween became a ritual, a citywide block party and an excuse to riot all rolled into one. San Francisco claimed Halloween; New York’s saint’s day was New Year’s Eve.


But Halloween was Halloween, and New York also wasn’t a city that missed an excuse to throw a party. Or a parade. So Matthew armed and armored himself, and went out like Gawain—or perhaps like Don Quixote—to defend the innocent. Or the best approximation he could find, in New York City.


He walked south through the Upper West Side under the watchful eyes of gargoyles: leering faces and twisted animals bent in manners foreign to their anatomy. A green man watched him pass; a beaked creature something like a wingless hippogriff twisted in its skin of stone to follow him with a weathered granite regard. In the bright eyes of buildings only sleepily alert to the mayfly existences of their creators, Manhattan’s last Mage burned with iridescence, a dragonfly catching sunlight through lazy summer air.


His city knew him still.


Matthew headed for Greenwich Village. The noise of the city followed like a lover’s whispers. He jingled with every step. The Fae were in the city tonight, this night of all nights, though they usually gave New York the respect due a graveyard.


Matthew couldn’t keep them out, not alone, and he was too tired to try.


He couldn’t keep them out. But he could try to make sure they stayed out of trouble. And they knew his name, both the Daoine Sidhe and the Unseelie, even if the residents of his city did not. They remembered a bridge of iron and Matthew’s own heart’s blood that had carried a war into Faerie.


New York remembered a woman on a white horse and a dragon with black iron wings that had carried that same war back to the heart of the city. And Matthew preferred it that way. He could walk through New York unheralded, the new gray streaks twisted into the blond of his hair, wearing the city’s essence like a hermit crab’s home on his back, and play its warden in the dark, with no one but the gargoyles the wiser. It was a lonely existence.


But it would serve.


The buzz of his cell phone pulled him from his reverie, but when he read the display, he saw the name Jane Andraste. His right hand ached when he thought about it, so he stuffed the phone back into his pocket and rubbed the scarred palm with his opposite thumb, trying to chafe some comfort into the old wound.


He settled against a brick wall, his shoulder to the traffic, and fussed with his glove for a minute. A car alarm buzzed across the street, the flashing lights attracting his attention. He dropped his hands to his sides and turned, scanning the crowds moving along the sidewalk, faster pedestrians wending between slower clumps.


Matthew spotted the follower before he quite caught up. The man was easy to pick out of the crowd, not because his head was bowed over a PDA, his lips moving in concentration, but because Matthew could not have failed to notice the twisted, dark-colored rings encircling his thumb and forefinger.


Matthew didn’t know this apprentice. But Matthew knew what he was and also knew why his phone had rung just then.


Matthew had it in his hand already when it rang again. He didn’t bother answering, because at the sound of his phone, the apprentice’s head came up. He turned until he faced Matthew directly. He was good-looking, Irish or Swedish extraction, with freckles scattered across his cheekbones and the bridge of his nose, and wavy dark red hair. The young man’s face rearranged itself around a positively dazzling smile as he slipped up to Matthew, who found himself ridiculously at bay with his back against a brownstone wall.


“Matthew Magus?” the apprentice asked, and stuck out the hand that didn’t have the PDA in it: his right hand, and Matthew didn’t reach to take it. He didn’t care to offer his crippled paw to shake like a well-trained golden retriever.


“I am,” he said. “What does Jane want?”


Matthew should have asked the man’s name; his eyebrows drew together at the sting of that slight. He recovered, though, and lowered his hand. “I’m Christian Magus,” he said, smoothly. “I’m here on behalf of Jane.”


“Christian Magus,” Matthew repeated. “She’s recruiting. It figures. How did she find you?”


The young Mage wore a copper-colored brocade blazer over a black turtleneck. He dropped his hands into his pockets and drew the brocade around himself, fist balled around the PDA. There was a bit of Magecraft on it, Matthew could guess, a spell to help find Matthew through the link established when Jane called his phone, whether he chose to answer or not. Simple enough magic. The sort he would have worked without thinking, himself, once upon a time.


Christian didn’t answer his question. “Jane wants to talk to you. Just talk.”


Matthew stared through his eyeglasses. The apprentice didn’t drop his gaze, but met him glower for glower. He wondered how long Jane had been recruiting apprentices, how many new Magi she’d collected … whether she was planning on moving against Faerie again.


“Jane needs everybody,” Christian said. He held out a granite-colored business card; when Matthew didn’t take it, he tucked it into the breast pocket of his gaudy coat with a sort of charming insolence. “She needs as many of us as she can get. She just wants to talk to you.”


“How many of you are there now?”


“About twenty,” Christian said. “And growing. I’ve been with her five years, and I know she’s sincere.”


Matthew put his phone away again and smoothed his left hand over his hair. “You know why she doesn’t have any Magi left, Christian?” he asked. “Why she’s starting over from scratch?”


Christian bit his lip, frowning. “The Faerie War.”


“Because she got the last batch all killed,” Matthew told him. “And she’ll get you killed too. No.”


“Matthew?”


He turned away, showing Christian the back of his hand. “No,” he said. “I won’t talk to Jane. I have a city to take care of. Leave me alone.”


Two young women and a man in their early twenties hesitated on the platform, bewildered by the rumble of trains, the reek of grease and the arch of yellow metal against swallowing darkness. The train had breathed them into Penn Station like a dragon breathing particles of soot onto the air. The chambered heart of a vast beast echoed around them, sound ringing off granite blocks laid with a master’s precision. The three exchanged glances, their own hearts thundering in their chests as New York’s thundered in their ears.


They ascended the narrow escalator single file, passing through a gap in a dull, corrugated walkway suspended above the platform like a vast air-conditioning duct. Inside, grimy cement was punctuated in long rows by the alien luxuriance of cobalt tiles, blue as a madonna’s robes against char.


The city noticed their coming.


The train watched them climb, calm in its long steel body, and the sidewalks took their weight in knowing silence when they ascended into the indirect brightness of a New York morning.


The eldest of the three was Althea Benning, who bought a white T-shirt from a vendor. It was marked in black and red and blue with a map of the New York subway system that stretched across her breasts when she pulled it over her tank top.


The boy was named Geoffrey Bertelli; his mouth twitched sideways when he was amused. It was twitching now, as he raked bony, beautiful hands through his matted, matte-black-dyed red hair and said, “Everyone will know you’re a tourist.”


“Everyone will know I’m a tourist anyway, and this way, if we get lost, all you have to do is stare at my tits.” Althea checked her reflection in the shopwindow; Geoff laughed at her, shifted his knapsack, and dropped an arm around the third companion’s shoulders.


She only smiled.


She was the one who might have seemed most Fae, at least to someone who had never seen the Fair Folk. She was called Juliet Gorman, known as Jewels, and she was scarred and tattooed and pierced through fair freckled skin, her ears altered to points and a terrible homesickness in her flinching gestures.


She wasn’t Fae. She was Otherkin, a peasant child dreaming she was a stolen princess … who knew that her real parents—who loved her—would be along any moment to reclaim her from unkind but temporary mundane bondage.


Jewels slid from under Geoff’s arm and stood atop a subway grate, the warm wind swirling her skirt around her ankles. She’d braided her hair and pinned it so it covered her ears, mostly at Geoff’s insistence.


“Look at me,” Althea said, spinning in place, colliding with a hurried pedestrian whose fluffy lemon-yellow skirt hung low on her hips, two sunflowers with gnarled stems wrapped in a plastic supermarket bag dangling head down from her left hand.


Althea skipped aside and laughed. “Sorry.”


The city girl tossed her a look like acid, and the city breathed in hope and breathed out dreams, and the dragons rumbled under their feet in the long darkness of Penn, jointed snakes in oil-slick squalor.


“Where to first?” Althea asked, dropping her chin to stare down at the map across her chest.


“I don’t care as long as we’re in the Village by six to see the parade,” Geoff answered.


He glanced at Jewels, who cocked her head and pursed her lips. “Times Square. I want to see where the war started.”




Chapter Two


Whiskey in the Jar


Warmth slid from the stallion’s withers as he entered the shade of willows. His coat gleamed white over stout muscles; black streaked his mane and spotted his face and his richly feathered feet. A rivulet of water as silver as his moon-shaped shoes led him deeper into the wood and higher upon the hills; he wrote in hoofprints on its verdant bank, a line that would tell any who cared to look, The Kelpie was here.


He could have passed without a mark. But this was hallowed ground, sacred enough that when he came to the place where low hills tangled the willows’ roots, he cantered to a halt and stood for a moment, tail stinging his flanks as he swiveled an ear at something borne on that breeze.


Singing.


A song.


He’d come to air his pain, his un-Fae sorrow and the low, slow, un-Fae ache in his belly. To stomp, and paw, and kick things under the grieving willows. To let his anger at his beloved Queen and on his beloved Queen’s behalf fly. To feel, as he was not yet accustomed to feel, having been Fae for millennia and having borne a mortal soul but seven years.


Irritating to have his grief interrupted. The stallion drew a great bellows breath and folded into the angular form of a man, tugging his silk suit into place and reaching up to tip a hat at the right rakish angle. He was barefoot. Silver rings glinted on his thumbs and each great toe, pale against skin dark as loch water.


More silent than a breeze rustling the lancelet leaves of the willows, Whiskey chased the song between graveyard trees, the living rememberers of battle. The trees stroked him with trailing branches, stole his hat and caressed his hair. They knew who he was, other than the son of Manannan and the god of the wide man-murdering sea. They knew why he carried a pain like a bright spark in his chest, a pain no Faerie should have known, and they honored his unwilling sacrifice. Softly, as trees will. Implacably, as trees will. They remembered.


The stallion halted among them, wishing he had a tail to swish in perplexity. A small slight man sat beside the spring halfway up the hill, wrapped in a bard’s patchwork cloak of colors, leaning against a tree as he half sang an old rhyme. “ ‘Ellum do grieve, and Oak he do hate, and Willow he walk if you travels late.’ Good afternoon, traveler.”


“Good meeting, Sir Bard. I do not know you.” The stallion stepped from the shelter of laurel and scrub oak.


The singer gestured, the layers of his ragged cloak falling from his shoulders. Underneath he wore black, a silk shirt with silver buttons tucked into narrow trousers. “It’s changed.”


“The hillside?”


“That too.” He had fine golden-brown hair in well-brushed waves, a neat beard, and dark, deep-set eyes, whoever he was, and as he leaned forward between bent, spread knees his bootheels furrowed the earth. The stallion saw nails wink in their soles and tossed his forelock from his eyes. Iron nails, and not silver.


The bard was a mortal man.


“What manner of creature are you?”


“Kelpie,” the stallion answered.


“You’re a servant of the new Queen.”


“I am.”


“Bound servant?”


“This Queen makes no bindings.” The stallion came uphill, relaxing into his own shape now that he need not fear startling the singer. In horse-shape, his eyes would not sting with unshed pain. He stamped and snorted, shaking his mane over his ears. It didn’t help. “But I have a soul.”


“I as well,” the bard said. “I am sorry.”


“One grows accustomed.”


The man had an accent the stallion knew of old, although time had faded it. “You’re English,” Whiskey said.


“I was. Of Canterbury, and then London.”


“Ah. Have you a name, mortal man?”


Which netted him a strange sort of smile in return. The bard stepped from the shadow of the trees, sunlight gilding his dull hair auburn. “In fact I do not. But I will come to what you call me. Given a little warning, of course, what that may be—Thomas will do if you are not otherwise inclined. Does Morgan le Fey still roam these hills?”


“Roam is perhaps not the proper word—”


“I beg your pardon. Dwell here, then? And the new Mebd, the new Queen—”


“—whom I serve.”


“To whom you owe service, yes. She is Morgan’s granddaughter.”


“By Morgan’s son, Murchaud. Got on a mortal Mage.”


“Ah, I see. And Murchaud is buried here.” Thomas glanced aside, his voice losing its trained fluency.


The stallion lowered his head and cropped a bite of grass, releasing its rich green scent. It tasted of nothing, of straw. There was no blood in it. “Yes. As are many. Murchaud, Duke of Hell, Prince-Consort to the previous Queen of Faerie, son of Morgan and Lancelot. He is buried here.”


“I brought flowers,” the bard said, producing a bundle of iris and eglantine from his cloak. “Show me where?”


“Were you friends?”


“In Hell.”


“Ah.” The stallion cropped grass again, tail swishing. “I know your name.”


“I haven’t got one—”


“I know who you were. You wish to see the grave.”


“Yes.”


“Yes,” the stallion answered. “And I shan’t even bid you climb upon my back.”


The bard paused, and then grinned up at him. “Just as well, pony,” he said, his voice ringing empty as a tin cup when you drop a penny in it. “You wouldn’t like my spurs.”


“Doubting Thomas.” The stallion arched his neck to hide unease, flirting with the poet from under long lashes. “Call me Whiskey. For that is also not my name.”


The poet who wasn’t named Thomas knelt by the grave of a Prince of Faerie and didn’t shed a tear. It wasn’t precisely unmarked, that grave, bowered as it was by branches and cradled between roots, beribboned with sunlight trailing through leaves. Thomas dug his inkstained fingertips into the greensward and uprooted a tuft of grass, turning it over in his hands. Two waxy grubs shone. He touched one idly and closed his eyes to feel it writhe against his skin.


The grief pressed like a stone on his breast and would not be moved. He said, “Your Queen’s mother is a mortal woman.”


“Our Queen’s mother is a Mage,” Whiskey answered. “High in the counsels of their Promethean Society, so-called, who were the other side of this war—you’ve heard of the Prometheans?”


“Known with some intimacy,” the bard replied, in a tone that suggested it hadn’t been a pleasant knowing. He’d been in Faerie long enough to learn Fae ways: never show soft emotion, should you feel it. Never sorrow, nor affection, nor fear. No matter that the grief came up from his belly like wine sickness, painful and sharp, stinging his eyes and burning his sinuses. He kept his face placid, his voice mellifluous and mocking.


Unlike Whiskey, ruined by the soul he’d been tricked into accepting, the Fae did not admit pain.


The bard turned the turf in his hands, careful not to shake the grubs loose, and tucked it back into the wound he had made over Murchaud’s grave. He scrubbed earth-stained fingers on his trousers, and then rubbed them across his face. His fury came out in the softness of his tone. “What is her name, this Maga?”


“Jane Andraste, Sir Thomas.” Whiskey didn’t mind saying. Didn’t mind at all, when he felt the wind blow across his ribs and lift his mane, and smelled the sunlight of Faerie on it.


“I’m only a knight in Faerie,” the bard said, standing, and tugging his cloak about him as if the warm air carried a chill. “That honor was never conferred for all my service to mortal queens.” When he angled his head in the sunlight, it caught more coppery sparks from his sand-colored hair, and his right eye was brighter than his left.


“You’re in Faerie now, Sir Thomas.”


“Whiskey, that I am.” The bard glanced down at the grave, and then shook his head at the earth between his shoes. “And your Queen, who knows all names but has none of her own—”


“Aye?”


“Does she know her mother killed her father?”


“The Dragon killed her father, Thomas. He died in the rubble of Times Square, these seven years since, on Hallow’s Eve. ‘When the Faerie court do ride.’ ”


“I know that song.”


“Too well, I judge.”


A spark of pain as bright as Whiskey’s infected the bard’s voice. “But her mother started the war.”


“The war is older than the Queen. And older than her mother too.”


“It’s not older than I am …” The bard sighed, and came and stood beside the stallion, staring down at one grave among a row of graves that stretched until the trunks of the willow grove occluded sight. “Is there a tree for every fallen Fae, Master Whiskey? And one for every Promethean Mage who laid down his life in this battle?”


“There are not so many trees as that. Or the wood would go on very far indeed. Murchaud was more than your friend.”


“He was the breath in my lungs and the marrow in my bones.”


Whiskey sidestepped closer, and the bard took that invitation and leaned a shoulder on horsey solidity. The stallion smelled of sweat and tide pools, brackish, salt, fertile rot. His warmth eased the ache that threatened to close the bard’s throat, and after a moment he could speak again.


His fingers curled as if they cradled a dagger hilt. There was always revenge.


Contrary to myth, it really could help one feel better.


The poet glanced sideways, meeting the stallion’s ice-blue eye. “I went to Hell to be with him, and I had been in Hell before. I did not go twice blindly. A question for a question, stud. Do you prefer your new Queen to your old?”


“I had no Queen before this one,” Whiskey answered, the trickle of pain in his unwanted soul like the trickle of water that spread under his hooves. The warmth of the day chilled on his neck, now, too, and the bard threw an arm over his shoulders. Whiskey endured it, and felt the better after all. “I was a Wild Fae, and unbridled. Now I am tamed.”


“And?”


“—and?”


“She who tamed you. Is she a good Queen?”


“I would see her unQueened, Sir Thomas. Because I love her. Because I carry her soul, and her soul makes me to love her, and were she to abdicate I would no longer be bound to that burden—I would see her unQueened.”


Silence, until the poet stepped away. “I understand.”


Whiskey shook his mane and pawed lightly. His black-marked forehoof left a gouge in wet greensward, and the scent of fresh-turned earth almost covered the scent of sympathy. Worse, that he was cold enough that the sympathy warmed him. Worse, that he had a soul to see kinship, where he should have seen the weakness the bard let slip, just a little, and thought, Prey.


“Yes,” he said. “I think you do.” He tossed his forelock and snorted. “My Queen forgave her mother the war.”


“Did she.” Not a question, as the poet sank into a crouch with his cloak spreading on the ground around him, a puddle of a thousand colors. The patch that gleamed at his right shoulder was some sort of silk, blue as watered steel and catching the light and shadows when it moved, like the sea.


“Someone could find this Jane Andraste, Promethean and Mage. Someone could do something about redress. For these crimes. For this war,” the poet said. He dug his fingers into the earth again, as if unwilling to ever let go. As if he wanted to pull the turf over his shoulders like a blanket and lie down under it, warm and still.


“Get on my back,” Whiskey said, before the words could freeze in his throat and choke him. “Climb on my back and ride.”


Times Square had not become a monument, other than the monument to the gods of capitalism that it had always been. There had been very few killed here: a Fae girl pregnant with a royal child, a television reporter, a Duke of Hell, a rookie cop. The damage had been for show—though how much show is necessary to bring home a point is questionable, when a dragon the size of a jetliner unfolds basalt wings across a city sky.


There’s a certain admirable fierceness in the way New York mythologizes its trauma, and the dragon of Times Square was no different. Two years later, a smaller, somewhat pudgier replica of that dragon made its debut in the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade. The LCD screens had been rebuilt, the shimmering marquees repaired. Old stone facades still lurked behind the frameworks of advertising displays, dowager creases and age spots concealed under gaudy paint. Worker-ant traffic crept nose to tail in red- and white-lit profusion, and the TKTS booth had a line around the block.


The city had left the knife-cut claw marks along the rooftops alone, and tourists with telephoto lenses clotted beside the police substation, peering up and snapping pictures, couples handing cameras and binoculars back and forth.


Geoff and Althea and Jewels stood shoulder to shoulder in the chill, Geoff’s arm around Althea’s shoulder, holding his coat open for her to crowd inside because she was shivering in the gaudy tourist T-shirt. She trapped a layer of warm air and cloth between them, her arms wrapped tight across her belly although she was not quite shivering. Her head was craned back, and the delicate rings of her larynx pressed her skin from the inside, revealing pale highlights and blood-blue shadows.


It was Jewels who spoke, eyes bright and streaked brown hair pulling free of braids to twine in the rising wind. “What wouldn’t you give to have seen that?” Her voice throbbed with wistful envy.


“Funny,” Geoff answered. “I was just thinking I was glad I’d missed it.” He glanced at his watch. “We should go if we’re going to eat before the parade.”


They wound up in a steel-countered deli on Fifth Avenue, eating overstuffed pastrami sandwiches and salty kosher pickles. Althea ate her own, and Geoff’s too. They were too hurried for much conversation, and by the time they left, the sky had darkened and the streetlights were on.


Althea found herself falling into Geoff’s and Jewels’ slipstream. Jewels walked hurriedly, cold in her thin skirt, and Geoff kept positioning himself to break the wind for her. Jewels endured his attention with a kind of annoyed stoicism, but at least she didn’t say anything about it.


Although maybe it would have been better if she did. Althea had time to think about it, following his black coat and her gray sweater through the increasing crowds, shivering a little bit in her own thin shirt. Her jacket was in Geoff’s knapsack, though, and she’d have to catch up with him and make him stop to put it on, and they were in a hurry.


She’d stay warm enough with the walking until they made it to the parade. And she was keeping up all right. Geoff turned to look over his shoulder once in a while to make sure of her, and she was never more than three steps behind.


Which was why she couldn’t explain how she lost him. She hadn’t taken her eyes off his jacket, or his back, and Jewels’ braided hair was hard to miss, as was her laugh. But one moment they were there, and the next Althea realized she was following another couple entirely.


She blinked and her eyes blurred. For a moment, she saw Geoff and Jewels again, getting farther away through the crowd. And then, as if a slide had been pulled from a projector, they were gone again, and she saw only a red-haired man in a black leather jacket and a girl with dark hair, not Geoff and Jewels at all.


Althea stopped and turned, rocking on her heels. She hadn’t accidentally walked past them, either. She hesitated, oscillating, and tried not to meet the eyes of the passersby who snuck quick glances at her and then looked down.


“Dammit,” she muttered. And then she heard Jewels laugh. A side street. They must have turned, just there, and she’d missed them. A shortcut. They’d notice she was gone in a second, and turn back, and she’d meet them coming to look for her. Skipping, hugging herself with relief, she hurried down the alley.


The last thing she heard was the tremendous whirring rush of wings.


Halloween fell on a Sunday that year, and so did the end of daylight savings time. The coppery warmth gilding the green men and gargoyles had dimmed to quicksilver by the time Matthew reached the Village, and the blue hour of twilight held the city in the cool, lingering embrace extended by building shadows. The parade wouldn’t start until seven, and Matthew intended to watch the spectators as much as the participants. He wandered along Fourteenth Street, flotsam in a stream of humanity, alert for the messages flickering in neon or reflected in storefronts.


Several bars of “The Lady Is a Tramp” slid from a basement doorway along with a coil of smoke. Matthew walked through the scent of cigarettes and unwashed bodies; they clung to his skin along with prophecy, and like prophecy broke and slid away before the force of his talismans and a survived destiny.


Cars slid past, stop and go, one stereo blaring a Don Henley song. Matthew had heard that one before, the morning the towers fell; New York’s Magus hadn’t been able to take that bullet for his city either. Maybe it’s time we make it a ceremonial position, he thought, but understood the portent and read his directions in the flickering light of a Dos Equis sign.


He turned his face away but the sign persevered, heartbeat of electricity stuttering its neon, and another across the alley took up the plaint. They were coy, long-lashed things, never quite forthright, but transparent enough in their intentions. He sighed and turned left between buildings, picked past bundled newspapers and a green plastic trash barrel, and walked through a puddle of floodlight, glancing up once to make sure the human-seeming shadow at its edge was the outline of another gargoyle. It was: one he didn’t remember having seen before, a squat birdlike silhouette whose gorgeously fluted antlers must have been the chef d’oeuvre of a master stonemason, imported from Europe along with all those boatloads of marble.


He sought after it, but no trace of magic hung nearby—just the thinking chill of stone worked fine enough to hold an ageless, patient soul. A hungry soul, and he pulled back.


The coat was not keeping him warm. But now he was close enough to smell what hung in the air, and he frowned. It was an old, wild musk, harsh and deep—the scent of weathered bones at the maw of a predator’s lair. It was a thickness as deep and sweet as the Kelpie’s, but without the tang of sea-rot and sea-change that kept the Kelpie’s trace unique. He walked on, an ache in his scarred hand. The fear was alive in him, a wild cold coiling thing, but he would not honor it. No matter how it made his hands shake and the bile rise in his throat.


The girl was already dead when he found her, her tourist’s subway-map T-shirt ripped from breast to belly. Matthew crouched beside the body and pulled his cell from his pocket. He checked for a pulse—cursorily: her blood was a banner spread ragged on the stones around her, along with her entrails—thumbed 911 with his ruined hand, and raised his head to search the shadows, taking comfort in a child’s lie: that he did not fear the dark.


The reek of raw meat and spilled bowels made him gag. There were no footprints in the blood and the footsteps echoing behind him came too soon and too lightly for the police. He turned just his head over his shoulder, spectacles flashing in the light, blood drying on the first two fingers of his left hand. The runners held hands as if one of them meant to pull the other up from drowning. The leader was a cautious, coltish boy in black leather, black denim, black-dyed hair and steel-grommeted boots. The flowered chiffon skirt of the sandaled girl beside him blew about thin ankles, and a charcoal sweater that fell to the top of her thighs was rolled up three times at the sleeves, draping off her reedlike wrists in fat doughnuts.


“Don’t—” he said, and stood.


At the far edge of the puddled light, Jewels dragged Geoff to a stop as the red-coated man spread his arms helplessly. The movement pulled the cuff of the coat away from his glove and let the fine hairs on his arm be limned. He stood foolishly, shaking, as if he could block their vision of Althea. He wasn’t tall, but he looked dangerous, strong.


A snaky breeze scarfed Jewels’ skirt between her thighs and locks of wavy tea-brown hair across her eyes. She pushed the latter aside with a nail-bitten finger and sucked her lower lip into her mouth, her stomach tangled around her ankles. She stepped from artificial light into a shadow, shielding her eyes, and felt no chill; the meaty reek of the alley fevered her. Not cold at all, though she was shivering. “Al …?”


“Don’t look,” the man said. “Just don’t look. I called the police.” He twisted his wide-held hand to show the green lights of the phone; the 911 operator’s voice was still audible, and he moved slowly to bring it back to his ear. “Sir? Some other bystanders just arrived—”


“Althea,” Jewels said, and took a step forward, almost tripping out of her sandals. She caught herself and shook free of Geoff’s clenched hand. She couldn’t feel herself breathing. “Oh, God. Al.”


Matthew saw her distress and came to her, still holding the phone to his ear, ready to catch her if she rushed forward or went down. Beside her, the boy swayed, pressed both hands to his mouth. His head dipped as he gagged and shuddered; his knees folded like a foal’s and he went straight down, curled forward, kneeling. The girl turned and tripped again; this time she didn’t catch herself. She collapsed against the boy, her hands on his wrist and the nape of his neck, holding him up while he gagged, her face nearly in his hair. “Geoff?”


Matthew moved a step closer, still pressing the phone to his ringless ear. Today is the naming of names, he thought. Patently unfair, considering that it seemed to be her friend on the ground, but he recognized his own distanced chill as shock. He almost put his hand in the girl’s hair to comfort her, but saw the blood on his fingers and winced, and scrubbed them on his jeans first, shuddering. Jesus. “Yes sir,” he said. “I’m right here. I won’t hang up. Somebody just fainted.”


A banshee wailed—a siren, only a siren, after all. The girl’s hair was soft and faintly greasy. She leaned into the touch silently, suffering, holding her friend, smelling of patchouli. The scent reminded him of a woman he hadn’t seen in seven years, and almost covered the tang of blood. “Miss?”


“Jewels,” she said, without lifting her lips from her friend’s spiked, matted hair. The word struck music in his breast—her name, and her true name too. A breath caught in his throat; he stroked her hair out of her face and stopped, shocked by what his fingers brushed. A fine braided tracery of raised scar tissue ran along her hairline, leading his fingers to an ear tipped to a delicate point.


At the mouth of the alley, light flashed, blue and red and gold and white. Fae, he almost said, but no, she wasn’t. She was as human as he, mortal blood and mortal bone. “Otherkin.”


She looked up at him and grimaced. The brackets on her braces were fashion colors, fuchsia and violet between the wires. A titanium hoop glimmered in her nostril.


“Holy fuck,” he said, the phone in his hand forgotten as the first policemen hustled down the alleyway, paramedics right behind. “Otherkin. Sweetheart, what the hell were you kids doing in New York City if you’re playing at being Otherkin? Don’t you know your kind aren’t welcome here?”




Chapter Three


Seen the Lights Go Out on Broadway


For the ten millionth time, Jewels said, “We came to New York for the Halloween parade,” and for the ten millionth time Detective Peese shook his head.


“Three Otherkin kids? Pull the other one.”


“Geoff’s not Otherkin.” She dropped her head into her palms, knotting wisps of hair between her fingers. She itched and stank and her butt hurt from the hard wooden chair, and she wanted to go home. The steel-edged Formica table was worn in two patches under her elbows, and she imagined how many other people had leaned forward in this interview room just as she was leaning now, hopelessness a bubble under their breastbones. That was the worst part. She hadn’t even cried for Althea yet. Couldn’t cry, as if her fear for herself had stopped the tears or soaked them up. “He’s just a friend.”


The cop braced his hands on the other edge of the table, looming over her. He smelled sharply of Irish Spring and Old Leather, an infelicitous combination. “You had to know you were taking a risk coming to New York, with your ears tipped like that and those scars hanging out there.”


They rasped the heels of her palms: her own work. Her own design, a fragile Celtic braid, pale stains of aqua and lime overworking the white lines. Her hair mostly covered it, most of the time. She took a breath and spoke more sullenly than she’d intended. “It’s still a free country.”


The cop wasn’t much bigger than Geoff, and definitely not any bigger than the guy with the ponytail and the red velvet tuxedo jacket who’d hovered over her until the police separated the three of them into different rooms. His hair was cropped close to the skull, the short dull brown fuzz showing pale lines of scars sparser and less intentional than Jewels’, and he was wearing a suit instead of a uniform. A badge hung on a cord around his neck like he’d forgotten to take it off.


He sighed tiredly and leaned back, thumbs hooked through a creaking leather belt. “That doesn’t mean you weren’t asking for trouble coming here, Halloween or not. You’re lucky whoever got your friend didn’t get you too. Tell me the truth, Julia. You were looking for fairies, weren’t you? Come to New York, go look at the claw marks on top of the Times Building, wander around and see fairies and try to talk them into taking you to the Otherlands, right? The only way we’re going to find your friend’s killer is if you level with us about where you went and what you did.”


“There aren’t any Fae in New York City.” She shifted her bottom against the chair and didn’t correct him regarding her name. “Everybody knows they never came back after the fight in Times Square. I wouldn’t come to New York for Fae. And we went to Times Square, but only for a few minutes. It was just for the parade. I swear …” She trailed off as someone tapped on the door of the interview room, then lifted her head out of her hands, meeting Detective Peese’s flat hostile stare.


“Christ, if you were my kid, I’d haul your ass right back to the plastic surgeon who put those ears on you and get them cut right off.” He turned away and opened the door.


This man was enormous. His skin was a few shades darker than his cocoa-colored sportcoat, which was a few shades darker than his sherry-colored eyes, and his right paw almost enveloped a two-liter bottle of Poland Spring, condensation running between his fingers and dripping on the floor. “You about done in here, Ernie?”


Peese raked him with a glance, a frown hardening the corners of his mouth. “Oh, look. It’s the good cop.” He shot a searing look over his shoulder at Jewels, who lost her battle not to clench her hands on the table. She gasped, but Peese had already turned back to her rescuer. “Yeah,” Peese said. “I’ll go see how they’re doing in the other room.”


Jewels bit her lip and pulled cold fingers inside the sleeves of her sweater as the white cop brushed stiff-shouldered past the black one. The newcomer held the door open with his elbow, then let it ease gently into place.


“Shit,” Jewels said, leaning back against the painful wooden chair, “if that’s Detective Peace, I’d hate to meet Detective War.”


The big man laughed as he set the bottle of water in front of her and retrieved the pilled navy blanket he’d tucked under his other arm. “I’m Detective Smith. Will that do?”


“Are you really?” She watched him as he shook the blanket out. She wasn’t cold enough to shiver, but the warmth when he swung the rough cloth over her shoulders was enough to make her sigh. “I think I’d like to see some ID.”


He laughed and held out his hand. “Donall Smith.” A faint flavor of a fluid island accent underlay his speech: Jamaican, she thought. She shook the hand, but didn’t get up. “Peese gets a little—”


“Yeah. “So you are the good cop, I take it?”


“Nah. I’m the cop who came to run Ernie off so you can make your train home. It’s tomorrow.”


“You’re not going to keep us in the city?”


“What purpose would that serve? You’re not suspects, no matter what he would have liked you to believe. We’ve got your info. Drink your water”—he jerked his chin at the bottle—“go home to Hartford, and for Christ’s sake don’t go wandering around New York City looking like you just stepped out of The Brown Fairy Book if you know what’s good for you, okay?”


She opened the water. It was cold, and the plastic ring cracked when she unscrewed the top. Her lip split and the blanket slipped down her shoulders when she tilted her head back and drank, holding the bottle in both hands, shaking with weariness.


Her eyes closed, short dense lashes interweaving like the fringe on a Venus flytrap, and she swallowed once, twice, a third time—so thin each gulp showed as it bobbed down her throat. She set the bottle aside and wiped her mouth on the back of her hand. “I’m not leaving without Geoff.”


Donall leaned against the doorpost. The edge dug into his spine through shirt and sportcoat. He crossed his arms. “He’s waiting for you in the lobby.”


“The lobby?” She looked up, startled, a flush under the pale olive of her skin. Attenuated hands fumbled the blanket closed over the ridges of her collarbones. “I thought he’d be—”


“Getting the Peese treatment? No, I made sure both he and Szczegielniak were out of harm’s way before I came to rescue you. Look, kid”—as kindly as he could manage—“we’ve got your information. Your friend’s parents are en route to pick up her body. I know you don’t believe it at your age, but there’s no shame in needing a shoulder to lean on once in a while. Do yourself a favor and call your mom, have her come get you.”


The girl hesitated. She reached for the water again and tipped it to her mouth. Smaller swallows this time. “I can’t call my mom,” she said when she was done.


“I’ll let you use my phone.”


“My mom’s dead,” she said.


Donall grimaced in self-reproach. Stupidity. “Your boyfriend’s mom?”


“Geoff’s?” She stood, gawky and awkward, staggering briefly with exhaustion. “We’ll get home okay. We have money.” She widened bright eyes the color of agates and smiled faintly. “Thank you, Detective Smith.”


“I’m sorry,” he said. Her smile blew away. She took his hand between hers, dwarfing both of her own, and slipped out the door and was gone.


Seven years after the Dragon, Whiskey returned to New York.


He had risen dry from the filthy ocean earlier on that All Hallow’s evening, the bard not named Thomas on his back, and in the shadow of a ferry he changed from steed to man. His hooves didn’t clip-clop on asphalt, because he made his silver horseshoes into boots with silver nails, but he felt the cold burn of the city threading his body anyway. Iron and steel, bronze and copper under the stone, her poisoned bones themselves were ward and pain. But she was wrapped in water and born of the sea, Manhattan, and though she was built on bedrock, all her bridges, all her tunnels could not chain him away.


The crossroads of the world.


Beyond his bitterness, beyond the cold obsessive weight of emotion he could not lay aside, it still amused him that he fit in better than the half-mortal knight beside him, who struggled not to gape as they walked the length of the docks. Even on a Sabbath night, the streets bustled. Whiskey felt the bard wrap glamourie around them, pass-unseen and pass-unheard, and they slipped between pedestrians and police without notice. “You’ve never been in New York?”


“Never,” Thomas answered. He shrugged under the weight of his cloak, turning to watch a woman dressed as a fantasy warrior in chain mail and leather stride past. “London, and then Faerie, and then Hell. Why is she dressed like that?”


“Samhain. The Americans celebrate it with a masque. Are there no cities in Hell?” An honest question, if perhaps a little sharper than Whiskey had intended it. The magic shoes and mortal soul were some help, but the weight of all that metal shortened a temper that had never been legendary for its length.


The poet tilted his head back, watching a shadow bigger than a bat row across the sky with the otherwise sight of his right eye. Something antlered, with broad hard wings. “Yes, Whiskey. There are cities in Hell. But they are empty.”


The stallion shoved his hands into his pockets. The reek of oily water carried over the tang of smoke and stone, diesel and grease. Someone slipped past him, wrapped in Fae glamourie that hid flat serpent’s eyes and hands webbed and sequin-scaled. She eyed him incuriously, flicked blood from her wide lipless mouth with a fork-tipped tongue, and slid toward the estuary they’d left behind. Whiskey shrugged at her dismissal.


The smell of blood made him sick with hunger, an empty twist in his belly he couldn’t crop enough grass to fill. Seven years tamed, seven years named.


No one respects a king without fangs.


“Mermaid?” Thomas asked, turning to watch her go. Whiskey noticed that he saw through the glamourie.


“Undine. Jenny Greenteeth, I think, all the way from Yorkshire—if it’s not one of her sisters. Rusalka, lorelei … one’s much another. They came with the ships across my back, a hundred, two hundred years gone.”


“Your back?”


“Each-Uisge,” Whiskey said, and tapped his forehead with his knuckle. He brushed the back of a long-fingered hand across the buildings and the night-black water behind. “Water of all water in the world. The Atlantic and the North Sea, the channels and the inlets and the rivers and the lochs. The beat of the tides up the Stour and the Thames—and the East River too—is the beat of my heart.”


“Who’s the poet here?”


Thomas smiled when Whiskey snorted and shook his head, water flying from spring-curled hair, and said, “You are, poet.”


“So if you’re all the water in the world, what are they?”


“They’re water too. Lakes and springs, creeks and billabongs, seas and storms. Greater or lesser. Rusalka, lorelei, merrow, selkie, mermaid, nixie, naiad, kappa, undine, samebito, the golden carp, and brother frog. Hapi, Masacouraman, Tocouyaha, Melusine—”


“Nuckelavee. Orkney’s Devil from the Sea. The black horse and the skinless rider.”


“You know of him.” Not a surprising tidbit, from one who wore a bard’s patched cloak, but it was easy to forget that when Thomas was trying not to gawp like a child at his first court.


“I was to Scotland once. And the Devil bears many names. So you’re all those things and all those creatures at once? Isn’t this city forbidden to the Fae?”


“Not forbidden,” Whiskey answered. “But respected.”


“Then what was your subject doing, hunting here?”


Whiskey answered with a snort and glower. The sidewalks grew crowded, and Thomas let the pass-unseen lapse so they wouldn’t be trampled. There was music and laughter, sirens and lights. The bard had developed a tendency to veer a bit from side to side as one thing or another caught his attention, and he seemed not to notice the admiring glances he received, not all of them drawn by the splendid cloak.


Whiskey laced long fingers through the crook of Thomas’ arm, slightly surprised that the bard let him. In fact, he scarcely seemed to notice the touch, but drew his cloak closer about himself with his free hand.


Even the slow dreams of the city stirred when Whiskey walked her stones. She knew him. She remembered the wild ring of hooves and a tail flying like a banner, a charge down Broadway and the groaning weight of the world come to rest on her stones.


Whiskey led the poet faster.


“The seas have been strange of late, wild where they should be tame, tame where they should be wild.” The poet made his observation quietly, but he was waiting to see how Whiskey would react. The stallion didn’t, not even a flexing of fingers on the poet’s arm—which was as revealing as anything else. “And before you ask, yes. There are seas in Hell.”


“Nor is it circumscribed in one self place,” Whiskey answered, and smiled at Thomas’ sideways glance. “I hear the Devil is fond of your work.”


Thomas’ smile went tight. “Rather.”


“Unfortunately so?”


Something was following them. Thomas hadn’t noticed yet, but Whiskey could smell it, sweet brackish water and mud rich with rot, the taint of methane and the sweetness of blood. Maybe all the otherwise world had come to New York for Samhain and the fat orange moon.


Or for feasting. Whiskey scented something else. Blood—not the thin blood on Greenteeth’s lips, but sweet blood spilled hot and fresh. They were bumped and jostled, moving against the flow of humanity now. The stallion drew himself up taller under the tilt of his white hat and let the nails in his heels ring on the pavement. Mortals fell back like the tide washing down the beach, without seeming to notice they had stepped aside.


“His fondness has served me well,” Thomas said. His sigh went almost unnoticed as Whiskey leaned into the wind. Mud on one side, blood on the other: a poet’s grief was no more than a passing concern. The scent of raw meat made his stomach rumble. “How do we find the Maga, Jane Andraste?”


“I hope to catch her scent,” Whiskey answered. Lights flashing blue and red down the block drew his attention. The press of Thomas’ cloak against his side was soothing. There were spells of ward and guard wound into it, powerful enough even to ease the ache of all that metal.


Something in his tension communicated itself to the poet, who followed his gaze. Two men and a woman stood within the radius of the lights, surrounded by uniformed peace officers.


Whiskey snorted and stopped, outside a streetlamp puddle of light. The blond man, he knew.


Thomas disengaged and stepped aside as Whiskey melted against stone. It was foolish to hide; Matthew would feel him in a moment if he hadn’t already.


“And did you just?”


“Just?”


“Catch her scent?”


“Yes,” Whiskey answered, as Matthew turned, looking over his shoulder, a flash of bare patterned skin and the glint of light off bullion. “After a manner of speaking, I did.”


The Devil makes house calls. Often when he’s neither summoned nor desired; often when a debt is owed; often where he has called before. Any two of three are as good as a guarantee that he’ll venture the threshold, though he may not be well-recognized.


Fionnghuala the cursed, swanmay, princess, sister of Manannan, daughter of Llyr, straightened from her oven. She had a baking tray of ginger biscuits in her mitted hands, a smudge of golden syrup drying itchy alongside her nose, and she turned to confront the rustle of wings.


“Out of my kitchen, Nick,” she said, her hands too full to swat at him when he stole a cookie from the tray.


Lucifer ducked under the low beams of her kitchen and smiled at her, wearing his most beautiful of guises. His coat was gray velvet, tailed and worn over a snowy shirt and boot-cut jeans in indigo. His boots had a heel, and blue eyes glittered mischief under the curve of his golden brows. If she hadn’t heard the wings, she never would have seen them, pale glints of light in the shadows as they flicked closed and were gone.


:I understood I was invited,: he said, and put the biscuit in his mouth.


He smelled of good tobacco and better whiskey, a heady blend that mingled with the scents of spice and sugar. She stepped forward and thrust the searing tray into his naked hands; he received it gracefully, balancing it on an open palm. While she stripped off her mitts, he took another biscuit.


:If thou hast asked me here to petition for a job in Hell’s kitchen,: he said, :thou hast it.: He reached a spatula off the counter with his free hand and set about transferring biscuits to cooling-racks, his rows very tidy although she would have thought the biscuits still so warm they’d break.


“No,” she said. She tossed her mitts on the counter as he placed the tray atop the old bottled-gas stove, and stretched past him to douse the oven. Her heart shuddered behind her ribs, the pulse so fast her hands trembled like hummingbird wings. “I asked you here to bargain. Come on, you, out of the kitchen before you curdle the milk.”


Pale eyebrows lifted under the flickering shadows crowning his curling locks. :Nuala,: he purred, and brushed her cheek with the back of his hand, sweeping a thread of wire-gray hair from skin the texture of parchment, soft and worn. She shivered and closed her eyes, to feel the warmth as he enfolded her in his wings. :After all thy service, lass? What’s mine is thine for the asking.:


He leaned against the hot stove as if it were nothing and ducked his head to kiss her, his breath like fading roses across her mouth. She let his lips brush hers before she stepped out of his grasp—but not out of reach—and smirked at his petulance. “What, got a twisted wing, old Swan? Out of my kitchen, I said.”


:Ever at the lady’s bidding,: he said, and followed her into the sitting room.


There were only two rooms in the cottage, a thatched stone tumble on the bluff over a rocky strand. A slanted ladder led to a dark loft over the warmth of the kitchen, where a bed made up neatly under a patchwork eiderdown peered from the shadows.


Fionnghuala lit the lamps by a nine-paned window overlooking the sea, then crouched to poke up the fire, adding another brick of peat while Lucifer folded himself into the settle, one leg drawn up and bent at an angle so he sat on his heel. She dusted her hands on a rag so her apron stayed clean. “Tea or whiskey?”


He smiled, as he was often smiling, and stretched his arms along the scrolled wooden back of Fionnghuala’s tapestry love seat. :I require only my lady’s company.:


“Right,” she said, and poured whiskey for both of them before she sat on the chair beside, letting her fingers brush his palm as she pressed the glass on him. He might sense her fear, and her desperation. And he might admire her strength, for walking on.


He swirled the glass under his nose and breathed in the fumes. The color was pale in the lamplight, more like brook water than water rich with peat, and he inhaled deeply before flicking out a snake-forked tongue to taste a drop. :No water?:


Silently, she passed him the decanter and waited while he doctored the drink. “So measured in our vices,” she said, and watched him taste again. His hands were like the ivory sticks of a fan. He sighed, and closed his eyes, relaxing into the embrace of the settle. Fionnghuala, watching, felt an ache in her own vanished wings, and wondered if even the Morningstar grew tired.


:So bargain,: he said, without opening his eyes. :One swan to another. What dost thou want, Nuala, if it’s not love or money, or God’s old Devil in thy bed?:


“Who says I don’t want any of that?”


One blue eye cracked open and his mouth curved on one side. :Don’t lie to the Devil, love.:


“I want Keith MacNeill,” she said, naming someone who had been as much foster-son as friend. “The Dragon Prince, the Wolf of Scotland. I want him back from the teind.”


:For thy very own? For a pet? For a toy?:


She sipped her drink, and shook her head. The fire glowed warm along her thigh and hip, and she turned to absorb its heat. The cottage was cozy, but the nights were raw. “For the world,” she said, and waited. “For friendship. For himself and for his son. For my nephew the sea.”


:He went to pay a debt. As thou shouldst know, my lady of the white shoulders. Where’s thy swan-cloak now?:


“The debt is paid.” She went and perched beside him, turned sideways, one hip on the edge of the couch. He straightened his leg to make room and cupped a warm wing around her shoulders, rasping feathers through her wild gray hair. “How you dispense with the payment is your choice, old Swan.”


:Ah, and if I need him? I’ve a brother devil or two brewing a renewed war with Heaven, Nuala. A Dragon Prince might be just the thing, if it comes down to a fight. He might even slow Michael down a little.: He raised his glass and toasted her, waiting until she clinked rim to rim, and then turned it to cover with his mouth the place where her glass had touched. She felt a cool shiver at the gesture, the touch of his wing, the brush of his eyes. He is the Devil, she told herself. He could tempt the swan from her nest, the foam from the sea.


She tasted her drink, and waited to be denied.


:And what dost offer in return?:


Her heart skipped in her chest. The whiskey caught in her throat like a stone. “Old thief,” she whispered. “What is it that you want?”


:Love,: he said. And did the Devil ache? Perhaps, or he counterfeited it well, a sad flicker of his mouth, a moist gleam in his eye. He set his glass on the window ledge between the hurricane lamps and leaned forward to kiss her mouth.


This time, she permitted it, permitted it and kissed him back, the tapping of his tongue-tips like ribbons flicking in the wind. The taste of the Scotch was warmer on his lips. “Not my love.” His mouth smiled on her own.


:No,: he admitted. :But thine will serve today, little Swan, if mine will serve for thee. Art lonely, lady?:


He knew she was. He was the Devil, after all. But she pushed against his shoulder, and he shifted back, and it was her turn to smile. “What of your renewed war with Heaven?”


:I never said it was my war, lady.:


And how audacious was it, for the Devil to seek redemption? Courage, or the same hubris that had damned him in the first place? Fionnghuala sighed, and found comfort in her religion: love the sinner; hate the sin. “And if I win you your lover’s heart, then?” Old serpent, old Swan.


:The wolf goes free. I vow it.:


There’s no promise on earth to equal the Devil’s. She kissed him, to seal it, and barely noticed when he lowered her to the knotted rag rug and plucked the glass out of her hand.


Across the water, she heard the black horse neigh.


Jane Andraste watched the sun rise over New York with a bone china cup of Jamaican coffee cradled between her hands. She leaned over the granite wall of her penthouse balcony and breathed in steam. The iron inlay was colder than the stone. The coffee cup was uncomfortably warm, and the rings on Jane’s fingers should have picked up that warmth, concentrated and contained it. Iron is a notoriously poor conductor of heat, but it retains it beautifully, and the heavy intricate filigree rings she wore on both hands were base metal plated with platinum so they would not irritate her skin. On her left wrist was a folksy toggle bracelet, peridot and onyx with a marcasite clasp, and silver beads set with the glittering lead-black iron sulfide. She slept in the bracelet, even now.


It looked a bit odd with her white Egyptian-cotton robe and fuzzy slippers, but that was a widow’s privilege, as was her sleep-tousled hair and her lack of makeup. There had been a time when she rose before dawn every morning to make up her face, first for a man and then for the cameras.


Now she rose alone, and greeted the sun.


She had to live high up, in New York City, to see it. She had a house near Albany, one with a sloping lawn over the river that gave her sunrises almost in her lap. But it wasn’t the same. She would live out the end of her life here, in this city she had fought for and lost, mourning the daughter she had also fought for and lost and the grandchild she had never seen. Atop a high, lonely tower, as befitted an aging sorceress. Like a pope without cardinals, like a king without barons, Jane Andraste was an archmage with no adepts, only apprentices.


She would dream her dreams, and watch the sun rise and watch the sun set, and prune her roses in their heavy stone planters, and watch her protégé pretend he had not sold a whole world with his treachery. Pretend he had not betrayed his brother’s death, and his comrades, her Magi.


Or so she had believed. And so she had intended.


And now her rings were cold on her fingers, and the scent of blood hung heavy on the wind.


And Jane Andraste, who had half expected to be the last Promethean archmage, watched the sun rise over New York City, and knew a bright pale sort of hope as she smiled and contemplated war.


She turned away from the wall and the sunrise, balancing her coffee cup on her palm, and headed for the shower. Christian would be arriving soon with news, and she needed to be presentable.


Later, when the rising elevator chimed, she greeted it with more coffee and the pastry that was delivered every morning. Jane rarely left her tower now. The caution and dignity befitted an archmage, and if a still, small voice sometimes whispered in her ear of cowardice, wasn’t everyone prone to self-doubt?


Christian still wore the turtleneck and blazer she’d seen him in the night before, and he accepted the breakfast she pressed on him with the appetite of the young. Matthew had eaten like that too, and it delighted Jane to watch them. All that energy and vitality.


“What did you find out?” she asked, when Christian had consumed his second cup of coffee and was halfway through a bear claw, frosting sticky on his fingertips.


“Matthew doesn’t want help,” he said, brow furrowing. “Categorically. The body was very messy, and I’d say it’s definitely a Fae murder. You can’t talk to the mayor’s office and try to get the turnover expedited?”


“The mayor’s a Republican,” she said. “He doesn’t owe me any favors. He’ll want to solve the crime in this jurisdiction if he can—”


“Can’t we use that?” Christian finished the pastry in a few more bites and licked his fingers clean. “A Faerie crime and a cover-up … if we wanted to start turning public opinion against them again, it could be useful.”


“We have to be careful,” she answered. She poured more coffee and fussed with it, but didn’t drink. “Fear gives them strength. Any kind of belief and awareness makes them … more.”


“Then how do we fight them?”


Jane said, “Last time, we starved them out. And they are still weak from that, but we haven’t another four hundred years to spare. The Dragon unchained is a problem, but we’ve still warded our cities well enough to make them very uncomfortable. And we can exact a price for their arrogance.” She shook her head. “If it was a Fae murder. If Elaine does not deal with it herself.”


“Jane,” Christian said softly, “she’s not your daughter anymore. You can’t expect—”


“Oh, what do you know about it?” She was on her feet before she realized it. Still spry for an old lady. “What the hell do you know about it, Christie?”


He shrugged, and reached for another pastry. “Not enough, it seems.”




Chapter Four


This Free Will


The man who’d found Althea’s body sat on the back of a horseshoe-shaped chair, a cell phone pressed to his ear, watching Geoff over the tops of wire-rimmed spectacles and nibbling on the nail of his left thumb. He was bare-chested under the gaudy coat, patterns of ink stark on his pale skin, but Geoff didn’t think it was a costume, exactly. Nor did he think the appraising glances were a proposition. So he looked back calmly and waited for the call to end, eavesdropping shamelessly. “Christian,” the man said, and then something Geoff didn’t quite catch. “No, I don’t need help. Or bail. Please tell Jane her assistance isn’t required. I’ll handle it myself—no, I do not care to speak with her.”


The tattooed man flipped the cell closed, something awkward about the method that Geoff didn’t understand until he took the phone from his right hand with his left and the right one stayed curved into a claw. He stuffed the gray metal phone into the pocket of his jeans and stood, just waiting, dark eyes incongruous under all that fair hair, as if he expected Geoffrey to come to him. He didn’t say anything. He held out his hand, the right one, crooked inside his black glove.


Geoffrey got up from the mustard-colored chair and went. He blinked, surprised to find his feet had carried him all the way across the checkerboard floor. The blond man’s eyes were dark, brown as bottles behind glare-proof glasses, with a sharp kind of knowing gleaming at the bottom of them—a very long way down, as if light shone sideways through the irises. “I’m Matthew,” he said. “You’re—Geoffrey? And you don’t like blood—”


“You’re one of them,” Geoff said, swallowing hard enough to sting his throat.


“No,” Matthew said. “I’m one of us.”


Geoffrey stepped back, fighting now, magic drawing tight around him: the strands of a spider’s web on a struggling fly. Geoffrey’s power was ignorant—reflexive—but it was real. It flickered up the strings of Matthew’s control, trembling and ineffectual, the strength under it unleveraged. Matthew used a touch of mesmerism, put his soul and his power into his eyes and waited for the boy to stop struggling.


The girl had died on Matthew’s watch. Had died due to his negligence. She was his failure. Crippled magic and a crippled hand were not excuses.


He was angry.


Furious, with a kind of cold rational wrath that left him in a limpid state of focus. He’d come to rely on Faerie’s gratitude, he realized. He’d pulled off his rings and turned his back on his responsibilities, and it had been stupid, stupid.


Unforgivably so. Because the conscience of a Faerie was as reliable as the conscience of a shark.


Althea Benning had paid the price for his arrogance. For his complacency.


And he had a long, long way to go to atone for that.


“I’m not Otherkin,” Geoff said, his voice shivering. He raised both hands. Matthew did not move. “That’s Jewels. And Althea. They’re the ones who want to be kissed by Faeries—”


“Nobody wants to be kissed by Faeries,” Matthew said—a painful lie, a falsehood that chipped away at his strength. Faerie magic, like Faerie gold, was based on glamourie and bindings, half-truths and misrepresentations and outright skullduggery. Matthew’s magic was opportunistic, but it relied for its power on the naming of names and the knowledge of essences. To tell a knowing lie was to undermine the fabric, warp and weft of his power. And he had known one person who very much had wanted to be kissed by Faeries. Matthew had paid more than passing consideration to it himself, when it came to one Fae in particular.


“You don’t have to tell me that, man.” Geoff shivered harder, dropping his hands to tug his zipper edges together. He hugged his elbows to his sides. The gesture pressed skin-warmed air away from the coat, spreading the scent of leather. “There’s nothing Faerie’s got I want, you know? But they’ve got their fantasies.”


Matthew knew. “But you’re with Jewels.”


“Yeah,” he said, and turned his head, because Matthew’s power held his body. “I’m with Jewels. I don’t like blood either, you’re right. But I’m with Jewels.”


A cryptic statement, and Matthew would have ferreted after it, but he caught a hitch in his new acquaintance’s breathing, and followed the direction of his gaze. The girl in the gray sweater had paused in a slip of light between the door and the doorframe; illuminated, she was positively translucent. Pale-colored markings followed the scars along her hairline: a tiara of knots, wrought in dye and pain. “Jewels,” Matthew said, tasting it, and let the young man go to her.


He’d seen a body like Althea’s before. Seven years before, when he hadn’t stopped Elaine Andraste, Seeker of the Daoine Sidhe and the daughter of his archmage, Jane Andraste, from carrying off a part-Fae whore. The Seeker’s familiar had killed and partially eaten a man in the process.


But there hadn’t been a Seeker in New York in seven years, and Elaine wasn’t Elaine anymore; she was the Queen of the Faeries. Matthew wiped the sweat from his left hand onto his jeans, feeling the stiffness of dried blood in the fabric, and followed Geoffrey across the room.


Geoffrey pulled Jewels into his arms. She made it look like he was comforting her, but his hands shook, one on her hip and one in her hair. She leaned close, pressed against warmth, sliding her hands under his jacket and the untucked tail of his shirt. His breath ruffled her hair. His skin was firm and warm.


“They’re letting us go,” she said, when his grip eased and she could speak. “We can go home. You have your train ticket?”


He nodded and gave her one last squeeze and stepped back, breathing carefully. “Who’s going to call Althea’s mom?”


“They already did,” Matthew supplied, when Jewels hesitated. “The police. They had somebody sent to her house.”


Neither one thought to ask how he knew it. Geoffrey looked down at his knuckles and cleared his throat once. “We should—”


“God, her mom will …” They shared a look that was meant to exclude Matthew and failed.


Matthew stepped forward, placing the pressure of his presence on the conversation. Jewels glanced at him first. “Look,” he said. “I’ve got to drive up to UConn anyway. Why don’t I drop you? It’ll be faster than the train, and I’ll buy you both breakfast.”


It would be stupid to accept, of course.


Jewels looked him in the eyes, her own cool as topaz, and nodded. “What are you doing at UConn?”


“I’m going to talk to Merlin the Magician about what killed your friend. Do you want to come along?”


Morgan le Fey, once-Queen of Gore and Cornwall, stood in the grand entry to the court of the Daoine Sidhe with her wolfhounds at her side. The three of them made a splash of brightness—crimson, silver, indigo—against checkerboard flagstones, and the red dog and the silver bitch crouched low, unworried to be waiting.
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