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Then he began to gaze about


and saw within the walls a rout


of folk that were thither drawn below


and mourned as dead, but were not so.


—SIR ORFEO, AS TRANSLATED BY J. R. R. TOLKIEN

















A DIFFERENT BEAST
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Summer, soft green hills and shaded dells, lay breathless under a pall of smoky apple-blossom dusk. The other Summer, her white hands rising from indigo velvet to gleam in the gloaming, waved the rest of her handmaidens away. They fled, giggling in bell-clear voices and trailing their sigh-draperies, a slim golden-haired mortal boy among them fleet as a deer—Actaeon among the leaping hounds, perhaps.


Though that young man, so long ago, hadn’t been torn apart by gray-sided, long-eared hounds. A different beast had run him to ground. The mortals, always confused, whispered among themselves, and their invented gods grew in the telling.


Goodfellow, brown of hair and sharp of ear, often wondered if the sidhe did as well.


The Fatherless smiled as he watched Summer wander toward him through the dusk. She was at pains to appear unconcerned. His own wide, sunny grin, showing teeth sharper than a mortal’s, might have caused even the strongest of either Court unease.


Of course, the free sidhe—those who did not bend knee to Summer or her once-lord Unwinter—would make themselves scarce when the Goodfellow grinned. They had their own names for him, all respectful and none quite pleasing to him when he chose to take offense.


Summer halted. Her hair, ripples of gold, stirred slightly in the perfumed breeze. Above and between her gleaming eyes, the Jewel flashed, a single dart of emerald light piercing the gloom as the day took its last breath and sank fully under night’s mantle.


Someday, he might see this sidhe queen sink as well. How she had glimmered and glistened, in her youth. He had once trifled with the idea of courting her himself, before her eye had settled on one altogether more grim.


The quarrel, Goodfellow might say, were he disposed to lecture, always matches the affection both parties bore before, does it not? The Sundering had taken much from both Courts, and that bothered him not a bit. When they elbowed each other, the space between them was wide enough to grant him further sway. Carefully, of course. So carefully, patiently—the Folk were often fickle, true, but they did not have to be.


He let her draw much closer before he lay aside his cloaking shadows, stepping fully into her realm between two straight, slender birches, and she barely started. Her mantle slipped a fraction from one white shoulder, but that could have been to expose just a sliver of pale skin, fresh-velvet as a new magnolia petal. Artfully innocent, that single peeping glow could infect a mortal’s dreams, fill them with longing, drive all other thought from their busy little brains.


If she, the richest gem of Summer’s long, dreamy months, so willed it.


“Ah, there she is, our fairest jewel.” He swept her a bow, an imaginary cap doffed low enough to sweep the sweet grass exhaling its green scent of a day spent basking under a perfect sun. “Where is your Oberon, queenly one? Where is your lord?”


“Ill met by moonlight, indeed.” She smiled, just a curve of those red, red lips poets dreamed of. There had been mortal maids, occasionally, whose salt-sweet fragility put even Summer to shame, and woe betide them if any of the Folk should carry tales of their radiance to this corner of the sideways realms. “And as you are an honest Puck, I have come alone.”


“Fairly.” His smile broadened. “What would you have of me, Summer? And what will you give in return?”


“I have paid thee well for every service, sprite, and have yet to see results for one or two dearly bought.” Summer drew her mantle closer. She did not deign to frown, but he thought it likely one or two of her ladies would take her expression as a caution, and make themselves scarce. They would be the wisest ones. The favorites, of course, could not afford to risk her noting such a scarcity, and so would stay.


“Oh, patience becomes thee indeed, Summer.” He capered, enjoying the feel of crushed sweet grass under his leather-shod feet. A fingersnap, a turn, as if it were midsummer and the revels afoot. “As it happens, I bring word from a certain mortal.”


“Mortal? What is a mortal to me?” Her hand dropped, and she did not turn away. Instead, her gaze sharpened, though she looked aside at the first swirling sparks of fireflies drawn by her presence. There was nothing the lamp-ended creatures loved more than her own faint glow by night. Except perhaps the Moon itself, Danu’s silver eye.


“Then you do not wish to hear of success? O changeable one!”


“Puck.” The fireflies scattered, for Summer’s tone had changed. In her sable mantle, the golden hair paler now as her mood drained its tint, her ageless-dark eyes narrowing so very slightly, the loveliness of Summer took on a sharper edge. “I grow weary of this.”


“Then I shall be brief. He has worked another miracle, this mortal of science. There is a cure.”


She examined him for a long moment, and the Goodfellow suffered it. There was a certain joy to be had in allowing her to think he quaked at the thought of her displeasure. Far greater was the amusement to be had in knowing that the Queen of the Seelie Court, Summer herself, the fount of Faerie—for so the bards called her, though Goodfellow could have told them where a truer fountain welled—had very little choice but to dance to his tune.


She turned, a quarter profile of hurtful beauty, her black eyes flashing dangerous. The stars in their depths spun lazily, cold fires of the night before any tree was named. If an ensnared mortal could see her now, Goodfellow thought, he might well drop of the heartshock and leave the trap entire.


“And what is the price for this miracle, sprite?”


He affected astonishment, capering afresh, hopping to and fro. Under the grass was sere dry bramble, and it crunched as he landed. “What? I am no mortal tailor, to double-charge. All you must do is send your own sprite to collect it. The mortal longs for any breath of you, he entreats a word, a look, a sigh.”


“Does he?” Summer tapped one perfect nail against her lips. There was a rosy tint a mortal might mistake for polish on its sweet curve, and it darkened to the crimson of her smile as her mood shifted again. Changeable as Summer, the free sidhe said. Unwinter was far less capricious, of course… but just as dangerous.


“Welladay.” Summer’s smile dawned again, and she turned away still further. “Does his miracle perform, he may receive a boon. I shall send him a sprite, dear Goodfellow, and our agreement stands.”


“My lady.” He cut another bow, but she did not see the sarcastic turn his leer had taken. “You do me much honor.”


“Oh, aye.” A girl’s carefree giggle, and she moved away, the grass leaning toward her glow and the fireflies trailing. “I do, when the service is well wrought. Farewell, hob. I’ll send him a familiar face, since mortals are timid.” Her laugh, deeper and richer now, caroled between the shivering birches, a pocket of cold swallowing a struggling swimmer.


“Mind that you do,” Goodfellow said, but softly, softly. He capered once more, to hear the dried brambles crunch underfoot, like mortal bones. He spun, quick brown fingers finding the pipes at his belt. He lifted them to his mouth, and his own eyes fired green in the darkness. Full night had fallen, and silver threads of music lifted in the distance—the Queen was well pleased, it seemed, and had called upon the minstrels to play.


He stepped sideways, pirouetting neatly on the ball of one foot, and emerged in a mortal alley. It was night here, too, and as he danced along, the breathy, wooden notes from his pipes arrowed free in a rill. Concrete whirled underfoot, the mortal world flashing and trembling as he skipped across its pleats and hollows. They did not see, the dull cold sacks of frail flesh, and only some few of them heard.


Those who did shuddered, though they could not have said why. A cold finger laid itself on their napes, or in another sensitive spot, and the gooseflesh walked over them. None of them suited Goodfellow, so he ambled on.


A little while later, a mortal chanced across his path—a sturdy youth, strong and healthy, who thought the Fatherless a common, staggering drunkard. With the pipes whispering in his ear, luring him down another path, the mortal boy did not realize he was prey instead of hunter until his unvictim rounded on him with wide, lambent eyes and a sharp, sickeningly cheery smile.


Yes, Goodfellow decided as he crouched to crunch, hot salt against his tongue, bramble did sound like mortal bones, if it was dry enough.


Pleased by his own thoroughness, he ate his fill.
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Jeremiah Gallow, once known as the Queensglass, stood twenty stories above the pavement, just like he did almost every day at lunchtime since they’d started building a brand-new headquarters for some megabank or another.


He was reasonably sure the drop wouldn’t kill him. Cars creeping below were shiny beetles, the walking mortals dots of muted color, hurrying or ambling as the mood took them. From this height, they were ants. Scurrying, just like the ones he worked beside, sweating out their brief gray lives.


A chill breeze resonated through superstructure, iron girders harpstrings plucked by invisible fingers. He was wet with sweat, exhaust-laden breeze mouthing his ruthlessly cropped black hair. Poison in the air just like poison in the singing rods and rivets, but neither troubled a Half. He had nothing to fear from cold iron.


No mortal-Tainted did. A fullblood sidhe would be uncomfortable, nervous around the most inimical of mortal metals. The more fae, the more to fear.


Like every proverb, true in different interlocking ways.


Jeremiah leaned forward still further, looking past the scarred toes of his dun workboots. The jobsite was another scar on the seamed face of the city, a skeleton rising from a shell of orange and yellow caution tape and signage to keep mortals from bruising themselves. Couldn’t have civilians wandering in and getting hit on the head, suing the management or anything like that.


A lone worker bee, though, could take three steps back, gather himself, and sail right past the flimsy lath barrier. The fall would be studded and scarred by clutching fingers of steel and cement, and the landing would be sharp.


If he was singularly unlucky he’d end up a Twisted, crippled monstrosity, or even just a half-Twisted unable to use glamour—or any other bit of sidhe chantment—without it warping him further. Shuffling out an existence cringing from both mortal and sidhe, and you couldn’t keep a mortal job if you had feathers instead of hair, or half your face made of wood, or no glamour to hide the oddities sidhe blood could bring to the surface.


Daisy would have been clutching at his arm, her fear lending a smoky tang to her salt-sweet mortal scent. She hated heights.


The thought of his dead wife sent a sharp, familiar bolt of pain through his chest. Her hair would have caught fire today; it was cold but bright, thin almost-spring sunshine making every shadow a knife edge. He leaned forward a little more, his arms spreading slightly, the wind a hungry lover’s hand. A cold edge of caress. Just a little closer. Just a little further.


It might hurt enough to make you forget.


“Gallow, what the hell?” Clyde bellowed.


Jeremiah stepped back, half-turned on one rubber-padded heel. The boots were thick-soled, caked with the detritus of a hundred build sites. Probably dust on there from places both mortal and not-so-mortal, he’d worn them since before his marriage. Short black hair and pale green eyes, a face that could be any anonymous construction worker’s. Not young, not old, not distinctive at all, what little skill he had with glamour pressed into service to make him look just like every other mortal guy with a physical job and a liking for beer every now and again.


His arms tingled; he knew the markings were moving on his skin, under the long sleeves. “Thought I saw something.” A way out. But only if he was sure it would be an escape, not a fresh snare.


Being Half just made you too damn durable.


“Like what, a pigeon? Millions of those around.” The bullet-headed foreman folded his beefy arms. He was already red and perspiring, though the temperature hadn’t settled above forty degrees all week.


Last summer had been mild-chill, fall icy, winter hard, and spring was late this year. Maybe the Queen hadn’t opened the Gates yet.


Summer. The shiver—half loathing, half something else—that went through Jeremiah must have shown. Clyde took a half-step sideways, reaching up to push his hard hat further back on his sweat-shaven pate. He had a magnificent broad white mustache, and the mouth under it turned into a thin line as he dropped his hands loosely to his sides.


Easy, there. Jeremiah might have laughed. Still, you could never tell who on a jobsite might have a temper. Best to be safe around heavy machinery, crowbars, nail guns, and the like.


“A seagull.” Gallow deliberately hunched his shoulders, pulled the rage and pain back inside his skin. “Maybe a hawk. Or something. You want my apple pie?” If Clyde had a weakness, it was sugar-drenched, overprocessed pastry. Just like a brughnie, actually.


Another shiver roiled through him, but he kept it inside. Don’t think on the sidhe. You know it puts you in a mood.


Clyde perked up a little. “If you don’t want it. How come you bring ’em if you don’t want ’em?”


Insurance. Always bring something to barter with. Jeremiah dug in his lunchbag. He’d almost forgotten he’d crumpled most of the brown paper in his fist. Daisy always sent him to work with a carefully packed lunch, but the collection of retro metal boxes she’d found at Goodwill and Salvation Army were all gone now. If he hadn’t thrown them away he had stamped on them, crushing each piece with the same boots he was wearing now. “Habit. Put ’em in the bag each time.”


She’d done sandwiches, too, varying to keep them interesting. Turkey. Chicken. Good old PB&J, two of them to keep him fueled. Hard-boiled eggs with a twist of salt in waxed paper, carefully quartered apples bathed in lemon juice to keep them from browning, home-baked goodies. Banana bread, muffins, she’d even gone through a sushi phase once until he’d let it slip that he didn’t prefer raw fish.


I just thought, you’re so smart and all. Ain’t sushi what smart people eat? And her laugh at his baffled look. She often made little comments like that, as if… well, she never knew of the sidhe, but she considered him a creature from a different planet just the same.


“Oh.” Clyde took the Hostess apple pie, his entire face brightening. “Just don’t stand too near that edge, Gallow. You fall off and I’ll have L&I all over me.”


“Not gonna.” It was hard taking the next few steps away from the edge. His heels landed solidly, and the wind stopped keening across rebar and concrete. Or at least, the sound retreated. “Haven’t yet.”


“Always a first time. Hey, me and Panko are going out for beers after. You wanna?” The waxed wrapper tore open, and Clyde took a huge mouthful of sugar that only faintly resembled the original apple.


“Sure.” It was Friday, the start of a long weekend. If he went home he was only going to eat another TV dinner, or nothing at all, and sit staring at the fist-sized hole in the television screen, in his messy living room.


Ridiculous. Why did they call it that? Nobody did any living in there.


“Okay.” Clyde gave him another odd look, and Jeremiah had a sudden vision of smashing his fist into the old man’s face. The crunch of bone, the gush of blood, the satisfaction of a short sharp action. The foreman wasn’t even a sidhe, to require an exchange of names beforehand.


I’m mortal now. Best to remember it. Besides, the foreman wasn’t to blame for anything. Guiltless as only a mortal could be.


“Better get back to work,” Jeremiah said instead, and tossed his crumpled lunchbag into the cut-down trash barrel hulking near the lift. “Gotta earn those beers.”


Clyde had his mouth full, and Jeremiah was glad. If the man said another word, he wasn’t sure he could restrain himself. There was no good reason for the rage, except the fact that he’d been brought back from the brink, and reminded he was only a simulacrum of a mortal man.


Again.
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It looks clear. The Gates shimmered slightly, cold metal under Robin Ragged’s fingertips. Triple her own height, cruel spikes along their tops frozen with hungry, thorn-carved flowers, they hummed a low warning scrape-noise at her.


She drew back into shadow, afternoon sun rippling as the border between here and there slid. As long as she stayed just within touch of the Gates, one foot carefully on either side of the dividing line, she wasn’t trackable even though she was technically outside Summer’s realm. Had Robin a choice, she wouldn’t have picked this point of egress—but the Queen had ordered her to make haste.


The shadows there, in the gray mere-mortal world, all had teeth. Low doglike shapes with moonlit eyes twisted, their slim muzzles lifted between wavering seaweed fringes. If there was any doubt of the watch kept on the Seelie Gates, it was now assuaged most heartily.


Robin whistled tunelessly, concentrating, a silver quirpiece—an hour’s worth of work, a paltry insurance against pursuit—clutched in her free hand. Her palm was sweating. Mortal sweat, perfuming the air around her in long shimmering strands. Her skirt fluttered a little, eternal Summer breathing against her left ankle, a chill almost-spring wind touching her right. Dusk was the best time to slip through unremarked, but too far into nightfall was dangerous.


She could not wait for dawn, the rising sun that would keep most Unseelie at bay. One of the Queen’s mortal pets had sent word, so Robin was sent to fetch and carry.


Again.


The Gates were not open, but the postern just to the north of them admitted or released any Seelie who required it—at least, any Summer sidhe not sickened by the damn plague. The Queen wouldn’t tread the path leading to the other side of the Gates for another short while. Sooner or later she must, and who could tell if the infection running rampant outside Summer would enter once the actual Gates were flung wide?


Nobody knew, and even the mortal-Tainted of a scientific bent—now petted and cosseted in the hopes of finding a cure, instead of ridiculed and relentlessly pranked by their more sidhe-blooded betters—couldn’t tell for certain. There was only one assurance so far, and it was that those tainted by mortal blood weren’t prey to the sickness. A quartering of mortal or more seemed to keep the infection at bay.


Here on the borders, safe in the interference, it was perhaps the only place Robin could allow herself to think that the blackboil plague could be a blessing in disguise if it cleared away the proud and malignant. Still, if the fullborn sidhe were all gone, what did that leave for the mortal-Tainted, even the most blessed of mixtures, the full Half?


Once the wellspring was gone, would the smaller freshets dry up? It was an article of unquestioned faith, how the fullborn kept both Courts sideways to the mortal world.


Which still left those with only a measure of sidhe blood in an uncertainty. Maybe a new plague would spring from the old. Or would they simply escape into the mortal world and leave Summer and Unwinter both, not to mention the Low Counties, as fading, dry-leaf memories?


She could have refused to tread outside Summer’s borders. But there was Sean, now at the Queen’s dubious, thorny mercy. The Queen would not let her Robin loose without a silken thread tied to the leg. What else did Robin have left? Her sister was dead, and well so, for it meant she could not be used against the Ragged; grief was a luxury to be shelved so she could do, and just perhaps find a way to slip the leash.


She buried that thought as soon as it rose. Even if it was fairly safe here, the reflex was too strong. Think on something safer. Something that will help you survive.


Her fingers relaxed, undyed nails tapping the silvery metal of the Gates. Clear enough, at least, and it’s likely to become no clearer for the waiting. It would be chill in the mortal realm, but she wouldn’t feel it, not with the warming breath and her own half of sidhe blood. Besides, it was easy enough to steal clothing.


For a moment she toyed with the dangerous idea of losing herself in the mortal world, abandoning the sidhe to their own problems. There was a valley or a city that would hide her somewhere in the wide, wide world. The Queen would no doubt forget her after a while.


Unless she did not.


Sean. The child’s face turned up to hers, his golden hair smoothed by Robin’s own fingers every day. Her shoulders hunched, and she suppressed a shiver. All the stars of Summer’s dusk, and his soft voice following hers as she taught him the constellations. Would it be easier to be fullblood, and able to set down a pretty mortal child and forget it? Regret was, as far as she could tell, only a mortal failing.


Half were oft presented with the choice of being like the sidhe, or like the mortals. As far as Robin could tell, neither side of the coin lacked tarnish.


I’m stalling. She cast a look over her shoulder, an impatient toss of her curls. Fields sloped away behind the Gates’ bars, a sweet green valley opening up and each copse of trees drowsing under golden afternoon sun too richly liquid to be mortal. The Queen would be in the orchard today, because the pennants were up, snapping and fluttering on a brisk hay-and-apple wind. Thomas Rinevale would be harping; he was high in favor at the moment. The ladies-in-waiting would be draped across silk and satin pillows, and the Queen would be resting in the tent, her white cheek against her pale hand, smiling just slightly and very aware of her own beauty as Sean brought her another cup of lithori or a bunch of damson grapes.


If the blackboil plague breached the Court, that white skin might be raddled in days, and that golden hair a snarl of dishwater. Her graceful slenderness would become a jenny-hag’s bony withering. Eventually, Summer might choke out a gout of black brackish fluid, and expire, her eaten body collapsing into foul wet dust.


A comforting thought, and one Robin kept despite the danger. She turned away from Summer and faced the mortal world again. Everything now depended on luck, speed, and her native wit. Her whistle became a high drilling buzz, lips pursing and her hair lifting on a breeze from neither realm. Robin Ragged’s blue silken skirt snapped once, her heels clicking as she stepped with a jolt fully into the mortal world, slipping through a rent in the Veil just her size and shape. Her fingers left cold metal, the Gates’ thrum disappearing like a train rolling into the distance, and the alley closed around her. Bricks, garbage, the effluvia of combustion engines and decay.


For all that, it was an honest reek, and she welcomed it as she took a few experimental steps. The world rippled around her, cautious as it always was to accept a child of the sideways realms, then firmed like gelatin.


She made it to the alley mouth, peered out into the city. Night gathered in corners. It was the perfect moment of dusk, when the tides between all the realms, sideways and mortal, turned and the interference made it difficult to track anything, much less one ragged little bird with a whistle that trilled into silence.


She cocked her head. She’d gone unremarked.


At least, she thought she had, until the ultrasonic cry of a silver huntwhistle lifted in the distance, and she thought perhaps they had been watching far more closely than even the Queen had guessed.


It was whispered that Unwinter himself had loosed the plague, and even now reveled in its destructive force. Certainly Summer had openly hinted as much, when the black boils began to cut a swath through the unaligned. The free sidhe often named themselves the lucky ones who bowed to no master—at least, not fully, though there was always the Fatherless.


Don’t think about him. If all goes well, you won’t see him tonight. He won’t even know you’ve been out and about.


Robin slid out of the alley and set off down the deserted street, cars humming in the distance and every nerve in her body quivering-alert.


Now let’s see how well I run the course. Her heels tapped the sidewalk as she lengthened her stride, her much-mended skirt whispering and her curls bouncing. She was not so foolish as to think fear of any reprisal from Summer would keep her whole should Unwinter’s hounds have orders to bring the Ragged to their liege.


She was, however, just arrogant enough to think perhaps she could outrun them, and if all else failed, there was always the song, its thunder under her thoughts a comforting roil.


Dusk closed around her, and Robin hurried.
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She doubled a time or thrice, turned counterclockwise in a deserted intersection, and worked closer and closer to familiar ground. The trashwood that had seemed a fairytale forest once was untidy stumps and clumps of refuse choking a small pond that used to be a blue eye, but the path up the hill was still used by something. Maybe animals, or homeless mortals. Her heels didn’t slip on the greasy, frozen dirt, but she went carefully anyway, stopping often to listen. Night’s wings had folded.


Everything here was familiar. She hadn’t chosen this place, and didn’t like the idea that it was a message from the sidhe who had found her skinny-dipping in the pond so long ago and opened her eyes to the sideways realms. Deciphering what such a message could mean took second place to the consideration that it was familiar ground, since Robin knew every inch of the trailer park. It would be difficult to trick her with glamour or pixie-leading here.


The entire place was abandoned now, maybe because of the fires evidenced everywhere by the gaping toothsockets of scorched, empty concrete foundations between slumping, gutted tin-walled boxes that had once been something akin to homes. Chill, forlorn menace eddied and swirled about the trailers lucky enough to be intact; she ignored it. She’d laid some of the glamours here herself, safeguarding the Queen’s pet.


One of the trailers listed uneasily on its pad, but it was eerily solid underfoot as she climbed the back stairs, finding the stable ones by touch and memory, ignoring the illusory ones and the traps just waiting to clutch an unwary ankle. The flimsy door was locked, but she whispered the password and twisted the knob, stepping through into dim electric light and close, sweating mortal warmth.


“Who’s there?” A pale, fretful voice.


“It’s Ragged,” she answered, gently enough. “You sent word.”


All the internal walls had been taken out. Sidhe chantments had coaxed roots to support the place; it was far more solid than it looked. At one end there was a camp bed with sweat-yellowed sheets, an ancient radio tinkling away with mortal music, and a chair; the remains of a bathroom halfway down the trailer were still functional, but there wasn’t even a curtain for privacy. The rest of the space was crammed with tables and shelves, computer screens with odd designs glowing through their blank stares, glassware of odd shapes and Bunsen burners with their blue flames, alembics and three microscopes, two refrigerators for his “samples,” and various other weird mortal accouterments.


Hunched at the far end was a skinny mortal man with glittering eyes. He leaned against the table and scowled at her, lank, greasy hair falling over his face. Rounded bird-shoulders in a dirty white lab coat, trembling hands, Robin might have been shocked at the change in him if she hadn’t seen it happen so many times before. The wanting consumed them from the inside out, when the Queen took a mind to dazzle a male of any realm, sideways or no.


Still, the mortals burned away so much more quickly.


“I thought she would come.” Petulant, a whining note in his tone. No wonder he sweated; it was stifling in here. “I’ve done it, I did it, all she asked.”


“She wanted to come,” Robin lied. “But it’s not safe, Henzler. She sent me to hear you.”


“I already sent the vials.” He edged forward, into the light. “They’re in a black bag. I gave it to him.”


For a moment she thought he meant Unwinter, and every inch of her skin chilled hard-taut before she reminded herself that Henzler wouldn’t be alive if the shadowy king had visited. The whole point of hiding the mortal scientist here was to keep him safe from Unwinter’s prying, especially if Unwinter was the source of the plague.


Robin sighed. “She will be displeased. You were told—”


The mortal—there was no hint of sidhe about him; he was purely salt and decay—made a short stabbing motion with one hand, something in it glinting. “You keep telling me lies. I know he’ll take it straight to her. Then she’ll come for me. I can do so much more. She’ll see.”


“What did you give, and to whom?” At least she was the entire length of the trailer away from him. “So I may know what to tell her when she asks.” And woe betide us both, mortal—you for letting the prize out of your fingers, and me for carrying ill news.


“The glasses went with the boy.” The mortal shook his head, spattering drops of sweat across the glassware on tables to either side of him. “The boy with the knife.”


Oh, for the love of… It wasn’t as bad as she’d feared, but frustration still sharpened under her breastbone. Her throat ached, and she suddenly longed to let the song loose. It would sweep all this jumbled mess away, and ease the man’s suffering in the bargain. If he had given up what Summer had contracted him for, he was all but useless now, and he would not see hide nor hair of the Queen again. He would sicken and waste away, perhaps take refuge in insanity, a mortal butterfly dipped in dwarven filigree. Consumed, only a husk remaining to clatter in a thoughtless sidhe’s hair.


Her stomach, weak mortal thing that it was, roiled at the notion. Not three months ago he’d been a thoughtful, dark-haired mortal man with wire-rimmed glasses, his sober mien handsome in its own way. A scientist, probably with a good job—Puck had mentioned him as a teacher. Now he was a pixie-led mess, picked like a fruit, a single bite taken and the rest flung away.


There was nothing to be done. “Very well. I shall leave you in peace, then.” There was no way to douse the fire Summer had kindled in him, and he would not thank her for trying.


They never did.


“No, wait!” Henzler stumbled forward, and she saw without any real surprise that the gleam in his hand was a jagged bit of glass, sickle-shaped and wicked-sharp. Who was he planning to use it upon? “Does she speak of me? Does she say anything, anything at all? When is she coming? I’ve done what she wanted, done it twice now. When is she coming?”


You lost any chance of seeing her again when you handed the cure over, mortal. Robin’s breath wanted to fetch up into a sigh; she denied it. Four in, four out, even and slow, for a mortal could be dangerous with the amorous fit upon him and the song was Robin’s only defense.


“I do not know, sir Henzler.” Courteous enough, and she stepped sideways, her hand searching for the doorknob.


He stopped, stock-still. “I’ll wait.” His face was now a crafty child’s, under hanks of limp hair. Now she could see his legs were bare, covered with pinch-scabs, under a pair of stained boxers with smiling penguins cavorting across the cloth. “I’ll wait, and I shall build her more marvelous dolls. Little tiny toys, to creep into blood and breath and brain.”


He’s even talking like a sidhe now. Her gorge rose, she denied it, and wasted no more words on the moontouched mortal.


Outside, the chill was a balm. Even if the place still reeked of smoke and refuse, it was a cleaner smell than inside the glamoured trailer. From the outside, it was a ramshackle, empty cavern, listing dangerously, everything about it warning passerby or poacher away.


She scrubbed her hands together, once, twice, and listened intently. It was quiet.


Too quiet.


Robin turned counterclockwise once, and hurried for the main entrance, her heels making soft sounds against cracked, weed-clotted pavement. Each dip and rise was familiar-strange; she could remember riding a borrowed bicycle along its humped back, so long ago. Of all places for Puck Goodfellow to hide the Seelie Queen’s precious little morsel, why had he picked here? Merely to upset one little Ragged? She was not worth such effort from the closest thing to a leader the free sidhe had, even if he had brought her to Summer.


Who knew what Puck ever meant or intended? She hunched slightly and hurried more, faint tendrils of vapor rising from her bare shoulders into the night air. She either had to find the Goodfellow and his cargo, or slip over the border and bring the news to Summer that the Fatherless had absconded with something valuable.


Neither option was appealing, even if it was Summer herself who had traded with Puck to provide some of the chantments and glamours around her mortal toy.


Robin stopped, her head upflung, brushing back her hair and feeling at small items caught in its long flow—the bone comb, two long, thin pins, a ribbon tied about a matted lock to the left of her nape. Chantments in solid form, but she was no warrior to carry weaponry. There was nothing in her hair that would help at the moment.


Especially since another silver huntwhistle sounded. Far to the south, but its high, chilling cry sent a wave of almost-panic through her.


Whatever you’re going to do, Robin, you’d best decide now.
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Falida Street lay deserted, shadows swirling uneasily as the streetlamps flickered. Ripples danced, flickers weaving between the lampposts. A weary mortal might think them fireflies out of season, or gossamer traceries of violated night vision. They moved against the wind, sometimes clustering, and if the mortal was sensitive, he might even hear chiming and high, sweet giggles.


A thrill ran along the shivering air, and the streetlamps died one by one, their bulbs fizzing softly. The tiny dots of light dilated, each a palm-sized sphere. Their colors changed almost at random—crimson, emerald, sapphire, each hue spreading through its neighbors before being replaced by another.


The last streetlamp, on the corner of Falida and 217th, struggled to stay lit. When it finally winked out, the bobbing, weaving lights turned cold blue. They clustered, and their tiny piping chorus took on a darker tone.


Pixies always collected where the Veil was thin, and this night was no different. Any of Summer’s realm or the free sidhe would make themselves scarce as soon as that chill pale azure spread. Even a mortal might have sense enough to flee.


The darkness swirled. One moment, nothing, the next, it appeared, and the pixies scattered shrieking in their sharp, tiny crystal voices. One or two weren’t fast enough to escape the breath of chill accompanying the tall, bulky shape, and their lights snuffed out, tiny bodies thudding onto pavement and decaying quickly, sending up coils of autumn-leaf vapor that vanished through the flux of the Veil.


The killing cold etched frost onto the cracked sidewalk; the black horse pawed with too-slender hooves, a chiming ringing down the dark street. The equine head was subtly wrong, too.


A horse should not have carnivore teeth.


Caparisoned in moth-eaten velvet, its rider in silver-chased armor, the horse pawed again, then stilled as the rider’s spike-helmed head lifted and cocked. A faint green glow limned them both; the rider sniffed deeply.


So did the horse, its nostrils each bearing a greenish spark in their depths. At the rider’s breast a small silver huntwhistle gleamed, a tarnished star. His gauntleted left hand, its six slim fingers all bearing an extra joint, rose to touch it as he inhaled again, a wet snuffling sound. The horse blew out a cloud of frost, small droplets hanging crystalline in the air around them.


The pixies hung back, scurrying into hiding-holes in the sickly sidewalk bushes and the closest free earth, a weed-infested vacant lot that sighed under their tiny hands and the buffets of their membranous wings. The windows facing Falida Street, every one with bars, chopped the sidhe’s reflection into several, an army of Unseelie riders, each with a struggling star at his chest.


Horse and knight both froze. Another deep sniff, as the wind veered. The pavement groaned as the cold intensified, and the rider caught a breath of spiced russet fruit. He tilted his head, and heard, not so far off, the tapping of frantic heels.


“Ragged.” A chill, lipless whisper, somehow wrong. The pixies cowered, their dismay grown so vast it was now silent, more and more of them flicker-vanishing through the Veil in search of a more salubrious place.


The tiptapping of heels intensified.


The elfhorse let out a shattering neigh and bolted for the western end of Falida, just as headlights sliced an arc across its path. An old woman clutching the wheel of her ancient, rusted Ford Fiesta let out a high piercing scream as something boiled across her windshield, a suffocating black bird of terror beating in her mortal brain. The car veered wildly, bumping up onto pavement and scraping its side along a fire hydrant, and when the emergency personnel came, the verdict was sudden heart failure, tragic and completely ordinary.


The Unseelie rider was long gone.















A BRUEGHEL PAINTING



5


[image: image]


Panko bought the first round without taking the smelly cigar end out of his mouth. He puffed at them constantly off-site, and the fume was enough to make a man choke. Here at the Wagon Wheel, though, there was no differentiating it from the omnipresent fug of burning cancersticks anyway.


Jeremiah took a long pull off his beer and ran an eye over the crowd. Flannel, thick shoulders, the red-faced mortal women with their hair teased high. Friday nights were crowded and loud, especially during Two-Dollar Hour at this particular watering hole. Panko was a cheap bastard, but it didn’t matter. Here was as good a place as any.


“So I told the bitch,” Panko yelled over the surfroar of the crowd. The jukebox was roaring, too, overwhelmed by three deep at the bar and elbow room at every table. “I told her. Didn’t I tell her?”


“I wasn’t there!” Clyde yelled back. This was an old, old conversation, and Jeremiah wasn’t called upon to do more than nod whenever Panko’s flat, dark gaze slid his way. Which it now did, measuring his response.


Jeremiah nodded. Took another long draft of beer. It foamed on the way down, and he found himself wishing for wine. White wine, tart and crisp with apples, and Daisy’s special soft laugh when she was half drunk and he slid his hand up her leg.


His chest seized up again. Jeremiah drank faster, broke away from the bottle and had to take a deep breath, hunching his shoulders further. Five years and counting. Weren’t sidhe-blooded things supposed to forget? The only long memory is for a grudge, Paogreer the slick-skinned grentooth had said, tapping his cane on the glassy floor of Summer’s Hall, marking time as the dancing revel spun and shook before them.


No room for gratitude in that sidhe’s chest, Jeremiah had replied, and kept his hand away from the glass badge pinned to his chest with an effort. The Armormaster did not dance. Even then he had been wondering how to free himself of Summer’s clutching white hands, but it had taken Daisy to make him attempt it. He’d done his best to keep away from her for a few months after he left Court, so the Queen wouldn’t suspect she had been abandoned for a mortal.


If Summer had suspected, it wouldn’t have been just a car accident for Daisy.


Jeremiah blinked, brought himself back to the present.


“I told her not to go in the basement. But she does, even though—get this—she’s scared of it.” Panko’s broad face twisted up. He always had a tan, even in the dead of winter, his skin remembering years of working outside.


Clyde came in on cue, with a braying horselike laugh. Panko’s wife was a neurotic, if he could be believed.


Daisy had been scared of the dark, too. Like any reasonable person. Jeremiah took another mouthful of beer. How much would he have to drink before he could expect the hole in his chest to shrink a little?


There’s not enough booze in the world. He kept his expression neutral, despite the recurring thought that if Panko’s wife was neurotic, it was living with the man that had done it.


“Christ.” The flow of Panko’s familiar story snagged. “Would you look at that.”


He didn’t want to look. The noise in the Wagon Wheel had changed, too, a sharper edge to the sibilants, a breath of wonder. So Jeremiah raised his gaze, and saw nothing but the usual tired old mortal faces clustered around their tankards and glasses, cracked skin and frizzy hair; the entire fucking bar looked like a Brueghel painting on a Friday night.


Except her.


He almost choked on his beer. The markings up his arms sent sharp tingling bursts down to the bone, racing up until his shoulders stiffened as if he’d been struck.


Same slim outline, same shadow of dancer’s musculature on the back left bare except for the spaghetti straps of a blue silk dress. The skirt was flared, calf-length, and the calves were the same satiny paleness. The way of standing was the same, too, hip tilted, most of her weight on one foot. She was reaching across the bar, and the wrist was the same as well. But it was the mop of honeygold hair with its red tint that would only come out in sunlight, looking a bit washed-out in the bar’s half-glow, cut in an inverted V, longer as it fanned forward, taming and shaping that slight springy natural curl, that did it.


All the breath left him in a hard rush. If he hadn’t been sitting down he might have fallen. The markings on his arms burned, spiked flame spreading like oil down his entire body. But this was a cold fire, like meeting the Queen’s laughing, innocently murderous gaze.


Daisy was dead, rotting under a blanket of earth in the too-green graveyard at St. Pegasus. Hallowed ground, he’d insisted.


He couldn’t bear the thought of it otherwise.


“Huh.” Clyde let out a grunt, like he’d been punched. “Wonder where she blew in from.”


Jeremiah’s hand, freighted with beer bottle, locked halfway to his mouth. His entire body flushed hot, cold. Hot again, sweat prickling up his arms and at his lower back. He smelled of exertion, fresh air, and a faint sharpish apple-rotting because he didn’t know what Daisy did to make the clothes turn out sweet. That was a mortal chantment, and one he’d never bothered to find the secret of.


The bartender shook his head, swiping his hand back through greasy black hair and standing up a little straighter. He was a whip-thin Chicano, and his face had never held an expression other than resentful boredom the entire time Jeremiah had been drinking here. Now he looked mystified, and his mouth dropped open a little.


The woman turned to look toward the door, and the curve of her cheekbone stopped Jeremiah’s heart. The earrings were gold hoops, dwarven work, and they took a russet from her hair.


His beer bottle hit the sticky tabletop. Fortunately it was empty, so it only clattered, lost under the din. His fingers had gone numb.


“You okay?” Clyde sounded nervous for the second time that day.


Tingling ran along Jeremiah’s skin, scalp to sole. Left on the bar where the woman had leaned was a single silver circle, perfectly round, a glowing moon.


Quirpiece? Here? He pushed his bar stool back, the scraping lost. Another sound lost, too, under the rollicking of the jukebox and shrieking drunken laughter. Pool balls clattered in the long room off to one side, and Jeremiah heard a metallic thread stitching underneath a bright carpet of human noises.


A silver whistle’s cry, high ultrasonic thrill-singing. Too off-tone to be one of Summer’s forays, and in the wrong season besides, but undeniably sidhe. Since it was not All Soul’s or St. George’s, it likely wasn’t the anarchic free sidhe, either.


Which only left one possibility.


Unwinter, hunting.


The tingling turned into a prickle, stopping just short of pain. He shoved through the crowded humans. It was too warm in here. He was sweat-clammy, heart pounding like an overworked engine. He reached the bar, scooped up the quirpiece just as its shine sent a hard dart of light winging into the far dark corner.


A bottle shattered. Someone cursed, and a woman screamed. The quir had done its job, muddying the girl’s trail, and turned scorching-cold in his palm. Jeremiah ignored it, as well as the sudden tip-shift of the crowd’s mood, and lurched after her. The crowd pressed carnivorously close, and someone shoved him. “Watch where you goin’!”


Jeremiah stepped sideways, dropped his shoulder, and drove toward the entrance. A flash of redgold as the swinging doors opened and she ducked out. There was no doubt—her stumbling attempt to flee said it all.


She was prey.


The silver whistle unsounded again, too high for any mortal but the gifted or sidhe-touched to hear, and every living thing in the bar tensed.


The mortals couldn’t hear that sound… but they could certainly feel it. A flare of violence, wine-red, closing over his vision, and he dove for the door, his weight turned into a battering ram.


The inside of the Wagon Wheel erupted. Fists, elbows, bottles. Another female scream, cut short with a crunching sound. A chair broke, and Jeremiah ducked under a clumsy strike from a squat bearded man.


The ripple of violence spread, confusing the woman’s scent. Russet gold and blue silk, a faint blooming of… what was it? Cherry? Strawberry with sandalwood? Spice-fruit, as if she was part nymph.


That was one relief. She didn’t smell like his purely mortal, salt-and-sweet Daisy. She reeked of sidhe, even through the quirpiece’s struggle to mask her. Breaking her trail with a mortal whirlpool because the riders were close behind—but riders of which Unseelie faction, and why? Was it Unwinter himself riding, one last hunt before Summer’s Gates opened and he was confined to the dark of the moon or the Blighted Lands? Or was it simply some of his knights a-riding, for no other reason than the joy of it?


It didn’t matter. She wasn’t Daisy. She couldn’t be Daisy… but still. He knocked one man aside, ducked another flung beer bottle, threw his arm up as someone tossed a bar stool. It was nothing but reflex; the leg almost clipped his skull, but the cursed sidhe speed was still with him. Everything slowed down, droplets and shards of glass hanging in struggling air, faces contorted with rage.


Jeremiah moved.
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It was a risk, leaving the quir behind. Robin pawed in the pockets of her mended skirt as she bolted down the street, finding little that would aid her. Of course it was an Unseelie knight following her; she had caught a glimpse of him, helmed and gauntleted and smoking with Unwinter.


She had also seen the play of greenblack sickness on the horse’s mane. A plagued rider. Panic beat high and thin in her throat, cold sweat tracing down her back with one chill bony finger. At least it was not Unwinter himself, though that was cold comfort indeed.


If she could just slip away, or find an entrance-point, she could be over the border and back in Summer in a trice. Returning empty-handed was better than this. All she needed was a few moments’ worth of quiet—but that, apparently, was just what she was not about to be granted. The silver whistle-cry lifted behind her, eager and searching, and she would have cursed whoever had betrayed her—had it been Goodfellow?—down to the seventh generation if she could have spared the breath.


If someone hadn’t betrayed her, she might be simply unlucky. It was, she supposed, just barely possible. During their season, the Unseelie hunted where they would, and they always liked to do Summer a disservice. Unwinter grudged the Queen her glory, it was said, but perhaps he had just grown tired of her fickleness. Sometimes Robin wondered if the Sundering was a lover’s spat now ossified, King and Queen at each other’s throats by proxy. They were wondrous well matched, from all Robin could tell.


Her skin still crawled. The reek of the mortal tavern clung to her. It was a good attempt at camouflage, but not enough to discourage a Court Unseelie. The riding hunters were far too thoroughly practiced, the lords of the lesser Unseelie accustomed to all the various ways prey sought to escape.


If the plague was Unwinter’s, and the rider suspected what she was about… well, best not to think upon it. Best just to run.


Am I formally under the Hunt? No, there was no warning, no riddle—maybe it’s simply that I am of Summer and he is not?


It would be terribly ironic if she fell prey to a plague-maddened sidhe who bore her no personal ill-will.


Still, the quir had bought her some precious time, and it might yet buy her more if the rider descended on the tavern while she slipped away. There was some risk to the mortals inside, but enough cold iron around them to interfere with the worst of the dangerous things the Unseelie could do. A few of them might be led or glamoured, or brushed with sadness.
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