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I have no words;

My voice is in my sword

—WILLAM SHAKESPEARE, MACBETH


ONE

A claw swept across my face, and I felt the hot breath of hell. The monster had arrived.

I shook myself awake and stared into the eyes of my One True Enemy, who sat on my chest like a succubus. Sleek and black and glaring at me with unabashed loathing.

“Rawr,” she said.

“What?” I asked, trying to make sense of my surroundings. “And why?”

“That, Elisa, is a cat,” said the wickedly gorgeous shapeshifter currently in human form beside me. Connor Keene’s hair was dark and wavy, his body toned and muscles taut. One strong arm was slung over his eyes, and a smile curved his very kissable mouth. “I’m surprised you didn’t know that.”

He might have been my future husband, but I gave him a look nearly as gnarly as the one I’d given the cat. “Why,” I began again, with admirable patience, “is it this cat and why is it in this house?”

“Nothing to do with me,” he said. And gave Eleanor of Aquitaine an arch look. “Cat, why are you here?”

Eleanor of Aquitaine (not Eleanor or Elle, unless you wanted scratching) belonged to, or owned, Lulu Bell, my roommate and sorcerer. But we weren’t in the loft Lulu and I shared; we were in Connor’s town house. Only Connor “lived” in the town house, but we’d all taken up at least temporary residence there recently. Me, because he was my future husband. Lulu, because she was my bestie and I wanted her safe. Alexei Breckenridge, because he was Connor’s best friend and Lulu’s (boyfriend? friend? friend with benefits?) something or other. He’d stayed over at the town house during Chicago’s most recent supernatural disturbance and hadn’t yet left.

And now, apparently, we’d added the damned cat.

At my apparently rude question, said cat jumped off the bed and slunk into the bathroom.

“Demon visitation complete,” I said. At least until she made it into the closet and began running through our clothes like they were a joint car wash and scratching pad.

I glanced at Connor. “How are you feeling?”

He rolled his shoulder, testing. “A little sore, but I’ll manage.” Connor was the son of the North American Central Pack’s current Apex, Gabriel Keene. Connor had already taken down three challengers in his effort to ascend to Apex when his dad retired. And they kept coming.

“Nothing tonight, right?”

“Nothing tonight,” he said. “You?”

“Depends on the actual demons,” I said.

I was a vampire born into Chicago’s Cadogan House and an associate Ombudsman, one of Chicago’s human-supernatural liaisons. Less than a week ago, we’d sealed away Andaras (aka Rose, aka Eglantine, aka “Rosantine”), the first demon to enter Chicago in two hundred years. While she was no longer a problem, she’d triggered two of the wards in the city’s Victorian-era magical defense system. We were still trying to get the apparently single-use wards online again, and keep the city from being overrun by demons walking through the literal gap in our defenses. A few demons had made it through already; we were battling them as we found them now and sprinkling copious amounts of salt—a new addition to the Ombud operating procedure—across Chicago. We hadn’t had a night off since we’d brought the House back, and we were basically on call until the problem was resolved.

In addition to their penchant for troublemaking and violence, Rosantine had temporarily sent Cadogan House and its inhabitants—including my, Lulu’s, and Connor’s parents—into another dimension. Did not enjoy; did not wish to repeat.

Connor pulled me against him, enveloped me in warmth and magic and … him. “Just give me one minute,” he said. “And then you can yell at the cat.”

I snorted. “One minute,” I said, and smoothed a hand over his chest. He made a satisfied sigh and closed his eyes. There were shadows beneath them—faint, dark crescents brought on by too much magic and too much physical exertion.

“I know you don’t want to stop until you’ve claimed the throne,” I said. “But if you need to stop before you can do that, it’s fine. We will find a different way to be.”

He was quiet for a moment, then smoothed a hand over my long, wavy hair. “A different way?”

“Well, we could join the circus. You could be the strong man in those little glittery shorts. I’ll do the trapeze. We’ll live out of an RV and eat take-out Chinese.”

“That’s quite a plan.”

“Maybe better as a backup situation. In the meantime, continue kicking their asses.”

“That’s the plan,” he said, and kissed my forehead.

The bedroom door, already cracked, was pushed open fully by the sorceress who stepped into the doorway. Her gaze searched the room, but she ignored us—entwined as we were.

“Your minute is up,” I said.

“Her Highness is in the bathroom,” Connor announced. “Elisa scared her off.”

“Lulu,” I said—a question, a declaration, and a curse in two syllables.

“She was getting lonely,” Lulu said, moving into the room. There was a lot of feisty spirit in that petite frame, and an apparent skill at old magic—the bloody, potentially evil kind. But the paint-spattered white coveralls, rolled up at arms and ankles, mitigated the effect. She was an artist first, a sorceress second. And until a week ago, a completely nonpracticing one. Demons had changed everything.

Lulu was currently working on a mural in Hyde Park, not far from Cadogan House.

I narrowed my gaze as she strode to the bathroom, where something made a clunking sound. “What did she destroy?” I called out.

Lulu emerged, the cat sitting queenlike in her arms. “Here, or there?” she asked with a smile.

My stare didn’t change. “What did she pee on at the loft?”

“Let’s just say, if pee was gold, we’d both be rich. And I hope you didn’t like those pink sneakers.”

“You’re both very entertaining,” Connor said, rolling over to reveal the smooth curves of muscle across his back. “But maybe you could entertain somewhere else?”

With impeccable timing, Alexei stepped into the room, bagel in hand. Silently, he looked at us, then at Lulu and the cat, then chewed. Like Connor, Alexei was tall and strong, with pale skin and dark blond hair. Alexei didn’t talk much; he was a man of quiet loyalty who said much with his piercing hazel eyes. And knew how to back up a friend.

“And you brought her here why?” I asked.

“We can’t leave her alone at the loft forever,” Lulu said. “And with the demons out there, who knows how long we’ll be camped out here.”

“I’ll deal with the demons,” I said. “And your parents are working on repairing the broken wards.” Lulu’s parents were powerful sorcerers.

“I know. I was just saying. Nobody expects it to be immediate. Freaking demons.”

“Freaking demons,” Connor and Alexei muttered in unison.

Lulu stroked Eleanor of Aquitaine, who purred beneath her paint-stained fingers. While that cat wanted nothing to do with me, she plainly loved Lulu. And it wasn’t my style to break up a family.

Resigned, I sighed and looked at Connor. “Your house, your rules.”

“I don’t have a problem with it,” he said, voice muffled from the pillow. “She actually likes me.”

And that stung a little. “She can stay,” I told Lulu. “Just keep her out of this room. And any other room in which I might make an appearance.”

“That’s most of the house.” Lulu’s voice was flat.

“Is it?” I asked as innocently as I could manage.

My screen buzzed, and I plucked the thin rectangle of glass from the side table.

“Work,” I said, and even the cat went silent. Work rarely delivered good news an hour before I made it into the office.

“Elisa,” I answered. “And you’re on speaker with a demon cat and the sups who enable it.” This was not the time for video.

“Roger” was the caller’s response. Roger Yuen was the Ombudsman and my boss. “I’m on with Petra and Theo.” They were my coworkers. Petra, an aeromancer and light conspiracy theory enthusiast, and Theo, a human former cop and my partner.

“How is Eleanor of Aquitaine?” Petra asked, and the cat actually rowr’d a response.

“Good girl,” Petra added.

“What’s happened?” I asked, trying to steer my evening away from the resident demon.

“We aren’t sure,” Roger said. “A burst of magic was reported during the day. Looks like around three o’clock in the afternoon.”

“Reported by whom?” I asked.

“We’ve gotten calls from nymphs who called it a ‘magicky bass drop’ and from a representative of the river trolls who called it a ‘big loud.’ ”

“Checks out,” Connor murmured.

“How did you get ‘burst of magic’ out of that?” Lulu asked, moving closer to the screen.

“ComEd,” Roger said. That was Chicago’s power supplier. “They recorded a power surge at the same time. There are also complaints about satellite and telecom services going down. None of it lasted for more than a few seconds. Most of the complaints went to the mayor’s office, and they were routed back to us.”

Connor had grabbed his screen, and I guessed he was sending a message to the Pack to see if they’d experienced anything.

“Was it a demon?” I asked, my heart beating a little faster.

“Not that we’ve found. The guards didn’t see any activity at the wards. And there were no reports of anyone actually seeing anything. Just feeling it or its effects.”

“Well, there was the UFO sighting,” Petra said. “But we’re pretty confident a UFO did not land on Soldier Field in order to steal children.” She paused. “Because aliens are more interested in tech than bio, really.”

“Hmm,” I said noncommittally. “What about the fairies? They’re magically powerful. They’d almost certainly have felt it.” And maybe their bristly queen, Claudia, would have some insight about what it was.

“Haven’t heard from them,” Roger said. “But that’s not unusual.”

“A few Pack members—those who were awake—felt it,” Connor said, reading his screen. “No one can say what it was or where it originated. They just felt a sudden burst of energy.”

“Something with the ley lines?” I wondered. Three of the world-spanning lines of magical power ran through Chicago. The city’s demon wards were powered by cornerstones—big bespelled stones that got their energy from the ley lines and, in turn, helped regulate them.

“What could have affected them?” Theo asked.

“I don’t know. Demons? Sorcerers?” I asked, looking at Lulu.

“You’re asking if they could affect the ley lines? I mean, I’m not an expert, but I don’t know how they could. Ley lines are pure power. I don’t think sorcerers could sway them much. And if they’d done something, some kind of spell, I think we’d have felt it.”

“So what should we do?” I asked Roger.

“Maybe it’s nothing,” Roger said. “Just a hitch in the lines because the demon wards were recently triggered. But if it’s something more, I don’t want it getting worse. I’m thinking patrols around the city. Maybe we won’t find anything, but at least we’ll have done our due diligence. Wait—you have that dinner tonight, don’t you?”

Connor and I were scheduled to have dinner with his parents to celebrate our engagement.

He’d apparently asked for my father’s permission despite his seemingly casual proposal, and we’d shared the news with my parents just after he’d proposed. Neither my mom or dad had been surprised, but they had been supportive and thrilled to welcome a shifter into the family.

“We can be late,” Connor said.

I looked at him. “You’re sure?”

He nodded. “Dinner won’t matter much if demons overrun the city.”

“I mean, we’ll still have to eat,” I murmured, but took his point.

“We can be late,” he said again, this time with a smile that had me melting a little.

“Connor and I can start here,” I said. “We’ll talk to the fairies.” I’d also need to send a message to my informant. Jonathan Black was half-elf, half-sorcerer, and an attorney with mysterious clients, at least some of whom were criminals. He’d tried to kill me; he’d also saved my life. He was an enigma.

“Petra and I will start here,” Theo said, “although my arm would probably not be hella effective against arrows right now.”

“Hella deflective, anyway,” Alexei offered, chewing.

The first demon had triggered the ward that had broken Theo’s arm, but a fairy had put an arrow through his leg. He was human, but as brave as they come.

“Sounds good,” I said. “Want me to check with the Houses? They won’t have been awake, but they may know something.”

Chicago, with its three ley lines, collected sups like kids collected comics. It was home to four vampire Houses.

“You take Cadogan and Washington,” Theo said. “We’ll take Navarre and Grey.”

“Got it. And we’ll let you know if we find anything on our end. Stay safe out there.”

“Same,” Theo said. “But immortality probably gives you an advantage there.”

He wasn’t wrong.

The breakfast party was disbanded. Alexei took the last bite of his bagel downstairs; Lulu followed him. While Connor showered, I checked in with my parents at Cadogan House and Uncle Malik at Washington House. He wasn’t my actual uncle, but my dad’s former Second at Cadogan House, and I’d grown up with him and his wife.

Neither House, unfortunately, had anything to offer regarding the magical burst. They’d been unconscious during the day (being vampires), and the human guards who watched over their Houses hadn’t felt or reported anything. I also sent a message to Black and didn’t get an immediate response, which wasn’t especially surprising. He operated on his own schedule.

Then it was my turn in the shower and dressing for a night of who knew what. Connor opted for his preferred jeans, T-shirt, and boots combo; I went for jeans, boots with a stiletto thin enough to double as a weapon, and a couple of thin, layered shirts to combat the coming fall chill. I pulled my long, wavy blond hair into a topknot—the better to fight with—and offered my attention to the second consciousness inside me.

There were two of us in here. In addition to me, my body housed a remnant of the spell that had bound a supernatural creature into my mother’s katana two decades ago—and that had bound me to my mother, allowing her to give birth to the world’s first vampire child. Lulu’s mother, Mallory, had created that spell. The creature, called the Egregore, had been created by a sorcerer named Sorcha Reed. She’d been killed by her creation.

I called the remnant “monster,” and its presence was a secret that only Connor knew the full truth about, as I hadn’t wanted anyone else—particularly not Aunt Mallory and my parents—to know that I’d been contaminated by Sorcha’s magic. Or feel guilty about any of it.

I’d only recently come to understand monster’s greatest wish—being reunited with the rest of the Egregore in my mother’s sword. Not, as I’d presumed, finishing the Egregore’s mission of ravaging Chicago. Now that I’d finally grokked that wish, monster had become … naggier. It wanted out, as it frequently reminded me. But in addition to requiring from-scratch and risky magic, putting monster into the sword would require me to make a confession I’d been hiding for years. So that wasn’t high on my list.

Checking in with monster usually meant ensuring it wasn’t feeling anxious or hyperactive, which usually meant it needed some stretching or exercise of its own. It seemed to enjoy yoga, although not as much as it used to. …

Out, it silently said.

Working on it, I told monster silently for approximately the hundredth time in the last week. It took time to build the spell that put you here, and it’s going to take time to get you out again.

Because I had no idea what I would become if monster was gone, and it also took more bravery than I could spare at the moment, what with the demons.

Let’s be honest—they made a convenient excuse for pretty much everything.


TWO

If the pulse of magic had some physical origin in Chicago, we didn’t see it as we crossed town. Not that we were entirely sure what we were looking for.

Chicago’s mercenary fairies, bereft of their native green lands, had built themselves a castle on the banks of the South Fork of the Chicago River. More defensive fortress than Cinderella’s castle, it rose with towers and crenellations. It had seen its share of misery—including a magical attack by one of its own and a visit from a very pissed-off Lulu. The latter had put me on the receiving end of Lulu’s fireball, which hadn’t been great for my nervous system, but had probably been good for future relations with the fae.

The castle sat at the end of a long stone drive that ran through a wide lawn yellowing with autumn. The gatehouse doors were open, which was not necessarily unusual. But there was no sign of guards, which was. The fae were unmistakably mercenary and rarely left themselves unguarded. Connor parked the SUV he had taken on semipermanent loan from the Pack, given how often we needed a fast ride, and swung the vehicle around so it faced the road.

“Easier exit,” he said.

We climbed out carefully, closed the doors as quietly as possible. No one came to check on us, and the air was syrupy with power. If magic were a song, this was sweet and slow, like a blues tune played beneath a whirling fan accompanied by the creak of a porch swing. Not the usual Chicago vibe. An effect of the magical pulse?

“Is that Memphis magic?” I asked as I belted on my katana scabbard. The NAC Pack was historically based in Memphis.

“Some of it might be me,” Connor said. He’d come into the full power of an alpha shifter during his first challenge fight a week ago, and he was still adjusting to the sensation.

“Yours is less sweet,” I whispered as we approached in the grass to muffle our footsteps. “More pine forest. Less vanilla caramel left in the sun too long.”

“Did they make the pulse of magic?” he wondered. “There’s so much of it.”

“I imagine we’ll find out pretty fast.”

We reached the gatehouse, walked inside. The magic was even stronger here, even thicker. We walked into the main keep, and caught our first glimpse of fairies. And it wasn’t promising. There were a dozen within and around the various stations in the keep—a small garden, a blacksmith’s forge, a stone well complete with a rotisserie bucket, and a scattering of chickens. But the fairies were all on the ground.

“Shit,” I murmured, and ran toward the closest one. She was a young woman with pale skin and ice blond hair, and she lay at the edge of the garden plot of fall vegetables, including enormous cabbages that rose in leafy rosettes. She was on her back, hair spread beneath her like a halo.

I leaned down. There was no sign of an injury, no blood or bruise. I watched until I saw her chest rise and fall, but the movement was so slight, I thought I’d imagined it. I kept watching until I saw it again. And then, as lightly as I could manage, I touched her hand.

Power rushed me. I snatched my hand away in less than a second, but that small touch was enough to have my fangs descending and my eyes silvering. Colors flashed and became brighter. Everything seemed to sparkle. Was this how fae saw the world?

“Whoa.”

“Lis?”

“The whole world is ice cream right now,” I said. “If this is how they see things, makes you wonder how they ended up being so mercenary.”

For a moment, I let the world be candy colored and sparkling. Then, with a sigh of regret, I stood up and breathed rhythmically, something I’d learned practicing yoga. I did so until the magic dissipated enough to have the colors normalizing again. At least until the prone fairy let out an enormous belch, which sparkled in the air and spilled more magic.

“They’re magic drunk,” Connor said. “I see glitter everywhere.” His eyes changed color, shifting gold to blue as the magic brushed him. “Heady,” he added, and reached out an arm to steady himself.

I grabbed him as he swayed. “Do you need to wait in the vehicle?”

He shook his head, stubbornness settling into his face. He wasn’t one to back away, and certainly not with alpha magic running through him.

“I’ll be fine,” he said, and walked a few feet away, putting space between him and the prone fairies.

I took photos of the fairies for the Ombuds; it felt intrusive, given they were unconscious, but if we’d found the source of the magic pulse, Roger needed to know.

The image on my screen blurred as a tremor shook the ground. But that wasn’t the only problem. Above us, the tower shuddered.

“Earthquake?” I asked when the world stilled again.

“Magic,” Connor said. “A lot of magic.” He pulled off his shirt, abdominal muscles clenching with the motion, and for a very fast moment, I thought things were about to get magically sexy.

Then he wrapped the cloth around his face to make an impromptu mask. Smart. Not sexy, except to the extent that he had bared his sculpted abdomen. Which wasn’t the point.

“Will that help?” I asked.

Connor waited a beat, blinked a few times. And then his eyes cleared. “Good to go.”

“Apparently.”

I added “sensitivity to inhaled fairy vapor” to the list of things I knew about my future husband. And then I walked toward the tower, future husband beside me.

The tower was the heart of the castle, and it opened into a great hall with a rush-strewn floor and oversized hearth.

There were more fairies here—maybe a dozen—and all silent, all unconscious. Some in chairs at the long wooden table; some snoring near the fire.

The magic was thicker inside the building and doubly hard to avoid. But when another tremor shook the ground, I knew we’d have to risk it. If the residual magic tumbled the tower to the ground, it would take out all of us. So we either fixed the problem, or we evacuated a lot of drunk fae. I didn’t like the odds that we could accomplish either of those on our own.

We took one of the curving staircases to the next level, where Claudia’s throne room was located. We stepped over three fairies on the way, one of them snoring softly, the other two with glazed and vacant expressions.

The magic grew stronger and more potent as we rose through the tower, so each spiral of the staircase felt like we were moving deeper into a whirlpool.

We reached the throne room, with its high ceilings and gloriously colorful tapestries, and found the center of the maelstrom. Magic roiled like waves here, and I had to shift some of my energy over to the task of ignoring it. Monster, who wasn’t keen on fairies, helped where it could.

A trestle table in the middle of the space was loaded with food. Succulent meats glistened beside tall cakes so delicate that they might have been made of cobwebs and lace. Steam wafted from roasted vegetables, and silver chalices of ale were still topped by foam.

And it all smelled of overripe magic.

“Elisa.”

It wasn’t until Connor put a hand on my arm that I realized I’d been moving toward the buffet. I dug my nails into my palms until they stung, which helped me ignore the magic, because fairy food and drink were notoriously dangerous. It was a common trap for unwary humans, as any classic fairy tale would tell you. And this felt like the trappiest trap of them all; the table all but sagged with magic.

“Thanks,” I said, and dragged my attention from table to plank floor, where fairies lay sprawled or sat against walls, most with mugs in hand, the ale dripping to the floor into sticky puddles.

The building quaked around us, this time hard enough to send platters tumbling to the floor, ceramic splintering as it struck hardwood. The detritus included an entire tray of roasted turkey legs, now scattered forlornly on the floor.

A few feet past the spillage, I saw her. The queen of the fae was at the far end of the room, slumped against a wooden column, her arms banded around it as if it were a flotation device in a magical sea. Her tangled strawberry red hair half-covered her face. Her pale skin looked gray, and her magic spilled an unnatural fog across the floor. I ran to her, dodging bodies and overturned cups, holding my scabbard so it didn’t bounce against my leg.

“Claudia,” I said sternly. The tower shuddered, tossing portraits and mirrors off the walls and snuffing some of the hundreds of candles that lit the room. I managed to stay upright, but we had to do this fast. I didn’t want to be plunged into darkness and trapped in the remains of a fairy tower.

“Claudia,” I said again, and this time put glamour behind it. It was a vampire’s secret weapon, from a time when blood had to be coerced from humans. I wasn’t sure it would work on her—not when her magic was older and stronger than mine—but she jerked her eyes to me.

“Wine,” she said, a request, and released her grip on the post to grasp at an overturned chalice.

“No more wine,” I said, and kicked the chalice away. She didn’t want the wine, but the magic it contained.

Another quake. Stones crunched to the ground outside, the concussions coming faster now. Whatever the fairies had done had begun to tear apart the castle they’d so meticulously constructed—and to bury us with it.

“When you’re out of time,” Connor said, striding quickly to us, “you go for a classic remedy.” Before I could object, he emptied a wooden bucket of water on Claudia’s head.

I cursed and jumped back, anticipating a nasty counterattack from a woman who was a flaming narcissist on her better days.

Claudia blinked through a curtain of water and hair, eyes wide and confused. Then she swallowed hard and climbed to her feet, the diaphanous gown clinging to her form.

“The wine,” she said. She swayed and put out a hand to steady herself. I think she meant to grab the post again, but the tower swayed like a sapling in the wind, and she caught only air.

Stomach lurching at the shifting floor, I reached out and caught her before she stumbled. I hoped the contact wouldn’t trap me in her magic.

My skin buzzed with it, but the glittery edges were gone now. The water had managed to break the spell on her.

“Snap out of it,” Connor demanded, “and them, too, or you’re going to bring the entire tower down on top of us.”

Claudia lifted a dripping hand toward the table, as if to send magic toward it. But before she could, a crack split the air as stone succumbed to the magic’s pressure, and a section of the wall across from us disintegrated, stone and plaster crumbling to reveal the dark of night outside.

I faced the nightmare possibility we’d all be buried in rubble, but Claudia steadied herself, threw out her hand again. Magic swept across the room; as it traveled, the remnants of food and drink evaporated as the scent of overripe magic dissipated. The rumbling stopped, leaving heavy and cold silence in its wake.

With their magical chains broken, the fairies began to shift. They began to rise and move toward their queen. Claudia stood straight now, brushed a hand through her hair, which dried and fluffed into soft curls. Then that hand trailed the length of her body, drying skin and fabric, clearing her eyes and putting pink back into her cheeks.

She glanced at Connor, shirt still wrapped around his face, the rest of his torso bare. And her gaze lingered, followed the descent of abdominal muscles into the top of his jeans, then over to the black tattoo: Non ducor; duco.

Loosely translated: I am not led. I lead.

The lust in her eyes quickly surpassed the fading fairy magic.

“Mine,” I said quietly, drawing her attention back to me.

It came slowly, her gaze, as if I’d interrupted her perusal of a new fairy confection.

“Lady,” said one of her fae, a tall man with brown skin, long braids pulled back at the temples, and a fierce look in his eyes. And that look was directed at us. “Need we address the threat?”

“We aren’t the threat. We’re the first responders.” I looked at Claudia. “What happened?”

“Power. More than I’ve felt in many seasons.”

Literal fairy empowerment was the last thing I needed right now. “The pulse of magic that happened when the sun was up?”

She inclined her head.

It took big power to affect the ley lines. The demon wards drew on them for power, and in return the wards helped regulate the lines’ transmission. Roger had said the wards were fine, so how had this happened?

“Where did it come from? What did it?”

“There is only one source,” she said. “The ley lines.” She crossed her fingers to form a triangle. I presumed that was meant to symbolize their intersection over Chicago.

“Please explain,” I said, losing patience.

I wasn’t the only one feeling testy. Her eyes had gone flat and cold and nearly dripped with arrogance. Whatever help we’d offered would do only so much to save us.

“Other sups felt it, too,” I said, keeping my tone as mild as possible. “You may not be the only ones feeling powerful.”

I was telling the truth; we knew they weren’t the only sups who’d felt the wave, and I calculated she wouldn’t like a potential change to the city’s supernatural balance of power. Based on the narrowing of her eyes, I guessed she was calculating whether she might need us in the future and should bother keeping us alive.

“There was a sudden power in the lines,” she said, decision made. “We have been weak of late, and we took advantage of it. We made food and drink of the magic. We feasted.”

“Yeah, we saw that part,” I said wryly, sarcasm one of my favorite weapons against fear. “How are the lines now?”

“Uninteresting,” she said, queenly boredom back in her tone. But there was disappointment beneath it, maybe that the fae couldn’t ride a wave of power into a new era of dominion.

“Did a demon cause it?” Connor asked.

“I do not know what caused the surge. I only know its vehicle—the lines—and that we drank much.” She looked across the room, gaze vague, and I wondered if she were seeing what had come before we’d arrived, not the ruin of it. The fae would have to deal with what they’d done.

“We’ll go,” I said.

Claudia made a sound not unlike a growl. I thought she meant to strike out as revenge for our interrupting their festivities, so I turned my body to deflect the coming blow. But no strike came. Instead, she looked regretful.

“It has been many moons,” Claudia said. “I do not regret that we experienced this surfeit, although perhaps we went too far.” She looked at me, gaze narrowing again. “You have helped us once again. We owe you a boon.”

Fairies, like vampires, were very big on debts being owed and paid. And she looked none too thrilled about the transaction.

A woman with pale skin, dark hair, and deeply bowed lips stepped beside her.

“My queen,” she said with disdain, “they surely chanced upon us. No boon is owed for following the whims of fate.”

“This was not chance,” Claudia said. “The bloodletter and her consort would not come here without reason. They came to seek our knowledge, but they stayed to resolve our peril. For that, a boon is owed. And no harm will come to them,” she added.

Her people would probably obey her. But they were riding the magic, or grouchy with its absence, and that made our presence risky. It was time to say our farewells.

“We don’t need to collect today,” I said, and gestured to the broken wall. A mourning dove had flown through and now perched on a rafter, grooming its pearly feathers. “You have other business.”

“Yes,” Claudia said. “We will repair what we have broken. And we will see what brings the ill wind.”

“I want the wind to bring peace and quiet,” I murmured when we’d hustled back down the stairs under watchful eyes. Guards had already returned to their positions at the gatehouse, and as we passed, they touched their scabbards, the only threat they dared to make.

We all but leapt into the vehicle, and Connor’s eyes kept flitting to the rearview mirror until we cleared the fence around the property and left the fairies behind us.
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