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Friday, April 9
 Present Day



The antique black carriage sped through the night, its tall spoked wheels whirring, skimming the surface of the river as though the spectral horse that pulled it followed a paved track. In the distance, along the banks, the city lights shimmered, but there, in the middle of the river’s wide expanse, all was darkness. As the carriage approached the black, hunched shape of an island, it picked up even more speed, thundering through the crumbling arch of the abandoned coal dock like it was a gateway to another realm.

The finger of a smokestack thrust up into the sky above the treetops, crowned with a nest of birds that took sudden flight as the carriage horse’s hooves clattered along the remnants of the pier and onto an overgrown avenue. Fallen leaves left over from the previous autumn danced in the wake of the passing carriage.

The driver hauled on the reins, pulling the horse to a stop in front of the gaping doorway of a moldering stone building. Years of neglect had left the surrounding foliage free to grow thick and lush, climbing up the walls almost to the roof. The profusion of vines and moss had softened the building’s contours but was unable to disguise the elegant lines of its original design.

As the driver’s feet touched the ground, a wave of iridescent illumination washed outward from the carriage, transforming the abandoned building, altering its rough appearance like a mirage. By the time the driver had thrown open the carriage doors, there were several cloaked figures standing by to receive the occupant of the coach.

The only surviving son of the Greenman lay on the velvet bench seat like a broken toy that had been thrown against a wall. His limbs were splayed at odd angles. Greenish bloodstains marked the skin at the corners of his mouth. There was a dark scorch mark in the shape of a four-leaf clover at the base of his throat, and he looked to be barely breathing.

The driver nodded curtly at him. “Bring him inside.”

As two of the attendants moved toward the coach, the driver turned to the stone edifice and the steps leading up to it—which now appeared smooth and gleaming like marble in the light that spilled from the windows on either side of the open, carved-oak doors. The shadowy figures lifted the unresponsive body and carried it through into the hall. Sounds of merriment and feasting came from within, and the scent of flowers was heavy in the air, seductive and beckoning.

But before ascending the steps, the carriage driver looked up into the night sky and said, in a voice like a whispered death sentence, “Find the Green Magick. And bring me the one who bears its burden. . . .”

The dark air filled with darker shadows as the remaining cloaked figures swirled into a frenzy of action: throwing back their cloaks, they shed the smokelike bodies hidden beneath and grew wings. Dark feathers coalesced out of the fabric of the night, and a flock of screeching, red-eyed herons took to the air.



Chapter I



The crowd of onlookers had largely dissipated once the New York City Fire Department had finally gotten the blaze under control, though the entire block remained cordoned off with yellow police tape and the gutters ran full with soot-blackened water. Fortunately the structure had been stand-alone, unlike most of the surrounding shops and apartment buildings, and so the damage had been confined to the Avalon Grande Theatre—damage being wholly inadequate to describe the devastation wrought upon the old converted church by the fire that had started there in the early hours of that morning. Just before dawn.

Just before... what?

Sonny Flannery stood in a shadowed doorway across the street from the ruination and struggled desperately to remember. He knew that he had been inside the Avalon in the moments before it had been consumed by fire—holed up, waiting for morning, held under siege by malevolent Fae—and he knew that there had been fighting. Vicious Green Maidens and their leprechaun brothers. Sonny and his friends had been short on odds. And then... something had happened. Something bad.

And for the life of him, Sonny couldn’t remember what that was.

All he kept coming up with was that one minute he’d been fighting for his life. The next, he’d woken up in his apartment with a head full of cotton wool and hobnails—only to discover that the one place in all the worlds that Kelley Winslow, the girl he loved, had truly called “home” was gone. Destroyed.

Now, standing in front of the smoking remains of the Avalon Grande Theatre on Fifty-second, Sonny had the horrible gut-twisting feeling that it was entirely his fault.

One brick wall still held bits of broken, rainbow-tinted glass in its window frames, but most of the rest of the building had been reduced to rubble when the bell tower collapsed. Over near the side alley where the stage door still hung awkwardly inside its sagging frame, Sonny saw the shattered remnants of mirrors and burned and blackened costume racks. On the end of one rack, a pair of sparkly fairy wings hung from a cord, barely singed.

Sonny turned abruptly and stumbled blindly down the sidewalk—almost knocking over a middle-aged woman in overalls and half-glasses who stood staring at the wreck of the theater, tears streaming unheeded down her face.

It began to rain, a few spattering drops swiftly turning into a downpour. Head down, shoulders hunched, Sonny walked without having a destination in mind. The wind that pushed the rain against him, soaking his T-shirt and plastering it to his chest, held a biting chill. But there was also the hint—just a taste—of green, growing things, spring buds and blossoms, that reached Sonny’s nostrils, and he breathed in deeply, almost gulping the air, in an attempt to steady himself. Green things... and smoke? No. The smoke was in his head. A memory of... of what? Of a fight he couldn’t remember. A battle that had set Kelley’s theater ablaze, apparently. That was, at least, what he had gathered from the images on the television—video footage shot earlier that morning of the Avalon Grande collapsing in on itself, disappearing in a thick column of inky smoke, gutted. Like Sonny had been in the moments after Kelley Winslow had uttered those words.

“I don’t love Sonny Flannery.”

Green things and smoke...

He looked around, the need to run, to hide, to escape almost overwhelming. His chest ached—inside and out—as though he’d swallowed seawater into his lungs or been thrown against treacherous rocks, battered by waves.

This must be what it feels like to be shipwrecked, Sonny thought. Clinging to a hope for rescue that isn’t coming...

Sonny turned and stumbled backward, off the curb and into the street, ignoring the outraged protests of car horns and screeching brakes.

“I don’t love Sonny,” she had said—unaware, it seemed, that he was standing right there. Behind her. Close enough to step through the door. To reach out a hand and touch her bright hair. He didn’t know why she’d said such a thing, but he did know that it had to be true. One of the universal truths in Sonny’s world was this: Faerie couldn’t lie.

Kelley was Faerie.

“I never did and I never will,” she had said.

The memory of her words seared through Sonny even as the teeth of the wind tore at him. He’d grown up in the court of the Winter King and rarely felt the cold, but now he was shivering so hard his teeth rattled. In front of him the yawning maw of the subway station entrance at Fiftieth and Eighth beckoned him. He staggered blindly toward the shelter of the stairwell and then on down, traveling underground like Orpheus in search of his beloved in hell. Only Sonny knew with bitter certainty that his Eurydice didn’t want him.

She’d said so herself.



Chapter II



“She’s leaking,” rumbled the ogre.

“She’s not ‘leaking,’ Harvicc.” Tyff shushed him. “She’s... crying. And crazy.”

Kelley barely felt her roommate’s hand on her shoulder, shaking her gently.

“Kelley... why are you suddenly a crazy person?”

Under any other circumstances, Kelley would have laughed at Tyff’s question. Why was she “suddenly” crazy? Why was she acting as if the world had just collapsed all around her? Probably because it had.

Through a blur of tears, she watched as the French doors leading into Sonny’s apartment flew wide and the tall, lanky shape of the Janus Guard Maddox came tearing out onto the balcony. “What in seven hells is going on around here?” he shouted, a thundercloud frown darkening his face. “Where’s Sonny? I want some bloody answers!”

Tyff opened her mouth to say something, but Kelley shot to her feet and turned a blazing look on her roommate that made the Summer Fae put up a hand and back off.

“Somebody had better tell me what happened,” Maddox said, looking back and forth between the two girls. “Kelley?” There was a dangerous note of warning in his voice.

The pain from the iron knife blade that had slashed across Kelley’s ribcage throbbed mercilessly. Tyff had dressed and bound the wound, but still, only the four-leaf clover charm Kelley wore around her neck kept the pain from being unbearable. “Leave it, Madd,” Kelley said. “I meant what I said when I told you this is none of your business.”

Tyff took a small step forward. “Kelley, I think he has a right to—”

“Shut it, Tyff!” Kelley rounded on her roommate before she could say another word. Shocked by the reprimand, Tyff blinked and did as she was told. A tense, silent stand-off ensued, with Tyff staring grimly into some middle distance, Maddox staring unblinking at Kelley, and Harvicc the ogre shifting from one enormous foot to the other, his confused glower sweeping back and forth. Over near the far corner of the terrace stood the Fennrys Wolf—the Janus Guard so-named for his Viking origins—his lean-muscled arms knotted over his chest, silently observing the whole thing.

High above, against a backdrop of ominous thunderheads, three vaporous figures twisted around one another, keening above the wind as though they were an extension of Kelley’s agony. Which, in a way, they were. The Cailleach—Storm Hags—were her mother’s minions. Her mother, the Queen of Air and Darkness. They were the representatives of Queen Mabh’s power in the mortal realm, and so—by osmosis or inheritance or guilt by association—they were Kelley’s as well.

She hated them.

She hated all of them. The Hags, her mother, her cold and cruel father, Auberon... the Faerie. They had done this to her. To Sonny.

They didn’t do anything to Sonny. You did.

She had lied to him. Broken his heart. She’d done it to protect him....

Liar. You did it because you were afraid of him.

A tumult of emotions surged in Kelley’s chest, threatening to overwhelm her. She turned her back on her friends and gripped the stone balustrade, staring bleakly down at the park, so far below. A cold spring rain had begun to fall, but Kelley didn’t notice its chill. Maybe it would help to put out the last of the fire, she thought, and a fresh wave of pain almost doubled her over the railing, making her feel as if she would retch.

The fire. The theater. Sonny. Gone.

Everything that mattered to her in life. Gone...

And Kelley had been the one to drive Sonny away. It was the right thing to do, she argued with the voice in her head that called her “liar.” Sonny was in possession of more magickal firepower than even the strongest of the Fair Folk, and he had no idea. But something had triggered his power—to devastating, horrific result—back in the theater. That something was Kelley. When Sonny had thought for a brief instant that she’d been killed, the resulting fury he’d unleashed had given them all a taste of what he was capable of.

Damn right I’m afraid of him.

She was also afraid for him. Maybe, hopefully, the leprechauns and their sisters were no longer a threat, but Kelley knew deep down that Sonny was still in real danger. Her nightmares of him lying dead on the ground—just like the Greenman—had told her as much. There were those in the Faerie realm who would kill for the Green Magick, and Sonny wouldn’t be safe until Kelley could figure out a way to make him safe. In the meantime, she couldn’t risk being near him—the weak link in his armor, the fuse to his dynamite—and she definitely couldn’t risk revealing his secret. What made it infinitely worse was that she couldn’t tell him any of this, because she knew he wouldn’t understand. So she’d done the only thing she knew would make him leave her. At least until she could figure out what to do...

The small hairs on the back of her neck lifted. She turned slightly and realized Maddox was standing very close behind her.

“Where is he?” he asked.

“I don’t know. He’s gone.”

“Just like that?” His voice was quiet. Hard.

“Yes.”

“He was in no fit state to go anywhere when I left him. When I left him here with you.” Maddox had never sounded like that before. His anger was colder than the rain. “Now you tell me he’s gone off who knows where? And I take it you’re not about to go looking for him.”

“I can’t.”

“I see.” He nodded once. She could feel his gaze boring into her even though she couldn’t meet his eyes. “Well, let me tell you something. That boyo is like a brother to me. And I swear to all the gods, if something bad happens to him—there will be a reckoning.” He turned to go. “This is on your head, Princess.”

I already know that.

If something bad happens to Sonny...

Suddenly all of the pain and doubt was overwhelming—too much to keep knotted up inside. Kelley felt like she was suffocating. She didn’t want to think. She didn’t want to feel. She wished with all her might that she was someone—something—other than what she was. Something not defined by the words Kelley and Faerie princess.

She wished that she were free....

Clawing at her four-leaf clover charm—the only thing that kept her magick in check—Kelley tore the necklace off, and a sudden, violent barrage of lightning flared magnesium-bright in the darkness of the storm. Kelley’s eyelids squeezed shut, and another kind of fire—her own dark fire—flashed behind her eyes. Everything blurred and twisted in her mind. Thought, emotion, pain... all of it was suddenly gone.

Kelley was gone.

In her place, a kestrel falcon soared upward into the sky above the terrace of Sonny’s penthouse apartment. She spread her wings—her feathered wings—wide against the wild, buffeting winds. Startled, she opened her mouth, and a shrill keening cry skirled above the sounds of the storm.

“Whoa!” shouted Tyff from far below. “Kelley! Get down here before you hurt yourself!”

Hurt... Fear! Panic!

The kestrel’s thoughts swam with confusion. The frantic beating of her wings sent her sideways into a sheeting wall of rain.

“Kelley!”

Air currents buffeted her from all sides.

Helpless! Help me!

Mind fogged with terror and the effects of her drastic transformation, she flapped wildly and tumbled end over end, plummeting toward Sonny’s terrace far below in an out-of-control dive.

“Kelley!” Tyff screeched.

Harvicc caught her before she hit the ground and wrapped his immense hands around her with a surprising gentleness.

She was trembling violently—her instincts suddenly those of the wild creature she had become, only barely colored by her rational mind. She could feel her own tiny heart fluttering madly in her feathered breast.

Fly! Escape!

Harvicc lumbered over to one of the ornamental potted trees with exaggerated care and deposited the kestrel gently on a branch, holding his fingers in a loose cage around her feathered, quivering body. Her wings ruffled, and Harvicc closed up the gaps between his fingers so that she would not attempt panicked flight again.

Caged! Trapped! Escape! Fly...

“Wait!”

The Fennrys Wolf stepped out from beneath the dripping eaves on the far side of the terrace and stalked toward them. Putting his hands on Harvicc’s thick wrists, Fennrys slowly began to open the cage of the ogre’s fingers wider.

Escape!

“What do you think you’re doing?” Tyff grabbed at his arm.

“Wait.” Fennrys shook the Summer Fae off.

The kestrel’s wings shivered and furled. Harvicc closed his hands tighter.

Fear!

“Stop,” Fennrys said to Harvicc in a firm, quiet voice. “You’re frightening her. If she feels trapped, she’ll try to fly.”

“As opposed to what she was just doing before he caught her?” Tyff snapped. “You know—flying?”

“Trust me,” the Janus said, glancing over his shoulder.

Tyff uttered a squawk of protest. “Trust you?”

“Kelley does.”

Kelley... I’m Kelley. I trust...

Tyff’s mouth snapped shut on whatever it was she was going to say, but her eyes still blazed, fiercely protective.

“Don’t worry.” Fennrys turned back to the potted tree and the bird perched there. “I know what I’m doing.” His knuckles went white with the effort of peeling back the reluctant ogre’s meaty digits. All the while he was crooning to the terrified creature that shifted and shivered on the too-slender branch that swayed in the gathering storm winds, threatening to dislodge her. “You’re all right. Shh... you’re all right. I’m here. I’ve got you....” Fennrys reached out to gently stroke the chest feathers of the reddish-hued bird with the back of his fingers, shushing her gently.

Trust...

“That’s my roommate you’re pawing, Fido,” Tyff growled.

He ignored her and, resting his other arm in front of the branch, slowly coaxed the nervous kestrel onto his wrist. “I’ve hunted with falcons since I was a boy in Gwynn’s court. I know what I’m doing.” He reached up and smoothed the feathers on top of the bird’s—on top of Kelley’s—head, continuing to croon to her under his breath.

The kestrel’s talons scrabbled for a moment, and then she steadied on the perch of his forearm, tilting her head from side to side, trying to make sense of vision that was suddenly more acute—although less binocular than she was used to. Over Fenn’s shoulder, Tyff’s face came into focus as the beautiful Faerie peered down at her.

“You’re just full of surprises, aren’t you, little roomie?” Tyff murmured.

The falcon shifted and made a high-pitched, mewling sound.

“Okay. Okay... I know you’re in there.” Tyff took a step forward, trying to cajole Kelley back to personhood. “Kelley? Think ‘people’ thoughts. Legs and arms and stuff. No more of this pretty-birdie act, all right? You’re freaking me out.”

The kestrel ruffled her feathers in agitation.

“Not nearly as much as you’re freaking her out,” Fenn growled.

The strong pulse of his blood thrummed through Fennrys’s wrist—she could feel it beneath the grip of her kestrel feet. The steady rhythm began to sooth her jangled nerves.

“Now all of you step back so I can try and get her inside the apartment....”

Suddenly, lightning flashed. Thunder roared like a cannon discharged directly overhead. The kestrel shrieked in fear and rage. Her wings beat the air, clawing at an updraft. Maddox made a desperate grab for her; Tyff screamed and Harvicc lunged; and Fennrys howled in pain as razor-sharp talons sliced through the flesh of his forearm.

She felt the blood, wet and warm, as she launched herself skyward.

Up into the heart of the pummeling tempest.

Far below, the voices of her friends shouting for her to return grew small and then silent as she flew upward into the lashing rain and the storm clouds swallowed her up.



Chapter III



Sonny didn’t know how long he’d been riding the subway. Long enough for it to have made its way north, all the way up to 168th Street, to the end of the C line in Washington Heights, where it stopped and headed south again. No one seemed to notice Sonny or care that he sat there, slumped in his seat, as the train headed back down toward Midtown. People got on and off—mortals hurrying from one place to another, going about their lives. Most of them made a point of actively avoiding glancing in his direction. He must have looked either dangerous or crazy. Or both. Sonny certainly couldn’t have cared less. He had nowhere to go, and so the aimless journey suited him—just dim light, anonymous faces, and a rumble of sound to block out his thoughts.

He had no idea where he was when the train suddenly lurched, stuttering and grinding to a stop in the tunnel somewhere between two stations. The lights in the car flickered and dimmed to almost nothing, buzzing like lazy insects as they ran on emergency power. Sonny let his head fall back against the window and closed his eyes. Waiting for the subway to start moving once again. Taking him away from everything. From nothing. From Kelley.

“You look lost,” said a voice in his ear.

“What?” Sonny opened his eyes again to see a small, thin slip of a girl sitting next to him, a brown paper bag clutched tightly on her lap. Her feet were bare and she swung them back and forth without touching the floor of the train car.

“Lost,” she repeated. “Like me.” She cocked her head and getured with her chin. “Like them.”

Sonny looked around at the other occupants of the subway car. He’d been vaguely aware that it had been uncharacteristically empty for the last several stops, but he’d been grateful for the solitude. Now there were a handful of other occupants, scattered on seats up and down the length of the car. But not one of them was human. They may have worn human shapes, like Halloween costumes masking their true natures, but Sonny could see through the glamours to the creatures beneath: a trio of dryads with leafy hair huddled over a hand mirror, a nervous-looking banshee with haunted eyes drinking from a Starbucks cup, a shining Faerie girl clothed in a coat of silver chain mail, and one of the urisk—dwarfish solitary Fae noted for their shyness—disguised as a wizened old man. They were the Lost Fae. Marooned in a world away from their homes. Shipwrecked... like him. Lost.

The girl who had spoken to Sonny held out a slender hand to him. “This is my stop,” she said. Sonny glanced out of the window but saw only the darkened walls of the tunnel. “You can come with me, if you want.” Her fingers, he saw, were slightly webbed with diaphanous membranes. Her skin shimmered, and her long, fine hair was a shade of indigo so deep it was almost black. She was Water Folk . A naiad. She should have repelled him or made him want to fight. But her dark, luminous eyes, huge in such a tiny, delicate face, held his gaze, and all he felt was weariness.

She was right. He was lost.

With nowhere else to go, Sonny stood and looked down at the Faerie girl. The top of her silky head barely reached to his shoulder, but she smiled up at him serenely and held out her hand again. Sonny wrapped his fingers around hers and followed as she stepped toward the subway doors on the opposite side of the car from the ones that would open at the next station stop—the next human station stop. When the doors shimmered and vanished, several of the Lost Fae that had been sitting stood and stepped out into the darkness of the tunnel.

The girl leaped gracefully down, moving toward what seemed to be a service alcove recessed into the tunnel wall. Sonny followed. Behind him the doors of the car reappeared and the whole thing shuddered, its interior lights flickering back to normal brightness. Then the train jerked, rumbling and clanking into forward motion, and was gone.

The shadowed shapes of the other Fae who’d left the car melted into the darkness that followed in the wake of the train. Sonny blinked, waiting for his eyes to adjust to the murk. Then he saw, directly in front of him where the blank, sooty black wall of the alcove had been, a faint phosphorescent shimmering. He reached out a hand and felt nothing. Air. The wall had disappeared.

The Faerie girl at his side stepped through into another tunnel. This one wasn’t man-made, Sonny knew that instantly. But it also wasn’t natural. A Faerie construct. Sourceless light reflected off the gleaming facets of what looked like black cut glass. Sonny glanced around to see his own visage shattered and mirrored back at him in a thousand fragments. It was, he thought humorlessly, an apt metaphor for his present state of mind.

He trailed behind the naiad—both of them sure-footed, used to traveling in the dark—for what seemed like quite a while. Five minutes? Maybe ten? Sonny lost track of the time, but it wasn’t as if he had to be somewhere. Eventually, the obsidian tunnel opened onto another tunnel. This one was man-made; brick and stone arched overhead, and a trickling stream of water flowed down the middle. Faerie-wrought sconces hung at intervals on the curved wall, set with smokeless torches that cast pale, flickering illumination. The tunnel veered at a slight angle and sloped gently upward in the direction they walked. After another ten minutes or so, Sonny saw the faint glimmer of brighter light far up ahead.

He supposed he should be wary—or, at the very least, curious—but his emotional responses were detached, distant... as though they belonged to someone else. It seemed almost like he followed behind the naiad more out of professional habit than anything else. The Lost Fae—Faerie that managed to get past the Janus Guard once a year when the Samhain Gate, the passageway between the mortal and Faerie realms, opened—were generally very good at losing themselves in the city. Some, like Kelley’s roommate, Tyff, had managed to blend into human society with ease. Others found their way to scattered pockets of fae—like secret, underground communities—who would take them in. It looked as though Sonny was about to be introduced to one of those. And it was, quite literally, underground.

The circle of light in front of them grew as they approached the exit, and Sonny was dully astonished as he reached the tunnel mouth and looked out. In front of him stretched a vast cavern, the ceiling of which vaulted up and away into blue shadows and darkness. Shifting patterns of light danced upon rough-hewn stone walls—reflections of a series of pools, interconnected with streams and waterfalls—and Sonny heard the sounds of several voices raised in delicate, echoing song. A shiver ran down his spine. Sirens.

He stepped out into the grotto, and the singing stopped abruptly. He heard the sounds of startled splashing and then silence. Fine, he thought. Good. If they feared him, if they shrank from him, so much the better.

“Silly things.” The Faerie girl at his side giggled. “They spook so easily. You’re nothing to be scared of.”

Aren’t I? Sonny gazed down at her. I hunt your kind. I’ve killed your kind.

But the things that Sonny had come to define himself by had begun to fray and fall apart all around him. Ever since the moment, probably less than three hours earlier, when Kelley had said... the thing she’d said. Sonny shied from the memory, concentrating on the present moment. He backed a step away from the naiad.

What are you doing here in such a place? he chastised himself silently.

There had been no reason in the world for him to follow the Faerie girl. But then again, had there really been any reason not to? Sonny felt himself adrift without purpose. Nothing mattered anymore.

“Well, aren’t you a sorry-looking thing,” said a familiar voice from somewhere off to his left. He turned to see a slender young woman with long, dark hair and a bow and quiver strapped to her back descending down a narrow path carved into the bedrock wall. “Hard to believe that all it takes to wilt such a formidable creature as a Janus Guard is a little rain.”

“Hello, Carys.” Sonny recognized her from the time he’d taken Kelley to Herne’s Tavern on the Green. The beautiful huntress Fae was not exactly friendly to members of Sonny’s particular profession. “Lovely to see you again, too.”

“What are you doing here, slave of Auberon?”

Sonny didn’t have the will to put up a fight. Wordlessly, he turned to go.

She stepped in front of him, blocking his path. “How did you find this place?”

“I brought him,” said the girl at his side, not loosening her grip on Sonny’s hand. “He looked lost.”

Carys took in Sonny’s appearance with a scalding glance, head to toe. “He looks half-killed, is what he looks.” She sniffed in disdain.

Her gaze drifted to his face, and Sonny locked eyes with her, a distant spark of anger flaring somewhere deep inside him. Not quite enough to start a fire, but enough to make the Faerie look away first.

“Neerya has a soft spot for strays.” Carys glared at the slip of a girl. “Mongrels and hard-luck cases are her specialties.”

Neerya just tilted her head and smiled, tugging Sonny back away from the tunnel mouth. “I like him. He’s got pretty eyes. I wish they weren’t so sad, though....” Neerya wriggled past the huntress and led Sonny toward what looked to be a green meadow, stretching out for some way in the underground cavern. A soft light—blue and gold—filled the air, seeming to come from nowhere and everywhere at once.

“Come eat!” Neerya tugged him with surprising strength across the grass to a rocky outcropping where a cloth was spread upon the ground and set with silver platters heaped with a seemingly endless repast. “Food fixes everything.”

Sonny knew better. And he also knew better than to partake of a Faerie feast in the company of unfamiliar Fae.

“It’s not.” Neerya giggled, seeming to read his thoughts—or perhaps just the wariness of his expression. She plucked an apple off a tray and held it out to him. “It’s people food. For my ‘strays.’”

It had a bruise on one side and the kind of waxy sheen to its skin that meant Neerya had probably pilfered it from a grocery store. Nothing magickal about it. A closer look at the silver platter pierced whatever weak glamour had produced the illusion of Otherworldly splendor. In fact, Neerya’s “feast” was comprised mostly of produce past its prime. Scattered in among bruised apples, wrinkled tomatoes, and sparse bunches of red and green grapes, there were dented cans of soda and packages of Twinkies and potato chips. Neerya thrust the fruit out to him again, her eyes shining too brightly. It was somehow pathetic and endearing at the same time. Even though he wasn’t hungry, he took the apple from her hand and bit into it, because it made the young naiad smile.

“I haven’t been able to have any friends over for a long time now,” she said wistfully. “Carys says I have to be careful who I talk to up there.” Sonny assumed she meant up there in the city. “Hereside’s not so safe for us these days.”

“He knows that,” Carys said from where she had taken up a perch on a crumbling support pillar that jutted from the ground like a broken tooth. “He’s one of the reasons why.”

Neerya turned and blinked at Sonny, a small frown creasing her brow.

“Hereside?” Sonny asked.

Carys shrugged. “Have to call this realm something. It’s not home. It’s just the side of the Gate we’re stuck on. It’s just... here.”

Neerya looked like she was about to ask Sonny what Carys had meant before, but she didn’t get the chance. Something roared angrily from the darkness of one of the tunnels, and the naiad squeaked in alarm. She shrank back, trying to hide behind Sonny while gathering the pitiful pile of food in to safety, as a hideous, leather-skinned nightmare came barreling out of the shadows. Driving boulder-sized fists down into the turf, hammering wild holes into the ground, the beastly creature knocked Neerya’s carefully collected repast into disarray. Neerya cried out and scrambled to retrieve a rolling grapefruit—barely avoiding the ogre’s massive fists. Sonny dodged beneath one of the descending blows and scooped Neerya up, tossing her toward the shelter of Carys’s perch. Then he sprinted away from the naiad, trying to draw the ogre after him. It worked.

“I smell human!” roared the creature, thundering in his wake.

“You smell more than that,” Carys called after the ogre, goading him on with grim amusement. “You smell changeling! Janus Guard changeling.”

“Janusss,” the monster snarled, swinging its head back and forth, nostrils flaring, as if it tasted the air to capture Sonny’s scent. Then it lurched with ponderous swiftness in Sonny’s direction, launching roundhouse blows wildly as it came toward him. Thankfully, the monster had the worst aim Sonny had ever encountered. Still, there was nothing for him to do but retreat—and eventually, over near the tumbling falls and pools, Sonny found himself cornered, caught between a jutting stone buttress and a sharp drop to the dark water below.

The ogre was coming closer, and Sonny wondered if he should plunge into the water and swim for it. But then he heard a thrumming sound coming from beneath the surface of the pool and knew that there was no way in any hell he would take that option. It was not singing—not quite—but, rather, an eerie wail that set his teeth on edge. The Sirens, it seemed, had returned. He could not go that way. He would not.

Sonny recoiled from the edge, remembering the moment when he had let the Siren girl Chloe into his thoughts. She’d ripped a lullaby from his mind—the only memory he’d possessed of his mortal mother—and Sonny had let her do it, let her ravage his mind, because Chloe had possessed information about Kelley. He’d wanted to help Kelley. Be her knight in shining armor... and look where that had gotten him.

The ogre lunged for him again, a two-fisted hammer blow landing like an avalanche where Sonny had stood only a moment before. An eyeblink later and the ogre caught Sonny a glancing blow to the shoulder with an absurdly lucky slap at the air. It spun Sonny around and knocked him near-senseless against the stone wall. By the time he’d recovered, he was hanging upside down, dangling by one ankle as the ogre held him and shook him like a puppy with a chew toy.

All the blood was rushing to his head, which the monstrous creature repeatedly slammed into the rock. Sonny tried to protect himself with his arms, but the ogre continued to hurl him about. Sonny cursed himself, bouncing painfully off another rock. He was about to be mashed to a pulp by an ogre, and Kelley would probably never even know what fate had ultimately befallen him.

Not that she’d even care.

“Carys, please!” Sonny heard Neerya pleading from her hiding place. “Help him!”

He hoped the naiad could plead his case effectively before his skull cracked like an egg on the wall of the cavern, but it didn’t seem likely. This was going to be a really stupid way to die.
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