
        
            
                
            
        

    



Contents
Epigraph
Chapter One
Chapter Two
Chapter Three
Chapter Four
Chapter Five
Chapter Six
Chapter Seven
Chapter Eight
Chapter Nine
Chapter Ten
Chapter Eleven
Chapter Twelve
Chapter Thirteen
Chapter Fourteen
Chapter Fifteen
Chapter Sixteen
Chapter Seventeen
Chapter Eighteen
Chapter Nineteen
Chapter Twenty
Chapter Twenty-one
Chapter Twenty-two
Chapter Twenty-three
Chapter Twenty-four
Chapter Twenty-five
Chapter Twenty-six
Chapter Twenty-seven
Chapter Twenty-eight
Chapter Twenty-nine
Chapter Thirty
Chapter Thirty-one
Chapter Thirty-two
Epilogue



The Trinity Law ~ Est. 1974
Look, but don’t touch.
Touch, but don’t feel.
Feel, but never ever love.



Chapter One
I should have let him die. Had I known what saving him would mean for me, perhaps I would have.
I hugged my bag close and pulled my coat tighter as the train I’d stepped from clattered out of the subway station, blasting me with hot, dry air in its wake. After the day I’d had, I didn’t want to go home; that much I knew. Lingering on the platform, alone but for a few late-night stragglers and a homeless guy slumped on the floor against a billboard, I checked my cell phone: searching for a signal: No notifications. What did I expect? For my boss to e-mail and say he’d made a mistake? That I actually hadn’t just been fired, and that it was an office prank? Ha-ha. Seeing as nobody had gotten in touch with the punch line, I figured I was out of luck, and out of work.
I checked the digital display above the platform: 22:15. Next train in three minutes. While tucking away my cell my gaze lingered on the homeless guy. Something about him gnawed at the part of my thoughts reserved for forgotten things. Steel-buckled boots climbed lean ripped-jeans-clad legs. A long tattered coat covered the rest of him. Expensive, I assumed, from the tailored cut. Clothes designed to be disheveled. His scruffy, unkempt dark hair could have been styled that way. Maybe not homeless, I thought; probably wasted. Recognition darted through my thoughts. Could it be I’d seen him before? Many times in fact. Like any reporter in London, I knew him by reputation. I ambled closer, feigning interest in the billboard. If I could get a good look at his face, I’d know for sure.
A wave of warm air signaled an arriving train, ruffling my coat and rifling through his hair. His eyes popped open. His gaze flicked to me, locking on with ruthless intensity. For the briefest of moments, three distinct coronas ringed his dark pupils, flecked with sharp filings of light. He blinked and his eyes softened to a less dazzling hue. Thousands of fans regularly swooned at the sight of those tricolored eyes. Sovereign, the infamous rock star fae, with a penchant for provoking the press. But this wasn’t right. He shouldn’t be here, slumped alone on a platform. Where was his entourage? Where were the groupies, and hangers-on? I glanced on either side of us. Nobody paid us any attention. My gaze landed on the EXIT sign, and I considered leaving. I really didn’t have the energy to humor a wasted celebrity, much less one of the toxic fae. Unless … unless I could use this, use him. I inched closer still. His eyes tracked me, flitting from head to toe, analyzing, brow pinched with suspicion.
The next train to Leytonstone thundered in and screeched to a jarring halt behind me. My thoughts whirred. His being here could be the break I needed. Clearly something had happened, and given his reputation, whatever it was would be newsworthy. Sovereign’s fans would fall over themselves to read about his latest escapade. Instead of another reporter getting the scoop, it could be—no, it would be—my name on the byline.
“Are you okay?” I crouched down, fumbling with my bag as it tried to slip off my shoulder. “Do you need help?”
His earthy eyes narrowed. His face had the sort of fine angles that would have made him beautiful if not for the hard slash of a smile. Up close, there was no mistaking him. Curiosity fluttered my heart. The notorious London fae had landed in my lap.
His hand shot out from beneath his coat and clamped on mine. A yelp lodged in my throat as a sharp pins-and-needles sensation rushed up my arm. “Hey!” I tugged, but he jerked me closer, almost yanking me off balance and into his lap. The sweet smell of autumn berries—and a darker scent, something lusciously male and intoxicating—filled the air as he whispered against my cheek.
“Help me.” His voice grated, the sound strangled.
“Let me go.” Turning my head, I locked my glare on his. The multifaceted colors were back; green to blue to violet, but beyond that, deeper, something hungry and wild peered back at me.
His grip tightened and he blinked, erasing all traces of what I thought I’d seen. “Not yet.”
“Let. Go.” The fae are quicker, stronger than we are, but it was his touch I feared. Look, but don’t touch … The numbness spread to my shoulder, and with it came a gut-churning wave of nausea. I tugged again, but his cool fingers clamped tighter still.
“Just a few seconds more,” he growled.
“Let me go right now or I’ll scream,” I hissed. “And I don’t think you want that kind of attention, do you?”
A muscle twitched in his jaw. “Just help me onto the next train.”
“To Leytonstone?”
“I don’t care where. They’re too close. I have to …” He flinched, and a swathe of numbness wrapped around my arm.
“Sovereign, damn it, let go.” Seconds passed. He searched my face, looking for what I have no idea, but he seemed to find it. His fingers released, and a tingling warmth spilled into the void left by the numbness. I stood, rubbing feeling back into my hand. I could have walked by him the first time I’d seen him. I should have walked away then, for the second time. Or maybe the choice was never mine to make. “Asshole.”
His hard smile twitched. “Nice to meet you.” He held out a fine-fingered hand that hadn’t seen a day’s hard labor in its life. “Help me up.”
“I’m not helping you up. You just assaulted me.” He moved slowly, languidly rolled on his side and onto a knee, as though it pained him. Was he faking it? The fae weren’t like this. They were all catwalk grace and acute control. He looked like he’d been run over by a bus. With a frustrated growl, I clasped his sleeve and pulled. He stumbled to his feet, leaning into me. The Trinity Law was very clear when dealing with the fae. Look, but don’t touch was the first level of protection. I shoved him back and shot him a scowl.
He straightened to his impressive six-foot-plus height, rolled his shoulders to work out the kinks, and checked the platform around us, eyes darting. He fixed his gaze on the exits. Looking for crazed fangirls, perhaps? Commuters filed onto the subway cars, oblivious to my altercation with a fae. Was it fear that had him on high alert? What on earth could spook a fae like him? I found myself checking the exits too; his anxiety contagious.
“You got a problem with the fae?” he asked.
Who didn’t? “No. It’s just … I’ve never seen one up close before.” I’d interviewed plenty of their victims, though.
“Congratulations. Now you have.” His sneer was back, masquerading as a smile. He dipped his chin, and those gorgeous eyes widened, three colors blooming. “I’m sorry I forced the touch. Will you accept my apology?”
I snorted. “Save the sweet talk. I know who you are, and I’m not falling for it.”
“Fine.” The magic pooling in his eyes dissipated. “Could you at least help me onto the train?”
This was my chance to wash my hands of him. I could have looked back on the encounter and thanked lady luck I’d walked away. He’d already broken the first law. A woman smarter than I would have told him exactly where to go. But I needed my scoop if I was going to fight for my job and in terms of newsworthiness, he was hot. “Sure.” I tried out my most genial smile and swept my hair back, hoping he didn’t notice my hand tremble. He seemed to buy it. With seconds to spare, the door-closing alarms beeping a warning, we stumbled into the empty train car. He collapsed onto one of the seats, managing to sprawl lean limbs and commandeer as much space as possible. Movement outside the train caught my eye. Three men spilled onto the platform. All tall, slim, quick as whips, with the same fine bone structure and impossibly perfect conformation. But beneath their long coats I caught a glimpse of polished weaponry. Fae daggers and short swords; blades as lethal as their wielders. Only the elite Fae Authority were permitted to carry blades in public. Well, wasn’t this a night full of surprises. They spotted Sovereign and surged toward our car.
“Friends of yours?” I asked.
Sovereign turned and spat a vivid curse. The faces of the FA darkened with intent. One Authority warrior pointed and barked an order, but our train jerked into motion and pulled out, plunging into the tunnel and away from Reign’s pursuers. It didn’t take a genius to figure out he was in trouble. Standing by the closed doors, I ran my gaze over him once more. Usually preened and styled to rugged perfection on TV, his polished persona had tarnished. Dirt, and what looked suspiciously like splashes of blood, stained his clothes. Look, but don’t touch. Not to be trusted, self-centered, manipulative, only after one thing; the touch. That was the fae.
“What’s your name?” he asked, opening his eyes and fixing them once more on me.
“Alina.”
“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Alina. I’m Sovereign.” He said it as though expecting applause.
I arched an eyebrow. “I know.”
A broad self-important smile cruised across his lips. “Reign to my friends.” And he made it sound like an honor to speak his name.
“You have friends?”
“Ooh.” He clenched a hand over his chest and exaggerated a wince. “Sticks and stones.”
A wild little smile curled my lips before I could shoo it away.
“You’re American?” he asked.
“Yeah …” I hesitated. I’d lived in London almost a year, and at first I worried my accent might mark me as foreign, but London, with her web of ancient streets and forgotten avenues, embraces lost souls. I was just another anonymous face among thousands.
“American, huh …” Reign remarked, holding my gaze as if he could stare me into telling him more. I certainly had no intention of telling him anything I didn’t have to, especially considering he’d touched me and broken the law. He’d obviously been weak, and a weak fae is a dangerous thing.
“Relax,” he drawled, noting my scowl. “I just took a little of your draíocht. It won’t have any lasting effects.” When my scowl pinched into a glare, he frowned. “I didn’t have a choice.” He paused, giving his next words gravitas. “I am in your debt.”
My draíocht; the aura of energy all living things exuded. He pronounced it as dree-ocht, and curled something of an accent into the word, lending it an exotic flavor. The fae needed it to live. It just so happened we had enough for them to tap into, and could replenish our reserves. I shifted from foot to foot. One single touch wouldn’t be enough to cause any lasting damage, if the leaflets and public service announcements were anything to go by, but I still felt peculiar; exposed. A tingling numbness skittered beneath the palm of my hand. Perhaps I could treat this experience like research. I’d written my fair share of fae-victim stories. Well, now I had a little firsthand knowledge. I’d been in the midst of a fae bespellment story when I’d been let go from my internship, and while I had no desire to be this fae’s victim, I wasn’t going to pass up an opportunity to get closer to him.
“Someone else might not have been so forgiving …” I trailed off as he planted both boots on the floor and leaned forward.
His gaze dug deep, seeing through me, into me, sending a flight of tremors beneath my skin. Rocking with the motion of the train he tilted his head and studied me. I glared right back at him. If he thought I was going to wilt underneath that gaze, he was in for a surprise.
“Do you believe in fate?” he asked.
Fate? I could have laughed. I wanted to, if only to ease the unexpected tension. “No.”
“No?”
“You do?”
“No.”
“Wait, what? Then why ask?”
“Because there are worse things than fate.”
Okay, was he high? I shook my head and crossed my arms. “Is this something to do with the FA following you?”
Wincing, he snatched his gaze away. “Yeah.” When he eventually faced me again, the intensity had vanished. “If you hadn’t have helped, they’d have found me, and in the condition I was in …” He bowed his head, thoughts obviously wandering. This sorry fae specimen, beaten up and soul weary, had the kind of weight on his shoulders that would crush him over time. This wasn’t the Sovereign who exuded sex appeal and played to the cameras. I wasn’t quite sure what to make of him.
“What did you do to upset them?”
“There’s a list.” Lifting his head, he blinked. “A very long list somewhere with my name on it, and the crimes I’ve supposedly committed.”
“Ah, so really you’re innocent.”
His grin was a sly thing, it didn’t reach his eyes. I suspected those wicked smiles, designed to seduce an audience, had no real substance behind them.
“Until proven guilty.”
I could see why some fell over their own feet to know him. He certainly had the looks, and a sharp wit to complete the desirable package. But Sovereign, like all fae, was too dangerous to touch. Too easy to fall for. And before you knew it, you’d broken the Trinity Law and had no hope of escaping him, and no desire to.
As if reading my mind, he asked, “You ever broken the rules, Alina? Maybe done something you shouldn’t have?” He didn’t wait for my reply, but instead gave his head a dismissive shake, “Of course you haven’t. I’ll tell you this for free, American Girl, fate’s a bitch that’ll bite you whether your choices are right or wrong.”
The car groaned and complained as it hurtled down the tracks while I stood, clutching the upright pole, letting his words and their gravity settle around us. He didn’t look much older than me, and yet his words dragged a lifetime of experience behind them.
“Well? What mistakes have you made?” he asked.
I wondered if I should tell the arrogant fae to mind his own business or lead him on, lure him in. It went against my better judgment to lie, even just a little, and yet I had a twitching sense of panic when I considered I’d have to leave him at the next stop. Just how far was I willing to go to discover more about him? Why was he here? What had he done? He watched me, waiting for my reply. At least his eyes were honest. There was something else though. Some niggling sensation, like an itch I couldn’t scratch, or the unsettling sensation of knowing I’d forgotten something important, that I was missing the obvious, as though his being here was significant and I should know why.
His question sidelined, I asked, “Have we met before?”
He leaned back and cast his gaze about the empty car. “Don’t think so. I have a good memory for faces, and yours is new.”
The train slowed with a shudder and the screech of brakes. If I got off at the next station I’d probably never see him again. A tiny jolt of panic skipped my heart a beat. As though sensing it, Reign drew his gaze back to me. That was how the city worked. So many people, so many opportunities. At that very moment, as much as I hated to admit it, I needed him. Maybe there was such a thing as fate. Maybe that was the disjointed sensation crawling beneath my skin. Maybe if I walked away, my career, my life in London, would be over. What if he was the one opportunity to get things back on track? Perhaps more important, could I walk away?
“Are you going to be okay?” I asked, raising my voice over the sound of the grinding train cars.
He flashed what could have been a genuine smile but it didn’t linger long. “Thanks to you.” The train halted. He rocked in his seat, settled back and flicked me a parting salute. “Have a good life, Alina.”
The doors hissed open. This was my stop. And this was good-bye. I smiled a reluctant farewell, wracked my thoughts for an excuse to stay that didn’t make me sound like a desperate reporter, and turned toward the door. A figure blocked my way, so close I could smell the warm leather scent of his coat. Jerking my head up, I recognized telltale tricolored eyes of the fae, but that was where the similarity to Reign ended. These eyes were gray, like thunderclouds, and just as angry. Thin, bloodless lips stretched over sharp fae canines.
“Hey, you wanna move?” I grumbled.
He grabbed my wrists—hands like steel—whirled me around, and shoved me away. “Stay back, girl,” he snarled, fixing his glare on Reign.
“Hey!” Who the hell did he think he was? I considered offloading a verbal assault when he produced a dagger from inside his coat. Curved like a grin, light glanced off the notched blade and sparked in the trail of tiny gems inset into the guard. The train lights flickered, licking off half a dozen daggers and knives strapped flush against his leather-clad body. FA, and clearly not to be screwed with.
The doors shut and the train shuddered into motion.
Reign sprang to his feet and backed down the aisle. Head down, glare up, he smiled and beckoned the fae with a curl of his fingers. “Nice knife, General, but size isn’t everything. Care to impress me?”
The general’s thin lips rippled in a snarl. “Sovereign. By decree of the Fae Authority, I hereby revoke your roaming rights. You will submit, and obey, or deadly force will be employed.”
Reign flipped him off, baiting the general into action. He shot forward, tackled Reign, driving a shoulder into his chest, and rammed him through the closed doors as if they were made of paper. Reign clamped his arms around the general, narrowly avoiding being chewed up between the train cars and spat out onto the tracks. The car shuddered, thundering through the tunnel. Reign brought his knee up somewhere sensitive. The general oomphed over, leaving himself exposed for the elbow Reign thrust into the back of his neck. They fought dirty, up close and personal, snarling and grunting, more like animals than men. This was personal. As the general sprawled forward, Reign pinned him down and drove a fist into his side, but it didn’t seem to have much effect. The general bucked, twisted, and brought the knife around. Reign caught his wrist, blocking the slash before it could cut across his cheek. The fae thrust his head back, cracking his skull against Reign’s chin, whipping the rock star’s head back. I had a hard time tracking their brawl, torn between wincing and watching. The general grappled with Reign and the dagger, shoving the rock star into a window. Glass smashed and tunnel-air ripe with city smells of dust and ozone blasted into the car.
I had to do something. This wasn’t some insignificant brawl. They were out for blood. Someone was going to get killed. “Hey …” I couldn’t stand by and watch. “Stop.” Neither paid me any attention. I scanned the car and found the Break This If Serious Shit Happens alarm. Punching through the plastic, I snatched the handle and yanked. Brakes wailed, the car locked, and I went flying down the aisle. Pain blasted through my skull. The sharp coppery taste of blood on my tongue only worsened with the imminent threat of either throwing up or passing out. Through a murky haze, Reign’s outline blurred. Sparks of light flared off sharp edges, growls resounded, but I had no desire to watch. I could maybe take a nap, right there, on the sticky floor of the car. Maybe I wouldn’t even see tomorrow.
A hand scooped my languid body upright onto jellified legs. Without an explanation or warning, we were outside, on the bitter London streets. A bus thundered by, splashing through a puddle, drenching me. I wanted to ask how it was possible we were aboveground, but couldn’t muster the strength to speak.
“Where do you live?” Reign’s colorful eyes were all I could see. So beautiful, like butterfly wings. He gave me a shake and muttered a curse. “Alina … Just tell me where; say the words. I can get you home.”
“Mile End.” I mumbled something like an address, possibly mine, and stumbled forward, pitching into him.
In a blink and with the smell of sweet forbidden things briefly raising questions in my head, we were moving again, or were we? The street tilted. Colors bled into one another, yellow streetlight danced with the red taillights of passing cars. Reign’s arms closed around me, drawing me against him. “It’ll be okay … You’re safe with me, for a little while,” he said, and I almost believed him. In the next stomach-flipping moment we were standing in the dark, in my tiny apartment, dripping dirty street water onto my floor. An “Oh,” whooshed from my lips before the darkness rushed in.



Chapter Two
There was a fae in my kitchen.
I was still asleep, wasn’t I? I’d dreamed the crazy events on the tube, because there was no way any of that could have happened. If I’d dreamed that, perhaps losing my job had been a figment of my imagination too?
The faucet in my kitchen spluttered. I jerked out of bed, almost falling over my own feet. Okay, so I had a tee on, and panties, and for some reason socks, but I had no memory of getting into bed or removing my clothes. And there was definitely a fae in my kitchen. At least, I assumed it was him—Reign. Smug-ass “you-should-know-my-name” Reign. Although, the intruder could have been the FA general. What if he’d followed me back? Weapons. I needed a weapon. Snatching the hair straighteners from the dresser, I crept toward my bedroom door and peeked into the one room that made up my living room and kitchen. The trespasser rattled a few things and slammed cupboard doors. Whoever it was, they weren’t concerned with letting me sleep. I eased the door open a few more inches, just enough to get my head through. Oh yeah, that was Reign. His back to me, head down, the cut of his black tank top revealed a kiss of a spider tattoo where his shoulder muscles flexed. I deliberately flicked my meandering gaze higher, to where the disheveled cut of his dark hair revealed the elegantly pointed tips of his ears. Fae. A real-life celebrity fae was raiding my kitchen cupboards. He reached for a glass, and I got a good look at the sinewy ripple of corded muscles in his arm. Considering he probably spent more time partying than working out, he had a predatory physique, muscles molded by survival and honed to the pinnacle of evolution. And we thought we were the top of the food chain. That was until the fae “came-out” and dashed our fragile human egos.
“You plannin’ on attacking me with hair straighteners? Should I call my stylist?”
Busted. I threw the straighteners onto my bed. When I turned back, he’d moved to stand in front of me, close enough to see the oil-on-water play of color in his eyes. A few scuff marks marred his cheek; the only outward sign he’d been brawling on a subway train. I gulped, and silenced my runaway thoughts. “You actually pay someone to make you look like that?”
“I don’t pay for anything,” he purred, dropping his gaze to where it had no right to roam.
“Hey, pal.” I tugged my T-shirt down and threw my shoulders back. “I didn’t ask you to come back here. I should call the police.”
He took a step back, his smile skewing to one side, as though it might slip from his lips at any moment. “You were about to pass out on the street.”
“And whose fault was that?” I touched my head and winced. Reign’s smile wasn’t helping. I glared, trying to inject some genuine threat into it, and retreated to my bedroom, closing the door on him. I wasn’t going to argue with a stranger in my apartment while half-dressed. Throwing on some skinny jeans and a loose shirt, I raked my hair back and tied it up, muttering to myself the whole time. Okay, calm down. Think about this rationally. He’d been hurt, I helped him. He was attacked by the FA. Or, more accurately, the FA general attempted to arrest him. I tried to help, hit my head, and somehow we ended up back here. Sounded simple. But there was a lot more going on. Why had he been hurt? Why were the Fae Authority after him? What happened to the general? Questions were my profession. At least, they would have been, had I not been fired. I was about to turn my luck around though. We make our own fate, and whatever Reign had done, the story would surely get a second-page slot, maybe even front page. He could make my career.
I shook my head at my reflection and frowned at the bruise over my right eye. It could have been much worse. The FA didn’t mess around. The general could easily have gutted Reign right in front of me. I might not like him, but that didn’t mean I wanted to witness his death. How had Reign spirited us away from the general? He hadn’t exactly been bright eyed and bushy tailed when I’d found him.
A curious tingling danced up my tight arm. I shook it out. Reign had taken my draíocht. It took more than one touch for the fae to bespell their victims, but that single touch was enough to seed suggestion in weak minds. The Trinity Law had been drummed into me since I could remember. Look, but don’t touch.
Touch but don’t feel. Feel, but don’t love. Three levels of protection. If you failed those safeguards, you could essentially wave good-bye to free will and throw yourself at the feet of your new fae master. Fae bespellment wasn’t nearly as rare as the government wanted it to be. Hence the TV campaigns, press adverts, and election promises.
“Do you need help?” Even his smooth voice held a smirk as it drifted below my closed door.
Opening the door, I stepped around his tall, languid self, propped against the wall. Cats had that “you must step around me” attitude. “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t kick you out right now.”
“You’re curious.”
“No …” My tone amped up, undermining my lie. Damn it, he already had me pegged. Maybe he wasn’t just a pretty face. Or I was just easy to read. “How did we get back here?”
“After absorbing your draíocht, I jumped us out of there.” He made it sound perfectly reasonable.
“You jumped us? I didn’t know fae could do that.” What a thought that was. Fae who could appear and disappear at will. They were already twice as strong as us, fast too.
He smirked, probably catching the concern on my face. “They can’t. I’m special. Add it to my exceedingly long list of talents.”
I’d be sure to do that once I’d submitted my story. His devoted fans would love that little tidbit of information, especially if he’d used it to rattle the authorities. The fae weren’t meant to use their abilities in public, like stealing draíocht. If reported, the FA revoked their roaming rights, essentially putting them under house arrest. Was that why the FA were after him? Had he been flaunting his “special” attributes? Clearly, Reign was either looking for trouble or running from it, and I was going to figure out which.
“Risky … ?” I baited.
With a shrug, he pushed off the wall and toured my tiny apartment. “It’s not something I make a habit of doing. It quickly exhausts me.” He paused by the cold fireplace and braced an arm on the mantelpiece, bowing his head. “Have you lived here long?” he asked.
“A year.”
“You don’t get out much?”
“Huh?”
“Your home is sparse.” He gestured at the room. “Cold. No photos. Nothing personal.”
I followed the tracks of his gaze with my own. Sure, my place was functional. A couch, a TV, what else did a person need? I shrugged a shoulder. “It’s a place.”
“Boyfriend?”
“That’s none of your business.” Wasn’t I meant to be the one asking the questions? “You just say what you want, don’t you. You can’t go around asking people personal things.”
“Why?” His eyes sparkled.
“It’s … personal. I don’t know you.”
“We should change that. Ask me anything.”
Finally. “What were you doing on the platform last night?”
“Trying not to die. You?”
“I got fired. That’s why I was out so late. I needed to clear my head.” I stopped myself before I could say too much. “Were you really dying?”
“Yes. We can’t replenish draíocht like you can.” He stooped at the coffee table and flipped through a copy of Hello magazine. “I should point out, that in all other areas, I excel.” A soft little curl of laughter escaped his lips as something in the magazine caught his eye. “They always get the facts wrong. If they cared to ask me, I’d tell them the truth. I didn’t sleep with her. I remember her though … Her disgusted expression when I said no.”
“Good for you,” I mumbled. “And the fae with the dagger? The general. Is he dead?”
He straightened, article forgotten, and frowned, ruining the proud lines of his face. “Unfortunately not; the FA are formidable. The general even more so. He’s not someone I’d have picked to piss off.” He rubbed his neck, brushing over the spider tattoo. “At full strength I could beat him, but not as I am. I don’t suppose you’d like to help with that … Share a little more of yourself?” He smoothed his voice, and asked with a purr, “Top me up?”
I dipped my chin and glared. “I’m not one of your doe-eyed fangirls.”
“Didn’t think so.” He’d made his way around my living room and returned to my kitchen to resume his search of the cupboards. “I need food. Do you have anything to eat in this barren place?”
“Wow, you just say what you think, don’t you?”
“It’s a talent.” He opened the fridge. “Among many other extraordinary talents I exhibit. Ask me what I can do with my tongue.”
“No, thank you.”
“C’mon, I see questions burning in your eyes, American Girl. You’re curious about me, about what I can do. I have more talent in my little finger than most humans can exhibit in their entire lifetime.”
“I guess modesty isn’t one of them?”
“This is me being modest. If I turned on my charm, you’d forget your own name and beg me to tell you it.”
I rolled my eyes. Arrogant. Smug. He probably had no idea what real life was like. Did his stylist pick his wardrobe? His PA probably paid his bills, attended to the mundane so he didn’t have to. Did he have someone stroking his ego 24/7? No, he clearly didn’t need any help with that.
“What job do you do, Alina?”
My thoughts stumbled. I mentally groped for a lie. Teacher? No, where did that come from? Nanny? Kids—yikes! Think of a normal job and quickly. Zookeeper. Oh, for heaven’s sake. I couldn’t lie to save my life.
“Shall I ask an easier question? I know it must be difficult to have a celebrity of my caliber standing in your flat. I’m afraid I forget the effect I have on your kind.” He threw a playful look over his shoulder, the kind of look that shouldn’t be used in public; a private sideways glance, laden with salacious intentions. It was real. It might even have been the first real look he’d given me since we’d met. And it occurred to me that Reign knew exactly what stereotype he played to, and he played it well. It was an act. All of this. The swagger, the ego. A stage act, designed to disarm and play on my preconceived ideas. I’d fallen for it, played right into his hands. Deeper, behind the teasing, the quick wit and cheap smiles, Reign was something else, someone else. Oh, he was so much smarter than I’d realized. He’d shown me a glimpse of the truth in that look. So I gave him a little truth in return. “Reporter,” I replied, clearing my throat. “Well, sorta … I was an assistant with the Metro, but … that’s over with. Austere times; the Internet squeezing out the press, blah-blah …”
He stilled and for a few seconds I wondered if I was about to witness a less-than-charming side of Reign. Swinging the refrigerator door closed, he turned the full weight of his stare on me. “You’re a reporter?” He chuckled and raked his hands through his hair. “Of all the people. ….”
“Ex-reporter.”
His eyes narrowed in a decidedly unfriendly way. “So, you’ve read all about me. You think you know me, don’t you.”
“I know enough. You’re the lead singer from that band … Oh, what’s its name? Touché?”
He rolled his eyes. “You’re clearly incompetent. I can see why they fired you.”
I clicked my fingers. “Tatiana?”
His brow arched. “Is this your attempt at humor?”
I’d rattled a fae, and I liked it. “Well, you’re not that famous.”
“Tell that to my agent. It’s Touched.” He made a dismissive pfft noise. “Don’t get any ideas, American Girl. I am not your story. I have enough to deal with without you selling my secrets to the tabloids.”
“Are there secrets?” I picked at a nail, feigning disinterest.
“I’m in your pokey flat, in the asshole of nowhere, when I should be wrapped between silk sheets in Kensington, accompanied by a fine redhead, mentally preparing for my concert at the end of the week. You’re the reporter; you figure it out.” He looked at me hard, drilling his stare into me, daring me to rise to the challenge.
Yes, there really were secrets. But while he might look relatively harmless, he wasn’t. Seductive, mysterious, aloof, and any reporter would give her right arm for the inside scoop on Sovereign, lead singer of Touched. He knew it too, hence the hard-as-nails stare.
“Will you sell me out?” he asked, working his jaw around a bite of anger.
“Nothing really happened.” Yet. “What’s to sell?”
Several knocks rapped against my door. I flicked my gaze to it, then back to Reign, who certainly didn’t look any more pleased than he had a second ago.
“Miss Alina O’Connor? Could you open the door please? It’s Detective Andrews and Detective Miles, from the Metropolitan Police.”
Reign invaded my personal space with all of his overt faeness. If I’d had time to react, I’d have pushed him away, but before I could blink, he bowed his head and whispered against my cheek. “You think you know me. You don’t.” I planted my hands against his chest, but his words locked me down before I could push. “You believe you know what’s happening here. You don’t. This isn’t my story Alina, it’s yours.” The thin veil of air between us wobbled, rippling my focus, and then snapped back into sharp clarity, minus Reign’s looming black-clad presence. He’d vanished, leaving the ghost of his words whispering in my ear.
The detectives knocked again. “Miss O’Connor? It’s in your best interest to let us in. It’s regarding the fae-at-large you were seen with yesterday evening.”
Fae-at-large? Damn it, Reign. What was I supposed to say to the police? What the hell had Reign meant when he said I didn’t understand what was happening? What exactly had he done? I steeled myself with a few deep breaths, repeated the mantra “I have nothing to worry about” in my head, and, plastering what I hoped to be an innocent smile on my face, I opened the door.



Chapter Three
The plainclothes detectives made themselves at home, accepting my offer of coffee as they settled on my two-seater couch like crows on a gate. Due to an unfortunate habit of appearing guilty, even if I hadn’t done anything wrong, I kept my back to them as I fixed their drinks, chewing on my lip. You believe you know what’s happening here. You don’t. This isn’t my story, Alina, it’s yours. Reign’s words rattled about my head.
“Do you know much about the fae, Miss O’Connor?” Detective Andrews asked in a syrupy voice, which neither peeked nor dropped. The type of voice designed for radio. A trust-me voice.
“A little. The usual.” A tingling skittered up my right arm, giving me another excuse to silently curse Reign.
“Been in London long?” Andrews’s partner, Detective Miles asked, his cockney accent spikey in comparison. He jerked his head, birdlike, and narrowed his beady eyes on me. Miles had to be twice as old as his partner, maybe late forties, and yet the much younger Andrews commanded the authority in the room. Perhaps it was how Andrews sat, as though hanging on my every word. He looked at me in that raw way cops do, reading everything, assuming nothing. His eyes held a steady intelligence, warning me not to test him.
“A year,” I replied.
Miles dipped his chin and rummaged inside his oversized coat, before plucking free a pen and notepad. “A year, huh … You’re American? Are there many fae in the US?” He didn’t look up, and didn’t seem to care much for the answer.
“Some.”
Andrews blinked, and for a few moments we held our gazes before he scratched at his chin and cleared his throat. “What do you do, Miss O’Connor, for employment?”
I told him, neglecting to mention my recent departure, and peeked over my shoulder while pouring hot water into their cups. Miles scribbled something on his pad in tight chicken-scratch marks. “Is there something I should know?” I asked. “You mentioned about this chat being in my interest?”
Andrews shifted forward and cleared his throat. “You were at Chancery Lane Underground Station last night?”
“Yeah.” I handed their coffees over. With nowhere to sit, I loitered around the kitchen bar, trying not to fidget, but the more I fought to stay still, the more I wriggled. I really had no reason to worry. So why is it getting hot in here?
“You saw the fae known as Sovereign?”
How much to tell them? How much did they already know? “I helped a guy onto a train, if that’s who you mean?”
“You didn’t recognize him?” Andrews asked, tasting his coffee and wincing.
“Sure. He kinda stands out—”
“Did he touch you?” He placed his coffee down and pushed it forward, like poking roadkill.
“Excuse me?”
“It’s a simple question,” he said easily, but the answer wasn’t simple. If the detectives knew Reign had touched me, skin-to-skin, they’d assume I was tainted by the fae. Marked. And my words wouldn’t be trusted.
“I helped him up, so yeah, I guess.”
He scratched at his chin and settled his astute gaze on me once more. “Miss O’Connor, you do know not to touch the fae?”
He wasn’t much older than me, and yet I bristled, feeling as though I was being chastised. “Yes, I know that. I didn’t touch his hand, or anything, just his sleeve.” The lie came easier than I’d expected. I crossed my arms and attempted to smile sweetly while my palm itched. Andrews gave me a neutral, nonjudgmental, innocent-until-proven-guilty look. I bet he still looked as genial and unruffled when he slapped the cuffs on the bad guys. I pushed a lock of hair away from my face. “I just helped him up; it’s not a crime.”
“Uh-huh.” He glanced at his partner who continued to scratch his way through the paper. “Did you linger at Chancery Lane Station long?”
Wow, his questions cut like knives right to the heart of the matter. No small talk from him. “No, a few minutes. Just until the next train came in.”
“You didn’t explore the station?”
There’s not much to explore, I thought. Where on earth was he going with this? “No. We got on the next train, traded a few comments, and I got off. Why would I explore the station?”
“Were you aware there are some disused tunnels adjoining Chancery?” Andrews asked, ignoring the sideways glance from his partner.
“No, I’m not an engineer. What does this have to do with anything?”
“Where exactly did you get off?” Andrews pressed, not in the least perturbed.
“Huh?”
“Where did you disembark the train, Miss O’Connor?”
I blinked: if he was trying to confuse me, he was doing a damn good job. “Mile End. Look, should I be worried? I haven’t done anything wrong.”
He blinked, gave me a second to think he’d let me have room to breathe, and then asked, “Did you touch your card out?”
“My what? Oh, my travel card. Um, well, yeah, of course I did. I mean, I must have.” If they checked, they’d know I hadn’t. My shoulders bobbed in a shrug. An awkward silence descended. “I haven’t done anything wrong.”
“We’re not implying that you have. These are just routine questions while we try to establish a timeline of events.” Andrews blinked, so unassuming. “Did Sovereign say anything unusual?”
I swallowed. The entire conversation with Reign in the train car had been unusual, from fate to mistakes. “I, uh … No, small talk mostly, ya know, the weather.” The British liked talking about the weather, so he’d buy that.
“How did he look?” It sounded like a simple question. All his questions did. But there were layers behind his words. Meanings I didn’t understand. So relaxed, so polite. Maybe I should trust him. Tell him everything. Clearly Reign was in serious trouble if the Met were searching for him too. And yet, if I told Andrews all the details and Reign discovered I’d talked, he’d never trust me enough to tell me why he’d been sprawled on the platform. My story would be dead in the water.
Miles tapped his pen on his notepad: Tap-tap, Alina … We know you’re lying … tap-tap.
“He uh … He … looked like a fae?”
Andrews’s unimpressed frown said, Try again.
I licked my dry lips. “I don’t know, untidy, I guess.” The dark splatters on Reign’s clothes had probably been spilled wine. Yes, wine, definitely wine, and not blood.
“He didn’t get off at your stop?”
“No. I left him on the train. Is he in trouble or something?”
“You could say that, yes. Whilst we can’t officially arrest a fae—they have their own method of operating—we do have permission to investigate his whereabouts. He is deemed a danger to the public; we’re trying to locate him sooner rather than later.”
“A danger to the public?” I snorted, and then remembered how Reign had held his own against the general. Had I not pulled the alarm, only one of them would have walked away from that fight, and I suspect it would have been Reign. “What did he do? Upset some love-struck fan? Trash a hotel room?” Stony faces peered back at me until my smile withered and died.
“We’re not at liberty to release the details.” Andrews dug into his pocket, withdrew a wallet, and plucked free a Metropolitan Police card. “I strongly advise you call us if you see him again.” I got a glimpse of a photo in his wallet, of him with a young girl, early teens, and an older guy with the same eyes as Andrews, his arm looped around the girl’s. Easy smiles all round. Older brother and younger sister perhaps?
He flipped his wallet closed and placed the card neatly on my coffee table. He stood, and Miles followed. They thanked me for the coffee and headed for the door.
That was it? Had I missed something? I followed after them, eager to shut them out and Andrews turned. “You don’t recall seeing a fight break out? The train didn’t stop suddenly? There was nothing remarkable about that journey home last night?”
My shallow smile wriggled as I fought to keep it hooked on my lips. “Nope. Like I said, I was pretty whacked-out after a long day.” He knows.
“How did you get the bruise?” He gestured lightly at my forehead.
My hand reflexively shot to the bruise. Don’t say you walked into a door, don’t say it … “I … it’s stupid really, kitchen cupboard, door open … I’m a klutz.”
A smile cracked Andrews’s neutral face, softening the stalwart detective. It was a gentle smile, but honest. “Give me a call, Alina, if you think of anything, anything at all. Or if you see Sovereign again.”
“Sure thing, Detective.” I closed the door behind them and sighed. They knew I was lying. Probably saw the whole thing play out on CCTV, complete with Reign’s vanishing trick. So why didn’t they call me out on it? Whatever this had been about, it wasn’t over. The arrival of the Met confirmed what I already knew. I needed answers.
I gave the cops ten minutes to get clear, grabbed my coat and left my apartment. There was one place I’d get the lowdown on Reign. The Metro offices in Kensington. I needed to clear out my desk; while doing that, I could do a little investigating of my own. Whatever crime Reign may or may not have committed, the Metro’s database would have it. There was information in their network that would make politicians blush. I was about to discover everything Mister I Don’t Pay for Anything had to hide.



Chapter Four
My ID didn’t work when I tried to swipe into the Metro offices at Northcliff House. I was forced to plead my way in by name-dropping colleagues. Not even a day off the job and they’d already forgotten me.
Barely 7:00 a.m., and the offices buzzed with early-morning enthusiasm. There was a story in the air, a buzz. I caught glimpses and heard snippets as I passed by. A high-profile party had turned sour. The day before, I’d have been all over it, but that morning, I kept my head down and quickened my pace.
Northcliff House is a vast art déco–style building. Cool-white columns frame huge and elaborate black windows that appear to drape from the top of the building to just above the canopy sheltering its entrance. The most influential and somewhat notorious members of the press corps call it home. I’d called it home too. I could lament the loss of my job later, and hopefully, if my instincts about Reign paid off, I wouldn’t have to lament anything. I’d be right back at my desk, where I belonged, soon enough.
The Metro’s central servers held files on every celebrity, should any of them suddenly find themselves worthy of front-page material. Reign had a file, a large one at that. Like every well-known figure, he had a love-hate relationship with the press. Or, in Reign’s case, the press loved him because his escapades helped increase sales, while he hated them, most likely because he couldn’t sneeze without someone spinning it into a story. Still, he didn’t exactly help himself. Some clichés never die. Sex, drugs, and rock ’n’ roll. Reign used the cliché as a guidebook, and being fae, he didn’t need to answer to anyone outside of his own kind. Gauging from the size of his file, either trouble liked to follow him or he created it.
Two nights ago he’d been snapped attending his own exclusive after-party, entourage in tow. The Fae Authority had clamped down on the revelers in the early hours, preventing the guests from entering or leaving until daybreak. The file hadn’t been updated since, but clearly something had happened. Was the party the reason Reign was on the run? I scanned the guest list. London’s elite liked to flaunt their association with the fae; as though they could compete with their exotic and deadly beauty.
 
 
***


I set all of Reign’s files to print and hurried to the print room before anyone noticed. Printers hummed in unison as I closed the door behind me. Thankfully alone, and grateful I didn’t have to explain my actions, I found my printer, brushed a cobweb off, and watched my files on Reign spew forth. I could absorb the information at home. What I was going to do with it was another thing altogether. This potential story was way above my pay grade, and now that Reign had made himself scarce, my connection to the facts had fled. But there was no letting this go, not now that I was on the scent. Especially after Reign’s cryptic parting words. This isn’t my story, Alina …
The printer snarled and scrunched up a sheet. “Damn.” As I reached around the back a dash of movement to my right drew my attention toward the bank of printers along the far wall. A dozen or so machines blinked various colored lights, but otherwise all was in order. I’d finally jerked the guest list for the party free of the printer when a shiver rippled down the back of my neck, lifting the tiny hairs and scattering goose bumps across my skin. I wasn’t alone. Time to leave. I rammed the papers into my pocket. A chittering, like the sound of marbles tumbling to the floor, sounded from above. Fear dumped ice water in my veins. I jerked my head up and recoiled from the sight of a dozen inky rivulets pooling toward the center of the ceiling. What the hell? Shadows gathered in the corner of the room. They warped and rippled, spilling broods of bugs.
The reasonable part of my mind told me this wasn’t possible. Bugs didn’t behave this way. My skin crawled, and instinct urged me to bolt for the door, but the bugs got there first. A waterfall of tiny glistening bodies tumbled from the lintel. Was that deliberate? No. Not possible. It had to be a bizarre freak of nature, like a plague of locusts.
I backed up, breath racing and heart jumping in my chest. Something gristly crunched underfoot. Stumbling, I reeled from the river of … spiders? Their numbers bloomed above, sagging under their own weight, until they tumbled to the floor. The twitching pool at my feet grew, and then rose up; spiders clambering, climbing over their own in their haste to reach me.
I bumped back against the window. Tiny curls of green vapor writhed among their countless bodies, as though weaving a thread of light through them. Illegal fae magic. The column of spiders rippled and swayed, and I watched, transfixed in horror.
“You will come with us …” The words hissed from the rustling of their bodies; they didn’t speak so much as create sounds from their numbers churning as one. My stomach heaved. I pressed myself into the glass. The door was entirely too far away, the street outside too far down to jump.
“Aliiinnnaaa …” they churned.



Chapter Five
I worked my fingers at the edges of the Northcliff House windows while holding my body perfectly still. The column of spiders undulated and swelled forward. I couldn’t run without crossing the tributaries of spiders. The windows behind me weren’t going to be much help. Even if I could get them open, I was four floors up. The back street behind Northcliff House had never looked so damn far away.
“We are of the queen … Sssent for you … You must return.”
“The queen?” The fae had a queen? Since when?
The door was my only chance, but to get to it, I had to pass within grabbing distance of that … twitching column of spiders. Okay, after three, I bolt for the door. One, two … I made it two steps when the spiders rippled forward, sloshing across the floor and spilling over my shoes. With a shriek, I staggered back, but it was too late. Five, no six, scuttled up my shin, around my knee. I swept them off, but more came, flooding across the floor, rushing as one, surging over my shoes, around my ankles and dashing up my legs. There were dozens. I knocked them off as quickly as they scurried over my clothes. No, God, no! Get them off, get them off! The cool press of the windows behind, only reminded me I had nowhere to go.
Glass exploded from behind. I ducked and moved away from the window, but a grip as hard as steel hooked around my waist and tugged me backward, hauling me out of the building. For a few brittle moments, my feet dangled uselessly in the air. Spiders tumbled from my shoes to the street several stories below. Any second now I’d follow them, and I would die, never having gotten my answers. Then the arms of steel pulled me around into a bone-jarring embrace so damn tight I couldn’t lift my head to see what or who had me.
“Afraid of spiders, Alina?” Reign purred.
I clung to him, sinking my nails in and hooking my legs around his waist. “Holy shit—Reign—what are you doing?—did you see?—there’s spiders … Don’t let me go.” I made the mistake of looking down. “Oh God.” I squeezed my eyes closed. “This is insane. We’re gonna die!”
He grunted, “If you squeeze any tighter, I might.”
With a monumental effort I lifted my head. One of those know-it-all smiles adorned his lips while he clung to a huge architectural column by a single hand, hugging me against him with the other. His fae eyes blazed bright with the burn of draíocht. “Don’t like heights either?”
Spiders spilled over the sill behind me and rained down onto the street. Fear seized my muscles tight, prompting Reign to suck in a sharp breath. “Only one way down.” He let go of the building. My stomach tried to jump into my throat and we fell. I definitely screamed. I might still have been screaming when I opened my eyes to find us standing on top of the trailer of a parked truck. “I feel sick.” I groaned, and then we were moving again. He leaped. Eyes squeezed closed, I held my breath, and prayed that any second we’d be back on terra firma.
Reign landed with a grunt, bearing my slight load with ease. His grip loosened, allowing me the space to shove out of his embrace. I staggered back, shaking my head. There’s only so much crazy a person can take at one time. This was too much. Organized spiders, scaling buildings … I stumbled away, voice lost.
“Hey …” Reign called.
I waved a hand, gesturing for him to stay back. Nope. Not yet. I can’t deal with this yet. My heart hammered so fast I thought it might punch through my chest. With each step my legs threatened to give up. Springing from the fourth floor of Northcliff House in the arms of a celebrity fae to escape a flood of talking spiders was most definitely not normal.
“Alina …”
He was following. Sure enough, a glance behind me confirmed it. Coat flaring, strides long and powerful, he’d be caught up to me in seconds and he wasn’t even out of breath.
“Just … just give me a minute.” I was probably going to throw up. I sped up my retreat, turning my stagger into a jog. He wasn’t the cause of my nausea. It wasn’t even the spiders. Blood raced in my veins. My hand itched, as though something inside was trying to crawl from my skin. Dizzy, disorientated, I just needed space to breathe, to think, to steady my feet on solid earth. The last twenty-four hours had finally caught up with me.
I stepped off the sidewalk, my thoughts a whirl and my vision blurred, when the sudden blast of a horn and too-close dash of a car brought me to a jarring halt. Reign’s hand landed on my shoulder and spun me around. For a second, his eyes slitted and his skin seemed to stretch tighter over cheekbones, drawing his face back, lending it a sharp, hardened edge. My breath hitched and my body tried to reel back, but he clutched at my top and yanked me toward him as a taxi passed close behind me.
I shoved against him, landing the balls of my palms against his chest, but he no more moved than stone would. “Back off, fae,” I growled.
He plucked me off my feet, turned me around, and gave me a shove, just enough to gain some distance between us. “What did the spiders want with you?”
I scowled back. Who did he think he was shoving around? “This is your doing. You owe me answers.”
“I don’t owe you anything, American Girl. You should thank me. I just saved your ass back there and stopped you walking out in front of traffic.”
I should thank him?! “You’re so full of shit, you know that? The only reason I’m here at all is to figure out what’s going on with you.” Damn it, I’d left all but one sheet of the research with the spiders. After all of that, I’d only managed to grab the guest list. I checked my pocket, yup, still there. That was something, at least. Rubbing my arms, as though trying to sweep off the goose bumps, I closed my eyes and shook my head. “Will the spiders still be there? Will someone find them?”
“No,” he said, more softly. “They were there for you. They’ll have dispersed by now.”
“The window? We should warn someone.”
He gave me a less than impressed look. “You want me to walk into the head office of London’s press and declare I scaled their building, broke in, and rescued you from a cluster of spiders? I’d be mobbed, charged with criminal damage, and locked up before I could mutter the word lawsuit.” He spread his hands apart. “Rock Star Fae’s Grand Entrance Ends in FA Arrest.” He paused, waiting for me to return a counterargument. Eyes cold. “Yeah, how about we don’t mention the window, huh?” A car pulled up some feet from us and a couple climbed out. Reign seemed to remember we were out in the open, on display, and he was a fae-at-large. He stalked around me and propped his graceful figure against a wall, but kept his head down. “What did the construct say?” he asked without looking up.
“What’s a construct?”
“An avatar, a puppet …” he snarled impatiently. “What did it say?”
“Reign, what the hell is going on? This time yesterday I was stuck at my desk typing up reports, and now I’ve got the police on my doorstep and I’m trying to avoid getting eaten by organized spiders.” I closed my eyes and allowed the city sounds to soak into my thoughts, soothing and grounding me. “Was it magic?” I asked. “I saw it … The draíocht vapor. I felt it.” Shivers trickled down my spine. “How is that even possible?” An unkind slither of a smile danced across his lips, before the tip of his tongue darted out and moistened it away. How dare he smile, like this was a game. “You better tell me what the hell is going on, Reign, or I’ll give you up to the FA.”
“Alina.” His voice gained a sharper edge. He spoke my name as though wielding it like a weapon. Lifting his head, he narrowed his eyes, squaring his gaze on me. “It is very important you stop avoiding my question and tell me what it said to you.”
I blew my hair out of my face and planted a hand on a hip. “I’m not avoiding your question.”
“Then answer it,” he said quietly. His words contracted, sharpened to points, like the small canine teeth revealed as he spoke.
“It said something about the queen.”
His eyed widened, and his lips parted. He shoved off the wall and invaded my space, driving me back. I straightened, jerked my chin up, and glared. “Do you bully your groupies to get what you want? That’s a side of sexy-Sovereign we don’t see in the press. I know your kind were once brutal to the point of being vicious. Are you?”
He flinched and turned his head away. The twitch in his cheek betrayed how he’d gritted his teeth behind pinched lips. I’d wounded him. Good. Carefully, he met my glare. “What did it say about the queen, Alina?”
There, my name said like that on his lips had a thrill of nerves fluttering low in my abdomen. “I, er …” He stood too close, so that I could easily plant my hands on his chest, but that was the point. I wanted to touch him. Damn. He was getting to me. Maybe the first touch had done more damage than I’d realized. I couldn’t dwell on those thoughts. “Back off and I’ll talk to you reasonably. Get all up in my face like this again, and I’ll scream unwilling bespellment and have your roaming rights revoked.”
“Too late; remember, I’ve already broken fae law.” The corners of his mouth turned downward. “If I wanted to bespell you, American Girl, you’d let me.” His tongue flicked across his lower lip, emptying my thoughts of reason. He leaned in closer, tilting his head, as though meaning to kiss me. For a few seconds, panic spooked my heart into flight. But he stopped, face inches from mine, so damn close I braced my arms between us to hold him back. He pushed against my palms. He was warm and hard beneath my touch. He had to be trying to scare me, but the look in his eyes wasn’t aggression. His breathing, steady, controlled, made a mockery of my sharp gasps. If this was a scare tactic, it was working, but not for the reason he wanted. I’d seen lovers stand farther apart than we stood, as they’d touched, kissed. His hand lifted, brushing my shoulder, my hair. If he dared touch my cheek, I’d scream. He let his fingers hover beside my face. I’d have thought it a threat, if not for the slight widening of his eyes. Did he want me to back down? Give in?
Pursing my lips, I ignored the rush of heat to my face and glared hard.
“I thought you didn’t have a problem with the fae?” he asked, mouth quirking sideways.
“I don’t.”
“Sure looks like it from where I’m standing.”
“Because you’re standing too close.” I gave him a tentative shove. He backed off, but at his own leisurely pace. “It’s not the fae …” I said, and sighed, relieved, but more worryingly, disappointed.
“Then it’s me?”
I didn’t answer, didn’t need to. Reign was everything we loved and hated about the fae. That little power play was proof. The likes of him were poisonous.
He must have seen the honesty on my face. He threw his hands up and laughed a short, sharp bite of derisive laughter. “You know what … my debt is paid. You saved me at Chancery Lane. I saved you here. We’re even. Have a nice life, American Girl.” With a flick of his coat, he strode away, leaving me standing on the sidewalk, heart racing, watching him glide around pedestrians. There goes my story.
“Hey …” I called, jogging after him. “Wait …”
He strode on, long, confident strides eating up the sidewalk. The people around us flowed back and forth, eyes blank, minds on their destinations. Reign stuck out like a panther in a litter of kittens.
I touched his arm through his sleeve. He flinched and yanked away, and for a moment he looked at me as though I could hurt him before the sneer found its place on his lips and he strode on. I mirrored his pace. “It said it was here for me.”
He stopped. I jerked to a halt beside him. We formed an island around which the foot traffic flowed. The sound of marching feet, rumbling cars, and my own rapid heartbeat grounded me in the moment. “What does it mean?” I asked.
He lifted his head and focused somewhere behind me. “It means you should leave London.”
I swallowed. “I can’t do that.”
The aggression I’d seen moments before melted away. His eyes were normal again, as normal as fae eyes can be, and his face had lost the shadows that had made him look almost alien. He blinked and lifted his hand to my face but stopped, not quite touching. His dark eyebrows pinched together, lips parting slightly. Why did he look at me like I was the puzzle?
“Who is the queen, Reign?” I asked quietly.
A thread of fear tightened his face. He pulled his hand back and hid the confusion behind a mask of stoicism. “Go home, Alina.” He turned and strode away. The crowd swallowed him up, leaving me alone yet surrounded by strangers.



Chapter Six
The terraced townhouse had all the grandeur of a country mansion, condensed into three floors and sandwiched between its identical redbrick neighbors. Iron railings led up marble steps to a glossy black door. I knocked and waited. A cool autumnal breeze whispered through the leaves of the evenly spaced trees lining the street.
I’d gathered my wits about me, searched the guest list, placed names with addresses, and had begun knocking on doors all within an hour of Reign leaving me with nothing but more questions and a niggling feeling that I was somehow buried deeper in his mess than I deserved to be.
This Victorian terrace was my third stop. The first address had been vacant, the second hadn’t, but the resident, a well-known politician, refused to open the door to me. So far, my run of bad luck was holding steady.
My foot brushed a folded newspaper on the step. I gave it a poke with my shoe and got a look at the headline: ACCIDENT CLAIMS FAE VICTIM. Below the fold, a smaller front-page story highlighted the rise in human-fae clashes. I scooped up the paper, but before I could read it, the doorknob rattled. The door swung open a few inches and snagged on its security chain. I caught a narrow glimpse of Charmaine, the BBC’s Sunday-morning talk-show host. Pale blue eyes darted all over me, around my face, chest, legs, and back to my eyes. Pert, china-doll lips twitched. She had skin like milk; pale and flawless. So used to seeing her smiling and animated on TV, I merely blinked at her for a few moments. “Hi, I’m Alina O’Connor …” I held out the newspaper. She hesitated, snatched it, and tensed. I rammed my foot inside the door just as she tried to slam it shut. My sweet smile turned sour. “Please, I just need to talk to someone who was at Sovereign’s party.”
Her gaze dropped to my foot and then snaked slowly up my body. By the time our gazes met again, her beautiful face wore a hostile frown. “Talk to someone else.” A delicate accent wove through her bubbling, bright voice. All fae had the same accent. Some worked harder than others to shake it in the same way some worked harder to blend in than others. Reign had lost his.
“Please …” Telling her I was a reporter wasn’t going to help. Time to bring out the big guns. “What do you know of the queen?”
Her eyes widened, not dissimilar to how Reign’s had at the mention of the queen. “What queen?”
“Really?” It sure looked like fear on her face.
“Why are you really here? I didn’t do anything. I didn’t even see what happened. I was dancing with Jeremy from Radio London. The idiot was so drunk he had no idea his shirt was inside out, can you believe that?” She opened the door a little wider and I got a glimpse of a fine silk dress draped over slight shoulders. “Do you know what he said to me? He tried to get me to touch him. Like it was a joke. I don’t need that kind of trouble. Why can’t they just … look, like the law says? There’s no harm in that. No, they’re all the same, just can’t help with the touching, consequences be damned. Well, it’s not my fault. I can’t help what I am. Can I?”
“No.” I replied, mind processing the rapid download of information.
“Maybe I should have touched him.” She shrugged a shoulder, tucked the newspaper under her arm, and leaned against the door frame, examining her manicured nails. “Then he’d know never to ask for it again. I might have. I like it, same as we all do, but I like it up here too. Like the sunlight; it feels like liquid warmth, y’know?”
No, not really, but she was talking and I wasn’t about to stop her. “Did Jeremy see what happened?”
She huffed through her nose. “If he did, he was too drunk to care. It doesn’t affect them, anyway. We’re the ones that …” She trailed off and I tried to look innocent and unassuming. “Who are you again?”
“Alina.” Little harmless me, see how nice and friendly I am.
She pinched her lips and twisted them, as though tasting something bitter. “Where did you hear about a queen?”
“Oh, ya know …around. So there is a queen? Where is she?”
“Are you with the police?”
“No. I … Look, I just need some help trying to figure a few things out. I need to know about the queen, and about the party. I know something happened two nights ago.”
“She died, yes. Horrible, really.”
“What?”
“It’s all over the news.”
When was the last time I watched TV or turned on the radio? Idiot. I’d been so caught up in my own drama, chasing after information on Reign, that I’d not even turned on the news. My heart beat faster. “Who died exactly?”
“Caroline.” Charmaine sighed. “Some of our ancient ones are prickly, but Caroline was different. Quiet. Always polite. Calm. I liked her. I mean, sure she could be a bitch …” Charmaine scrunched up her nose. “She and the other three always talked about rules and restraint. How we should stay under. How we’re different, don’t get comfortable here, like we have a choice.”
“Exactly,” I agreed, without knowing what I was agreeing to. Clearly Charmaine liked to talk, so I just needed to steer her back around to the topic at hand. “So, she died … Is that why the FA locked the party down?”
“They created the Authority. Caroline, Jonah, the other ancients.” Charmaine’s focus wavered and her pale-blue eyes sparked with color. “They’re saying it was an accident.” Charmaine held my stare, waiting for my reply.
“What sort of accident?”
“Caroline didn’t die in an accident. She was almost five hundred years old. Five-hundred-year-old fae don’t have accidents. Besides, an accident doesn’t usually shred the body.” Charmaine kicked my foot back, dislodging it from the doorway. “I can’t say anymore. I’ve already said too much. No fae will talk to you, Alina O’Connor.” She slammed the door in my face.
Opening the mail slot, I peered inside. “Charmaine, please … Did someone kill her? Is that what you’re telling me? Please, I need to speak with you some more.” Silence was my answer.
“Damn it.” I jogged down the steps, pausing on the sidewalk. Crisp golden leaves rustled around my shoes; city sounds ebbed and flowed on the breeze, grounding me. A fae had been killed at the party. No wonder the Fae Authority were jumpy. I had a few hours left, time enough to continue cold-calling the attendees on the guest list.
A car pulled up against the curb in front of me. I peered in through the passenger window and received a detective-grade glower from Andrews. I flashed him a grin, straightened my bag, and strode down the sidewalk, heading toward the nearby Underground Station. Within a few strides the sound of a car door slamming rippled down the street.
“Miss O’Connor.”
Damn. I turned, smiling a closed, innocent smile.
He planted a hand on his hip, peeling back his suit jacket, and glanced up the steps to Charmaine’s house. It took all of about three seconds for him to figure out I’d been snooping, and then his disapproving stare settled on me. “We need to talk.”



Chapter Seven
Detective Andrews’s car smelled of mint and toner. I sat in the front passenger seat, hands clasped in my lap, waiting for him to start the engine, pull away from the curb, and take me in for questioning, but he didn’t. He twisted in the driver’s seat and leaned back against the door, studying me.
I arched an eyebrow. “So, you goin’ to slap the cuffs on me, or what?”
“You haven’t done anything wrong,” that was good, “that I can find.” Oh. “So, I can’t slap my cuffs on you. Unless you have something to tell me?”
“Like a confession?”
An uneven smile upset his straight face. “I’m not a priest. I’m more interested in where Sovereign is.”
“Why?”
“It’s my job. Speaking of which …” He reached across the center console, opened the glove compartment, and removed a Met Police–stamped folder. As he straightened, his hand brushed my knee and a static shock snapped between us. “Sorry,” he mumbled, fumbling with the folder. “We had a spare one of these at the station.”
I eyed the Fae Survival Pack in his hand with disdain. “What am I supposed to do with that? Hit Reign with it?”
“Well, no, that’d be assault, and I really would have to cuff you. I just thought …” He scratched idly at his chin, hands animated. He had a restless ease about him. Small touches, here and there. Thoughtful, and curious. “Maybe you could do with some advice?”
Was he kidding? His honest hazel eyes and amiable expression held no trace of humor. I sighed and took the pack. I could imagine he’d broken suspects with that look alone. Those eyes made me want to confess my every sin just to appease him. Taking the pack might at least get him on my side. If I played my cards right, he might tell me more about Reign’s indiscretion.
“Miss O’Connor, tell me you’re not following this story.”
“I’m not following this story.”
He pressed his lips together, not impressed. “You’re a terrible liar.”
“No, you’re a good cop.” I thumbed through the pack. I’d seen it before. Everyone had. Every year we got one delivered to our homes. You could find them at the post office, at tourist information hubs. Anywhere and everywhere. How best to avoid the fae, and what to do if you messed up and touched one of them, found yourself wanting to touch them. Yeah, I could relate to that.
“Thanks for this, but he’s not bespelled me.” Yet, I added silently, placing the pack on my lap. “A fae was killed at Reign’s after-party.”
“It was an accident, but yes, a fae died.”
“An accident.” I repeated, watching his face for any glimmer of deceit. Nothing. He believed it. “Can you tell me what sort of accident?”
“No.”
“How did she die?”
“I can’t tell you that.”
“Do you know?”
He frowned. “The FA aren’t big on sharing information.”
“Why didn’t you tell me this when you came with Miles to question me?”
“Because you’re a reporter, and I wouldn’t be a good cop if I told members of the public details they didn’t need to know.”
“How do you know they don’t need to know?”
Andrews looked at me, eyebrows up, face tilted away, humor playing in his eyes. “You don’t stop for air, do you?”
I blinked, trying my most genial big-eyes routine on him. “Did Sovereign have something to do with it?”
He moistened his lips, and in doing so, banished the smile. “The Fae Authority is going out of their way to hunt him down, even going so far as asking the Met for assistance. I’ve not been with SO-Thirty long, but apparently the FA never ask for help. If Sovereign wasn’t directly involved, he knows someone who was.” He paused, all traces of humor gone. “He might seem to be charming, Miss O’Connor, but the fae are dangerous.”
“I’m not some love-struck groupie, ya know. I’ve met enough fae victims, willing and unwilling, to not want my fingers burned. I’m a big girl, Detective.”
“Don’t investigate this any further. Let the professionals deal with it. I don’t want to be on shift when the call comes in with your name in it.”
Well, wasn’t everyone so nice just looking out for little ol’ me. First Sovereign tells me to go home, and then one of the Met’s finest warns me off. I placed my hand over my heart and fluttered my lashes. “It’s almost as though you care.”
His soft lips curled. “It’s just … I know how they work. You’re alone in the city, no immediate family, recently made redundant from your place of work.” I winced. “A fae like Sovereign could easily make you disappear.”
Was he talking from his experience as a cop, or had he dealt with fae bespellment firsthand? “I appreciate it, but … No offense, you don’t know me. I can handle Reign.” I waved the pack. “And if not, I’ll hit him with this.”
Andrews sat back in his seat and rested his wrist over the steering wheel. “You expect to see him again then?”
I considered how Reign had wrenched me out of a room full of spiders, and then his less-than-friendly reaction when he’d learned what those spiders had collectively said to me. He seemed suspicious of me, as though I was the untrustworthy one. But, the fact he’d been loitering outside Northcliff House meant he was curious before the spiders attacked. “Maybe. Probably. I think you’re right. He knows something. What happens if the FA catch him?”
Andrews’s lips twisted, as though he’d tasted something bitter. “If he’s involved, they’ll first revoke his roaming rights, if they haven’t already, so he can’t walk freely in public without an FA escort. For someone like Sovereign, it’d ruin his public image, his career.” Andrews averted his gaze, focusing somewhere outside the car. “We suspect they lock up their more deadly suspects, although we don’t know where.” He settled his gaze on me again, this time with a sparkle of intrigue brightening his eyes. “They’re exceptionally secretive people. We’ve tried to find out more, but they’re as tight-lipped about their methods as we are about ours. Whenever we’ve had to call the FA in to collect one of their own, we rarely see their suspect in London again. Either they lock them away or send them away.”
Secretive, and yet they thrive on attention. All fae loved the limelight. It was part of their natural appeal, their innate confidence. We liked to turn them into celebrities, even though their dreadful allure was how they bespelled us. Talk about the twisted human psyche.
I didn’t believe Reign was bad, but what did I know? I could call it instinct, or intuition, but I was just as susceptible to the fae as anyone else. Life must have been so much easier without them distracting us. “Do you think they’ve always been here?”
“No.” Andrews replied too quickly to leave any room for doubt. “They don’t belong here. In ’74, when they first revealed their existence here, their numbers were sparse and spread far and wide, but now they group … flock together.”
“You sound like you’ve done your homework.”
His pliable smile brightened his expression. “I’ve had reason to.”
I didn’t point out that people flocked in the same way he’d mentioned. “Safety in numbers?”
“Something like that … But I think it has more to do with how they harvest draíocht.” He swallowed and his smile faded, despite his best efforts to keep it there. “Chancery Lane Station, where you met Sovereign … There are disused deep-level tunnels there. Deeper than the Underground. We’ve seen a sharp increase in fae incidents around that location.”
“What sort of incidents?”
“Squabbles between themselves. High incidences of UB’s: unwilling bespellments. Nothing that raises too many questions when looked at individually, but the overall picture tells a different story. Chancery Lane is a fae hot spot.” Andrews’s eyes sparkled, and I got a glimpse of the real guy behind the steely detective. Clearly this was something he felt strongly about.
“You have a theory?”
“Yeah.” He tapped his fingers on the steering wheel. “But I can’t tell you much; it’s confidential. I’ve searched Chancery Lane, gone over it with a fine-toothed comb, and officially there’s nothing there.”
“Nothing?”
He slid a surreptitious glance my way, eager to tell me, but perhaps protocol prevented him from spilling trade secrets to the reporter desperate for a story. “Who am I going to tell? No immediate family? Lost my job?”
His smile hiked to one side. “Nice try.” Facing ahead, he turned the key and started the car. “I’ll take you home. That is where you were going, right?”
“I was going to cold-call all the other names on the guest list …” I fluttered my lashes, but his unimpressed expression told me he wasn’t buying it. “Home it is.”



Chapter Eight
I climbed from Andrews’s car, thanked him, fumbled with my keys, unlocked the communal door to my apartment building and froze. The sensation of being watched skittered down my spine. Andrews’s car rumbled around the corner at the bottom of the street. For a lunch hour, there should have been more people around, shouldn’t there? My hand itched. Taking a breath, I turned, expecting to see someone behind me, but the street was empty. Okay … The spider incident had obviously rattled my nerves.
I turned the key in the lock, stepped inside, strode to the stairs and paused, foot on the first step. I knew without looking who’d slipped in through the door, and that thought scared me more than his stealthy entry. His soft breaths, the gentle rustle of clothing, and I almost imagined I could hear the steady beat of his heart. But that was impossible.
“Reign …”
“Alina.”
I gripped the cool bannister and turned my head. He stood between me and the door, hand in his pocket, eyebrow arched, scandalous smile on his lips. Considering how he’d abandoned me on the sidewalk, he had no right to look so overtly sexy. My human hormones and instincts battled between tasting the forbidden and running for the hills. His gaze dropped to the Fae Survival Pack in my hand. I shook my head and began to climb the stairs.
“Did you have a nice chat with the detective?” he asked, footfalls soft on the stairs behind me.
“Yes, thank you.”
“He thinks I’ve bespelled you?”
“Yes.”
“Do you feel anything for me?”
“You mean besides the overwhelming desire to slap you? No, not so much.”
“Then you’re not bespelled. You don’t need a propaganda pack to tell you that.”
“What do you want Reign? You’re obviously following me, which is taking creepy to a whole new level.”
“I have better things to do than trail you around London. Mostly I have issues with people following me.”
I noticed he hadn’t actually answered, but I let it slide, for now. “Like the Fae Authority?” I stopped on the landing of the stairs. He stood a few steps down, looking innocent with his wide, beguiling eyes. Did he deliberately turn that look on and off? Like the rest of him, it was damned distracting. “Did you know a fae was killed at your after-party?”
The sweetness and light dashed from his face, chased by shadows. He reached for the railing and gripped it tight enough to whiten his knuckles. “You have to let this go.”
“No, I really don’t. You implied I’m involved. What was it … ?” Clearing my throat, I dropped my voice and tried on my best sexy-fae timbre: ‘This isn’t my story, Alina …’ What does that mean?”
He screwed up his nose. “I most definitely don’t sound like that.”
“Who’s the queen? Why is she being kept a secret?” With a look of frustration on his face, he climbed the few steps between us and reached for me, but I shook him off. “Don’t touch me, Reign. I mean it. So help me God, I’ll hit you with this pack.” I waved the pack in a threatening manner; not an easy thing to do.
He choked off a laugh. Lifting his hands in surrender he stepped down a step. “Okay.”
“It’s not even remotely funny.”
He cleared his throat and coughed into his hand. “No, not funny. You’re quite formidable when brandishing paperwork.”
Narrowing my eyes, I tried to exude pissed-off vibes, but his smile undermined my attempts. I lowered the file. “Just tell me the truth.”
“If it was that easy, I would.”
More vagueness. Evasiveness must have been another of his so-called talents. “I’m not letting this go. You and Andrews can warn me off all you like, but it only makes me more determined.”
He shifted on the spot, drawing in a deep breath. A frown touched his face as he dropped his gaze. “Why are you doing this?”
“Doing what exactly? My job?”
“You were fired.”
“That’s temporary,” I said, flustered.
“You want the story, is that all?”
“Yes.” His suspicious scowl cut right though my blasé attitude. “To begin with, yes. But there’s more happening here. The fae came out forty years ago, and not once has a queen been mentioned.” I shrugged, “Maybe it’s nothing, but hours after I meet you, I have the cops at my door and spiders talking to me. Talking spiders, Reign.” My raised voice echoed around the stairwell. “That’s not normal. What aren’t the fae telling us? What aren’t you telling me?” He blinked back at me, impossibly innocent. “You know everything, don’t you? And you won’t tell me. Why?”
“Because the truth won’t change anything.”
“Answers like that only make me more determined. We trust the fae. At first, we didn’t, but the Trinity Law changed all that. We love the fae, with all your prettiness”—I waved a hand at him—“even though you’re all toxic. We just can’t help ourselves. Reign, there’s more to this, I feel it … Look me in the eye and tell me I’m wrong, tell me there’s nothing to worry about.” He looked me in the eyes and smiled. I knew it. “This is bigger than me. I can’t walk away.”
His smile slid sideways off his lips. “You really aren’t going to leave this alone, are you?”
I hugged the Fae Survival Pack against my chest and shook my head. “Not on my life.” His sideways glance held a trace of admiration, and something else … Sadness? I wanted to help him. Whatever he was caught up in, whatever had happened, if he was innocent, then I’d do everything I could to help get his story out there. I just wished he’d talk to me. “You can trust me.”
“Trust you?” He huffed a soft laugh and turned away, descending a few steps. “I can’t even trust myself.”
“Reign.” Stepping down, I paused as he faced me once more. “Let me help you.”
“You can’t help me, Alina. You’re part of the problem.”
“How am I caught up in this?” He jogged back down the steps. No way was I letting him leave. I jogged after him and reached for his sleeve before he could open the door and escape. “If you’re innocent, what have you got to be afraid of?”
He flinched and then tugged his arm away. “I’m not innocent.”
The heat behind his scowl should have frightened me, as it was designed to, but I already knew he could manufacture a persona to suit his audience. His glower only went skin-deep. His fae eyes gave away the truth. Inside, he hurt. “You don’t believe that.”
His expression twisted into reluctant disbelief. “Don’t presume you know me.”
“Then show me what I’m missing.” A glimpse of fear sharpened his gaze just like it had when I’d confronted him on the sidewalk outside the Metro offices. What was he so afraid of? “Show me who you really are, Sovereign, lead singer from Touched. Because that’s not who you are, is it? The same as the fae who died at your party wasn’t killed by some unfortunate accident. You said there’s more happening here. I know it. Show me, Reign.”
“You want to see who I am?” He tossed the words at me, short and sharp, but I wasn’t backing down, not now. “Fine.” He held out a hand, palm up.
I looked at it. Soft, lithe fingers curled slightly, temptingly. “I can’t touch you.”
“It’s the only way.”
My hand itched again. I’d already been burned once. I shouldn’t touch him again. “I can’t.”
“There’s a place under London. I suppose you might call it a refuge. You want to know about me, my kind, and the queen?”
I teased my lower lip between my teeth. I couldn’t go back now. This might be my only chance to get answers. I mentally rifled through past articles, trying to recall everything I’d written about fae bespellment. One touch wasn’t enough, but how many before I started to fall for him? One more wouldn’t do it, would it? I rubbed my hand on my side, trying to cure the itch. Detective Andrews would not approve. Did I want to be Reign’s salivating slave? His draíocht snack bar? This was how they caught you. One touch, two, three. Then you feel for them, you’ll do anything to please them … and then … then you love them. Love was the killer. Once you loved them, you were lost. There is no cure for love.
“It’s just a touch.” He made it sound so innocent. “Call it penance for the truth.” He inched his hand closer and dipped his chin, lifting his tricolored gaze through dark lashes. “Tell me you don’t want to.”
“I don’t.” But I was about to. I dropped the pack on the steps behind me and extended my hand. He clasped his around mine and immediately the numbing heat surged up my arm. I whimpered a little and tried to pull back. Reign stepped up to me, hooked an arm around my waist, and pulled me into an embrace.
“I won’t hurt you … unless I have to.”
I didn’t have time to consider what his words could mean. An electric crackle sparked beneath the skin of my hand and darted through nerve endings. Pleasure and pain writhed through me. In a blink we’d jumped from my stairwell to Chancery Lane Underground Station. Tingling from head to toe, I blinked rapidly, refocusing. Reign turned me and bumped me back into a tiled wall. “Okay?” He leaned in, so close his cheek brushed mine. Delectable little sparks danced between us.
“I think so …” I whispered.
“Don’t let go, not yet. To get to Under, you must hold on. There are things in the dark down here you shouldn’t see …”
I didn’t want to let go but should have as soon as that realization hit me. His free hand rested on my lower back, while our hands were clasped between us. He smelled of sweet berries, of delicious things that cried out to be tasted, but masked a poison inside. His hair tickled my cheek, his lips brushed my ear. I wanted to turn my head and taste those lips, to ease my free hand down his back and pull him closer. This is what it’s like when they take you, my voice of reason chimed in.
“I think …” I swallowed, moistening my dry throat. “I think I need to let go now.”
He pushed off and tugged me along behind him. Up steps, through pedestrian tunnels, left and right, down more steps. The lights flickered. Debris littered the floor. The crowd thinned until we were the only two jogging through the tunnels. We descended crumbling stairs and passed through a door into darkness. I groped in the black with my free hand. Reign’s grip tightened. Slowly, and with each uncertain step, my eyesight adjusted to the dark. The tunnel around us appeared to be a mismatch of white tiles, crumbling earth, pipes and cables. An abandoned subway tunnel. The majority of the tracks had gone, but the few that remained I managed to stumble over. Reign veered us off through a service door and the tunnels changed again. A tangible veil of static electricity washed over me, and we emerged into a vast underground chamber, easily the size of a cathedral, lit by strings of colored lightbulbs. What is this place? Elaborate tapestries adorned the walls. They depicted scenes of liquid darkness, of trees tipped with diamonds, and paths that meandered, whittling away into an impossible distance. Those dreamlike images had to be the fae’s mythical homeland, Faerie. Just tapestries, nothing malevolent … but I could feel myself falling into them, even from across the room, and I had to root my feet to the spot to quell the encompassing urge to cross the room and touch them. Touch me. Just like the fae. Touch me, those tapestries seemed to whisper.
Reign let go of my hand, breaking the spell, and the all-over dance of numbness and pleasure peeled off me. I reached for the wall to steady myself, breathing hard and fast. Panic fluttered in my chest. What had I done? I’d held on too long. I could feel it, even now, the surge of something … not me. I lifted my gaze and peered at Reign through my bangs. He cocked his head, a slight frown on his face, and he looked like the next best thing to Christmas to my fae-addled mind. Damn, I was in deep … As the aftereffects of his touch waned, I stood straighter and squared my shoulders. I’m okay, I’m in control.
A dozen fae lay sprawled about the domed chamber like beautiful limestone statues scattered among splashes of color. Some perched on the edge of a pool table, others sat on the floor, and a few lay draped over plush couches. Languid and beautiful, they barely registered our arrival, at least to begin with.
“Sovereign.” A female rose from a couch. A thin gown strap slipped from delicate shoulders. I blinked, struck by her cotton candy and sunshine beauty. Her skin so pale, but her lips and cheeks rose-petal pink, and her hair an elaborate mass of white curls, half pinned back, half spilling free. “We feared you’d forsaken us for the humans.”
Reign—darkness to her light—scooped an arm around her waist and reeled her into an embrace. “Never, Shay.” She melted against him, her body clearly familiar with his.
The others unfurled from their various positions and drifted closer to Reign. They ignored me, as though I was invisible, and yet I couldn’t shake the crawling sensation of being watched. A sensation like someone, somewhere, could see right through me. A shiver quivered my skin. I crossed my arms and shut myself down. Before I realized I’d moved, I found myself in front of a tapestry and slid my fingers down its tightly woven surface. I’d expected to feel the snap of tingles, but felt only the weathered fabric. They were old. I could smell the age in them. One showed a tranquil scene of a path snaking through the diamond-tipped trees, another depicted a crowd of fae at a celebratory feast, and a third represented a bloody battlefield. The tapestries were all beautiful. Intricate in their construction. I lingered by the last tapestry, and peered up at a scene of monsters. Hideous, half-human, half-beast creatures tore into each other. A wolf, a spider, a harpy; ugly half-fae mutations of each, dripping gore, talons glinting, and teeth black with blood.
“You brought that here?” A male voice, deeper than Reign’s, abrasive with age, drew my attention back to the group. The male fae, with skin a rich mocha color, peeled from the others and approached. His narrow, disgusted glare might have wounded had I cared. He limped, but in trying not to notice I stared a little too closely at his face. The wicked slash of a scar ran from his chin to right ear. He wore red and black, like a warning. Steel buckles strapped a leather overgarment from his waist to his neck, leaving little room to breathe. Stopping a few strides from me, he jerked his chin. “They don’t last.”
Reign stood inside his curious crowd, looking perfectly at ease among his own kind. “Say hi, Alina.”
“Uh, hey …” Having the glares of a dozen fae pinned on me dried my throat and fluttered my heart. I’d never seen so many in one place. They truly were exotic, and I felt entirely too human in their space. The scarred one, more than any of the others, poked at my instincts to run and hide.
“You shouldn’t be here,” he growled. “Your presence offends. How does it feel to be lesser among the superior?” As he spoke, the sneer on his lips tugged at his scar. It must have been a vicious wound; evidence of an attack meant to kill.
“Warren,” Reign said, “I have it under control.”
Warren snorted, “I’m sure you do. Like you had your party under control?” He turned and limped to the bar area.
“I tried,” Reign growled.
“You didn’t try hard enough. Caroline is dead. An accident, they say.” I didn’t imagine the suspicious waver in Warren’s tone, or how he snagged Reign’s gaze, forcing Sovereign to glance away. “I should inform the FA of your presence. They’d lock you up, revoke your roaming rights. There are far more deserving fae who’d appreciate the freedom you have and wouldn’t squander it away.”
Reign stilled. His eyes narrowed, cutting into Warren. “Try it.”
For a second I feared I was about to witness a brawl like the one on the tube train, but Warren laughed it off, instantly diffusing the tension, and said, “You know I don’t adhere to any rules but my own. Caroline should have been more careful. I warned them about her, about you.” He seemed more interested in the contents of his glass than giving Reign up to the FA. “Don’t think you can bring a human here. How did you get her inside?” He grunted. “Never mind, I don’t care. Just take her away.” He fluttered a dismissive gesture my way. His fingernails were sharp. “Sovereign, you’re a wanted fae. You can’t be here.”
Reign shook off Shay’s grip. “It’s nice to see you too, Warren. I’ve so missed your sparkling outlook on life.” He strode to the bar and held out a hand. Warren looked at Reign’s peace offering like he’d prefer to stab a dagger through his palm, and then gripped Reign’s arm in one of those masculine forearm greetings. He grinned back at Reign. “I certainly haven’t missed your ego, Sovereign.” They shook, smiles all round. So, friends then … ? Friends who baited each other. Obviously a male-bonding thing.
While ignored, I skipped my gaze over the fae once more and settled it discretely on Shay. She spoke quickly and quietly to a young male fae beside her, hands fluttering gestures. She looked like the type of pinup fantasy who’d adorn desktop screen savers. Typically fae, it could have been her on the posters in kids’ bedrooms, her hairstyle women imitated in magazines, her brilliant tricolored eyes the contact lens companies mimicked. I slid my gaze away, not particularly enjoying that she reminded me how out of place I was. My gaze snagged on Reign, who was watching her. Warren prattled on, something about “unrest,” and Reign nodded, but he only had eyes for Shay. He’d never looked at me like that; appreciatively, with a trace of hunger. Where had that thought come from? I shoved it aside, silently alarmed by my own jealousy.
Shay ambled to the nearest couch and scooped up a remote, tuning the TV to the music channels. It didn’t take long for her to find one of Reign’s performances. Light throbbed around the arena in time with the seductive beat. Reign’s voice, an impossible combination of powerful bass and liquescent melody, filled the room. He owned the stage, owned the thousands in the crowd who jumped and writhed along with him. The camera cut to the human members of the band, drummer, guitarist, all enthralled in the magic of their own making.
A few of the fae in the room began to dance, others picked up the song, adding their luscious voices to the chorus.
Shay danced, her slim body twisting like a leaf in the wind. Silken hair cascaded over slim shoulders. She moved like liquid, and just like Reign’s voice, there was magic in her movement. She locked her salacious gaze on Reign and beckoned with a curl of her fingers.
TV Reign’s voice ebbed and flowed:
Hot live wire, strike a match, start a fire,
I’ll be your light, your love, burning bright
He leaned against the bar, soaking up the attention, tricolored eyes sparkling like the multicolored display on-stage. He gave Shay a small shake of his head, turning her down, but his eyes said he wanted her. The two of them, they’d look perfect together. Beautiful in their intimacy. The way he’d held her, his hand resting on her waist, pulling her into him, and how she’d responded, molding against him, in harmony. I knew, for a fact, I’d never been touched quite like that.
Swallowing, I turned away and forced myself to admire the tapestries once more. Reign’s voice from the TV wove around me, dove inside, and smoothed the battling jealousy and admiration. Of course the normal people of this world fell over themselves for the fae, for him. He had magic in his voice, in his presence, and drew people to him like a magnet draws metal. I’d never really paid much attention before, but in this place, with them, and listening to how Reign wove a spell with his voice, how they moved, the differences between us were obvious. And unsettling.
“It’s magic, sweet thing.” Shay stood beside me. Her ethereal beauty cutting to the heart of my inferiority complex. “Your young mind is susceptible, just like all those adoring fans. If he told them to drop to their knees and worship him, they would. You too. He won’t ever care for you. He’ll seduce, because that’s how he uses your kind, but he can’t care.” She placed a cool finger under my chin and shut my mouth. “Poor pliable puppy.”
I jerked my head free and wiped at my chin where the ghost of her touch still lingered. “Don’t touch me. And I’m not interested in Reign.”
She threw her fine head back and laughed. It was a cruel laugh, and yet so damn alluring, like the rest of her, cruelly beautiful. “The Trinity Law can’t and won’t protect you, puppy.” She sashayed back to Reign and said something that I couldn’t catch beneath the throbbing beat of music. Reign’s gaze flicked to me, and back to Shay. He bowed his head and spoke close against her cheek. She stilled, her fluidity suddenly hardening, and stalked out of the room, long white robes rippling behind her.
“Please someone turn Reign off,” Warren barked, drink in hand, lips pressed into a grim line. He rubbed at his forehead and winced. “Any louder and the queen herself will hear his caterwauling.”
Mention of the queen wiped the smile from Reign’s face. Someone turned the volume down, much to the disappointment of the dancing fae. As no one was paying any attention to me, I wandered while they returned to their relaxed positions, and they continued to ignore me as I drifted between them. Books lay strewn about. I slipped a glance at a few pages but had no hope of reading the elaborate flourishes. The tapestries drew my eye more times than I could count. What was this place? Why were they all here? The chamber itself appeared to be an old storage tunnel, of sorts, but the fae had made it their own. We’d come here from Chancery Lane, twisting and turning through the tunnels. This was under London, the very place Andrews had highlighted as a hot spot. Did these fae live here? Was the queen here?
I’d made my way around the room and stopped beside Reign. Warren glared at me, which considering all the other fae had ignored me, felt like something of an achievement. I grinned back.
“You can’t trail a human pet around in here, Reign,” Warren said. “Take it back where you found it.”
“Hey”—I’d had about enough of the stuck-up fae attitude—“I’m not some homeless puppy, okay. Get over your own egos already.”
Warren sneered, baring his teeth in a predatory smile with enough gravitas behind it to have me flinching. “You are what I say you are.”
“Whatever.” I snarled. Reign leaned against the bar, half smiling at me. “You.” I pointed a finger. “Why did you bring me here?”
“You wanted to know more about us. Here we are.”
I wasn’t sure what I’d expected, but it wasn’t a patchwork of discarded furniture decorated with the entrancing fae. “Okay, I’m listening. What is this place?”
“Right now, you’re in Under, the place the London fae call home. It’s not much, but at least it’s ours. The ones who’ve yet to earn their right to ‘free roam’ live down here. Some, like me, don’t like being trapped, so we strive to get topside. Some, like Shay, prefer it here.”
I flicked my gaze away, not wanting to let him catch any glimpse of my thoughts about Shay on my face. “How big is Under?”
“There are miles of abandoned tunnels, bunkers, and reservoirs under London. Room enough for thousands.”
Thousands? A city beneath a city? Was such a thing possible? Searching Reign’s gaze, I found only honesty there. This revelation was huge. The implications were terrifying. We thought we knew the fae. They were our neighbors. Friends. Another mom at the school gate, a colleague at the office. But Under wasn’t normal. This place, it didn’t even feel normal. The mismatch of tired couches, the astonishing tapestries, and the fae themselves. It felt like an accident, like trying to force pieces of a jigsaw puzzle together when they wouldn’t fit.
“What about the queen?” I asked, moistening dry lips.
“The queen …” Reign leaned an arm on the bar and lifted his eyes to the tapestries. “She wove those,” he said with a slight air of sadness tinging his words. “Too long ago for her to remember. There was a time when she was very different to what she is today.” He offered me a half-hearted little smile and probably sensed I was about to unload a barrage of questions. “Judging by the spiders that attacked you, you have something the queen wants, whether you’re aware of it or not. She doesn’t send her constructs after just anyone; it takes a great deal of draíocht to create them.”
“Is she here?” The fine hairs on the back of my neck prickled.
“Close.”
I leaned against the bar. “Until yesterday, I hadn’t even met a fae. Whatever she wants, it has to do with you. You’re a fae-at-large. The cops asked me to call them if you showed up again. Before I met you—”
“Your life wasn’t yet complete?”
“My life was …” Words failed me, just stopped. I mentally groped for some sort of defining sentence and failed. “I was fine. Happy. It was—is—my life. This isn’t about me.” I rubbed at my hand. “Tell me more about the queen.”
Reign’s gaze flicked to Warren, who finished his drink and slammed the glass down on the bar. He raked a hand through his jaw-length hair and stroked his fingers over the tip of his right ear, drawing my eye to where the scar continued. He’d lost the pointed tip of his ear. I blinked away, but he saw my reaction, and leaned over the bar.
“If you want scars like mine, keep on walking the road you’re traveling. You’ll collect them soon enough, if you survive, that is. Humans are weak, fragile …”
“I’m not walking any road.”
“No? Aren’t we all walking roads?” He gestured, as though pushing me away. “You’re asking for trouble with that one Reign. You should kill it now and put it out of its misery. Or at least bespell her. Prevent her from talking about what she’s seen here.”
I’d had enough. “Hey, buddy, you can’t call people ‘it’. I respect what you are, so why don’t you do me the courtesy of acknowledging me in return?”
Reign checked Warren’s frozen face. The older fae straightened and sucked in a hissing breath. “She doesn’t belong. Get her out of here, or I will.”
“Oh, you’re something,” I growled. Reign caught my arm but I snatched free and pointed a finger at Warren. “There are words for people like you.” Reign tried again and grabbed my wrist. He tried to pull me away from the bar. “Racist, for one. You know that? You’re racist against humans. Well, guess what, buddy? You’re in our city, so you have to play by our rules. Nobody is forcing you to stay in London—”
“Alina …” Reign warned, manhandling me toward the door.
Warren grinned. “Wrong again.”
Reign swung a warning glare back to Warren. Wait, I’d stumbled across something important. “Who’s keeping you here?” I blurted. Warren snarled, and Reign stilled. “Is it the queen?”
“Alina!” Reign yanked on my arm, dragging me toward the door.
Trying to shake him off wasn’t having any effect. I twisted, like a worm on a hook, but his grip only tightened. “You brought me here for answers. You can’t kick me out when I start asking questions.”
“Don’t let him get to you.” Reign growled.
I tugged back. He jerked me forward, dragging me after him. “Let me go.”
“You need to calm down.”
“No.” Digging my heels in brought us to an abrupt halt by the door. The heat of a dozen stares burned my back. “You brought me here, so have the balls to stick to your decisions.” Someone behind me chuckled. Reign shot a glare over my shoulder and the laughter died.
“It’s not that simple,” he said.
“I’m a big girl, I can figure out what’s simple and what isn’t.”
“You’re nineteen.”
“So? What are you? Twenty-three?”
His lips twitched, holding back a smile. “A little older …” He seemed to realize he was still gripping my arms and finally let go.
“Twenty-five?” I shrugged my jacket back into place and brushed my arms down, working out the aches he’d left me with.
“I stopped counting at two hundred.”
Two hundred?! My mouth fell open. He held my incredulous stare, face neutral. Behind us, someone turned the TV up. He was two hundred years old?! He didn’t look a day over twenty-five. I knew the fae aged slowly—another reason we coveted them—but for him to be two centuries old? I couldn’t wrap my thoughts around it. I glanced behind me, at the surreal beauty of them all, and felt more out of place, more human, than ever.
“There so much you don’t understand,” Reign said, voice softer.
“Then help me understand.”
His gaze flicked over my shoulder again, perhaps checking to see who was listening. I kept my eyes glued on him, watching tiny changes in his expression. Concern tightened tiny lines around his eyes. What was he so worried about? Was it Warren?
“Not here,” he said, opening the door and beckoning me outside into the cool tunnels. We walked along an abandoned Underground track. Makeshift strings of lights dangled along the tunnel ceiling, battling the dark into the farthest curves of the tunnel walls. Occasionally a rumble rattled the debris by our feet. The air should have smelled damp, and stale, but it didn’t. Instead, the air I breathed tasted clean, fresh, with a hint of floral sweetness.
I stuck close to Reign, hands deep in my pockets should the urge to touch get out of control again. Goose bumps continued to lift the tiny hairs on my arms. Behind us, the tunnel curved away. I didn’t know how we got here, or how to get back, and only had Reign as my guide; for all intents and purposes, a stranger, and a fae. His words in the stairwell came back to me. “You said you wouldn’t hurt me unless you had to … ?” He didn’t answer; just strode on. I tried another angle of attack. “What did Warren mean, you’re stuck here?”
He marched on, steps light on the tracks, coat flaring. “Where we’re going, we’ll both get our answers.”
“Where are we going?” The silence devoured my voice.
“To the queen.”
A fae queen. Royalty. What would she be like? If the every day fae were stunning, what type of woman was I about to meet? “Should I, I don’t know, bow or curtsy or something?”
“No,” Reign growled, gaze locked ahead, face stony and cold. “When we go in, I want you to stay back, out of sight. I don’t know how she’ll react to seeing you.”
I crossed my arms and hoped she didn’t hate people, like Warren. I’d researched a few instances of the fae lashing out at people, mostly in the early days, shortly after the fae had revealed their presence to the world. It was long before my time, but every now and then a story would emerge of hidden crimes only now coming to light. Without the Trinity Law, some of the fae had taken it upon themselves to abduct people. And it had been happening for years, long before they stepped into the limelight. Even now, after the Trinity Law had drawn a line in the sand, the human-fae truce was a fragile one. This place, Under, it represented our innate fear of the fae; that they weren’t what we believed, that their glamor was a lie. Clearly, some of the fae still resented us. If the queen was anything like Warren, we may not get along.
I shivered, teeth chattering. “Does she have a name?” Another rumble shook the ground, raining dust from the tunnel ceiling. The string of lights flickered. Reign paid it no mind.
“She did, once.”
I jogged, trying to keep pace with Reign’s unforgiving stride. He didn’t elaborate and stomped ahead, jaw clenched, eyes fierce. He’d shut me out, and hadn’t even looked at me in the last five minutes. “Are you mad because I argued with Warren? I’m not going to apologize. He’s an ass.”
Reign’s lips twitched, but my comment hadn’t quite earned a smile. “Warren comes from a different time, an older time. He remembers and prefers the old ways.”
“He’s still an ass.”
We rounded a corner and passed through an arched doorway into the redbrick antechamber. Ahead an iron door blocked our path. Rust flaked off its hinges and bubbled along the seams. It looked like a piece of old London, forgotten down here, like everything else. Churches had iron doors like those to keep out demons; now I wondered if we had it wrong, and they’d been trying to keep the fae out.
Reign sucked in a breath. “Okay, don’t say or do anything. Once inside, I want you to hang back. Don’t draw attention to yourself unless I call.”
I nodded and tried to rub some warmth back into my arms. Reign’s breath misted, but otherwise the bitter cold didn’t appear to bother him.
So the queen was behind that door. I’d been expecting something more regal, and less dungeon-like. The rusted door didn’t even look as though it would open.
“It’s not too late to go back to your happy little life.”
I frowned up at him. “I can handle whatever’s in there.”
He didn’t look convinced. In fact, he looked like he’d rather grab me and haul my ass out of there. Concern gouged deep worry-lines into his face. The fear I’d glimpsed was back, but he made no attempt to hide it; not this time.
“Reign, should I be afraid?”
He swallowed, gritted his teeth, and curled his fingers around the iron handle, “Yes.”



Chapter Nine
He heaved the iron door open. Aged metal and brittle hinges howled and groaned. Reign plucked his hands free and winced in pain. The fact iron seemed to burn him was the least of my concerns as he swung the protesting door closed behind us. Ahead, countless brick archways galloped into the distance. Candlelight licked over black puddles, reflecting ripples of light onto the crumbling brickwork. Like a hall of mirrors, the maze of arches seemed to reflect their opposites, until my addled mind couldn’t make sense of it. Reign’s footfalls echoed into the distance, swallowed by the endless quiet. The sound of dripping water certainly didn’t help ease the crawl of fear working its way up my spine.
I made a move to follow Reign inside, but he gestured for me to stay back and shook his head. He walked on, boots casting ripples through the puddles.
I really don’t like this. This place didn’t feel right. And it wasn’t just the creepiness. I was being watched. From where and by whom I couldn’t tell, but there was something here, something that triggered primal instincts, warning me to get away, to run and hide. What kind of queen lives here?
A scurrying to my right snapped at my attention. I peered into the layers of shadows, watched how the candlelight made the dark dance, but couldn’t find anything to account for the movement. Just my mind playing tricks.
Reign had walked far enough away that I couldn’t make out his expression when he glanced over his shoulder. I moved closer to one of the arches so I at least didn’t feel as exposed. A soft hiss rose up out of the quiet, almost like a faucet running, but not nearly as loud. A breeze maybe? Although I couldn’t feel any movement in the air.
“Ah, my Sovereign … You are late. One might think you intended to avoid me. Is it done?”
I flinched and tucked myself against the arch, out of sight. The voice was female, but strange, brittle, as though the words had fractured somewhere between her throat and lips. I could see Reign. Ahead of him, shadows rippled.
“You know it is.” Reign’s voice sounded as smooth as silk in comparison, making hers all the more abhorrent. “Your spies have surely told you.”
“I feel your doubt, youngling. Do you not trust your queen?”
There, movement in the shadow hugging the archway in front of Reign. Something clamped onto the bricks between the arch and ceiling. But it didn’t make sense. A bulbous body. Eight arched legs. That’s not possible. A spider, but huge. One of her eight needled-legs clicked against the bricks. Her swollen abdomen bobbed, drawing my eye to the jagged saw-toothed pattern of crimson on her black lacquered exoskeleton. Red on black: a warning. A scream lodged in my throat. No, no, this can’t be real. I pushed against the bricks, hoping they could somehow hide me from that thing. Her abdomen bobbed again and her back legs worked a silvery thread from her spinnerets, knitting with a clitter-clack. My gut heaved, adrenalin surged, fight or flight … Run!
“You almost failed. Need I remind you of your options? You are one of my many eyes. My web stretches far, a tapestry of spies, youngling. You are not my only loyal servant. Have you forgotten I hold your reins?”
“No.”
“I control you. Never forget that.”
“Oh, I haven’t.”
She dashed out of the dark and reared up over Reign in all of her monstrous glory. Fae and spider. Her upper body resembled a human woman, but from the waist down, she was all spider. The tapestry I’d seen earlier; the monsters tearing into each other; the spider, the hound, and the harpy. I clamped a hand over my mouth and bit back the scream. Reign stood before her, unmoving. She crowded him. He didn’t flinch as those branch-like legs encircled him. “My youngling, you are weak. You walk among them, and yet you starve yourself. It will be your undoing. You should not fear yourself. You have the potential to be glorious.”
“Yes, my queen.”
A chittering rattle emanated from her throat. “Do not mock me. I tire of your delays, your insubordination. How can I trust you to finish this?” She reached out a leg, and this time Reign did move his face away. She pulled back, black forelegs flared, her masklike face twisting with rage. “How dare you turn your face away?”
I almost bolted from my hiding place. Reign dropped to one knee and bowed his head. “I serve you, as I always have. I’ve obeyed every order. I have not failed you.”
His submission seemed to placate her. I huddled tighter into the arch. “And you will not fail me, will you? You know I alone control you. It is my draíocht which speaks to yours. We are of the old world, you and I. You are an old spirit, residing in a young soul. I caught you, brought you here. I am your queen.” She moved back on rippling legs, her slick body twitching, legs tapping out a beat. Tap- tap.
Reign lifted his head. “There’s a girl—”
The queen sliced Reign a glance. “The girl … Do not worry yourself with the girl. She is mine.” Laughter trickled from her lips. Candlelight licked across dripping fangs. She scaled the archway, returning to her shadows. “Beware the last keeper. He suspects we are close. What will you tell him?”
“Only that I serve my queen,” Reign replied, tone flat, level, void of any emotional distraction.
A scuttling tickle ran across my neck. If I hadn’t already clasped my hand over my mouth I’d have yelped. I brushed at the spot, knocking something brittle to the floor. Looking down, I noticed—thoughts oddly calm—how the floor around my feet glistened. The hissing I’d heard earlier flooded into my ears; a horrible, monotonous white noise. A spider, fat but fast, scurried across my hand. With a gasp, I flicked it off and staggered back. The ground crunched underfoot. I reached for the arch but recoiled as a coating of black undulated up the bricks. Spiders. The floor rippled. The puddles had swollen to flood the chamber. It’s not water.
It was never water.
The flow of spiders surged. I clamped a hand over my mouth and bit back a scream. God, no … Please, please, wake me up from this nightmare already.
You can’t die in dreams. You always wake up. I will wake up. I have to wake up. A trickle of spiders spilled around my leg. At first they didn’t appear too interested in me but their numbers surged, and the flow spiraled up my calf, over my knee, my thigh. They came fast and hungry then, surging as one. I screamed, twisted, desperate to be free, and fell. The swarm of black devoured my arm, shoulder, neck. Hundreds of legs scurried across my skin. No, no, no … “Reeeign—” They tumbled over my lips, my tongue, and plunged down my throat.



Chapter Ten
I shot from my bed so fast that my legs failed. I fell, hands out, face first, to the floor. Spiders, spiders everywhere… Scrambling anywhere, just so long as I was away, I bumped against the wall and blinked reason back into my mind. Bedroom. No spiders. Something delicate and nimble tickled my neck. I yelped, lunged sideways, lurched to my feet, and brushed at my shoulder, while spinning, trying to get the damn thing off. My hip found the dresser’s edge with a dull thud. I froze, blinked at my reflection in the mirror, and saw the stray tendrils of hair that had worked free of my band. No spiders. Holy crap, I looked like I’d been run over. Twice. Not a dream. My shoe was missing. And the other was caked in mud, bits of grit and tunnel debris, just like the rest of me.
Yanking at my headband, I freed my hair and shook it out. A spider tumbled to the floor. I squealed and stamped on it. A second fell free. Dead, its legs curved inward. The first one might have been dead but I’d not given it the benefit of the doubt. A third fell free. I stomped on it and fled to the safety of the shower, tearing off my clothes, dry heaving, suddenly terrified I had hundreds of the critters against my skin.
Only when scalding hot water blasted my pale skin did I feel halfway to normal again. The spiders were real, Under was real, ergo the conversation between Reign and that thing had been real too. The spider was the queen? My skin prickled, even under the pummeling jets of hot water. I snatched the soap up and lathered everywhere, taking off a layer of skin if I had to. If the spiders were real, then had I really been smothered by them? I assumed Reign had brought me home, but I had no memory of him doing so. How he’d saved me didn’t matter, not in that moment. I was alive. I was home. Back in reality. But, what I’d seen had been real. The queen … How was I going reveal something like her to the world? It would sound like the ramblings of someone losing her mind. Or someone lost to fae bespellment. I needed evidence. I couldn’t write about a giant spider living under London. It went against everything we knew about the fae. They were beautiful, not hideous. Damn, I’d have to go back. I needed proof.
“Alina … ?”
I jolted and made a tiny yelping sound. The bar of soap flew out of my hand, shot between the shower-curtains and bounced on the floor somewhere outside the bath. “Damn it! Get the fuck out of my bathroom, Reign.” My heart beat against my chest and throbbed in my ears. I’d had enough. He was lucky I was trapped in the shower, had I been dressed, I’d have slapped him and kicked his ass out. Forget that he’d saved me; he was the one who walked me into that nightmare without a warning.
“Alina.”
“Don’t! Just don’t. Unless you’ve come to tell me it was a trick, an illusion?” I knew it wasn’t, but would happily convince myself otherwise.
“No, she was real.”
I splayed my hand on the cool tiles and bowed my head under the water. It was real. Tears fell, hidden by the streams pouring over my face. If she was real, what else lurked out there? What other horrible things lay in wait beneath London? Were the scenes depicted on those tapestries real? Now I knew the truth, I almost didn’t want it. This was bigger than me. I was an out-of-work reporter with no clue how to handle the ugly truth.
“Are you okay?”
I laughed, and I didn’t care that it sounded maniacal. “I am so far from okay, I think I might be crazy.”
Reign’s hand poked through the shower curtain, soap cradled in his palm.
I glowered at it. “Drop it.” He did. I scooped it up. “Pervert.”
“I thought you said pervert, but my ears heard thanks.”
“And I thought faeries had excellent hearing.” Through the opaque curtain I could make out a black smudge in the bathroom doorway. He wasn’t moving.
“The word you’re looking for is selective,” he said.
I rinsed my face under the water, counting to five in my head. When I opened my eyes, he was still there. I wanted to rage at him, to scream and accuse him of lying, of misleading me. I wanted to demand answers, to shake the truth out of him if I could, but most of all, I didn’t want to be alone. “Don’t go.”
His outline shifted, torn between loitering in my doorway and leaving. I replayed my words in my head and realized they could have been taken to mean something else entirely. “I mean, uh, ya know, I need to talk to you; can you please wait? Outside.”
“Sure.”
“Reign …” I called, just as he was about to close the door behind him. “I don’t know if I can do this.”
“Welcome to my world.”
“Are you like her?” I asked softly.
“No more than you are, Alina.”
“I’m human, you’re not. What are you?”
“Royally fucked.” The door closed with an abrupt click.
 
 
***


Once I was out of the shower—seconds later, as the thought of showering while he loitered in my living room seemed wrong in ways I didn’t want to think about—and dressed, Reign asked if I knew of somewhere we could go and talk where he wouldn’t be recognized and where we’d have witnesses. He looked at me as though I might start throwing things. I realized why, when I caught sight of my wild-eyed reflection. In all likelihood I would start raging at him; perhaps somewhere public was a good idea.
As we walked to a nearby café, I took in his hooded top, casual chinos, and boots and wondered if there was anywhere on earth he wouldn’t be recognized. Even dressed-down he gave off celebrity vibes. He plucked a pair of shades from his pocket and popped them on with a dazzling smile. Yeah, they didn’t help. Now he just looked like somebody trying not to be famous.
We stopped at a café the Mile End locals called a greasy spoon; famed for its sausages swimming in cooking fat. Reign wrinkled his nose but kept his comments to himself as we found a booth right at the back and well away from the windows. The handful of customers peered into their French fries and dishwater coffee, oblivious to our presence, just as Reign had asked.
We’d walked the block to the café in silence. The encounter with the queen probably weighed heavily on him, as it did me, which was why I’d chosen to postpone my verbal lashing. If he stepped out of line, said the wrong thing, or tried to blow me off with lies, I was more than ready to rage at him. Too much had happened. I needed him to be honest.
I ordered coffee at the counter and kept Reign in my peripheral vision. Sprawled in the booth, arm draped over the back, he’d removed his shades and gazed into the middle distance, seeing but not seeing, likely lost in thoughts of the queen. He couldn’t pull off normal if his life depended on it. Even at rest, he exuded predatory arrogance. All fae had the same deadly allure, but Reign seemed to have it in spades. Was it just part of his faeness or something else? I’d wrongly assumed him to be a spoiled attention junkie, not helped by the fact he seemed to encourage that impression. But he was more than that. There were layers to him I had yet to understand. Like the fae themselves, I’d barely scratched the surface.
His lithe fingers teased a ketchup packet, and I found my mind wandering to what it might feel like to have those fingers on my skin. I already knew his touch simultaneously burned and numbed, but I guessed he could do a lot more with those quick hands of his. Damn bespellment. With an internal growl I shoved the thoughts aside, collected our drinks, and set his coffee down in front of him while settling into the booth.
“I should have warned you—”
I grimaced. “Had you told me we were going to see a half-fae, half-spider queen, I’d have laughed in your face.” A TV chatted to nobody in particular from behind the counter and the air conditioner hummed loudly enough that our conversation wouldn’t be heard. I leaned in, across the table, and spoke softly. “Are you going to explain her to me?”
He lifted his gaze up, then away. “I can try, but something like her … she defies explanation.”
“Try.” I urged, hoping he didn’t erect a wall of vagueness again. He looked like he might try it, and then he caught the less-than-patient expression on my face.
“You’re not going to like it,” he said.
“Really? Because everything you’ve told me has been a bundle of laughs up until now.”
“Sarcasm suits you.”
“Stop stalling and talk.”
He pinched his bottom lip between his teeth and looked down, focusing on the tease of the sachet between his fingers. All at once he looked vulnerable, and lost. When a muscle twitched in his cheek, a delicate flutter of apprehension skittered through me. Whatever he was about to say, it was big.
“The queen is part of the world I come from, part of Faerie.” He plucked a second ketchup packet free from the collection of condiments on the table, avoiding my wide eyes and ignoring the gasp that hissed through my teeth.
“Faerie?” I spluttered. “But it’s not real.”
He flinched.
“It’s real?”
“Yes.”
The apprehension bloomed into full-blown fear. “There’s another world out there? Full of fae, like you, like the queen?” My screeching drew a few concerned glances. I swallowed quickly and spread my hands on the table. Okay. Don’t panic. Let him talk. “Reign,” I whispered, hunched low, “you’re kidding, right?”
Shoulders slumped, head bowed, he gave his head a slight shake. “It’s real, but don’t let that concern you. The fae there, they don’t care for this place, this world. There isn’t enough draíocht here for them to ever be interested. We need draíocht, and this place is barren compared to Faerie.”
I pinched the bridge of my nose and pursed my lips. He wasn’t joking. This was real. Like the queen. Oh God. My little story about a wasted rock star fae had morphed into something too big and terrifying for me to deal with on my own.
“Why haven’t the fae told us the truth?” I asked, each word clipped.
“Right,” he rolled his eyes, “because humans are so well known for their tolerance of things they don’t understand? If you knew we were … different—from a different place—you’d take away what little freedom we have.” He chewed on his lip, his expression pained. “Are you okay?”
“Yup. Fine. Lovely.” Did Andrews know? Surely the government knew. Maybe the public had been kept out of the loop to avoid widespread panic.
“It doesn’t matter right now,” Reign said. “Faerie is not the threat here.”
My hand trembled when I reached for my coffee. “Okay, I’m going to file that revelation away for later.” I took a sip of the scalding drink and welcomed the burn on my tongue. The world hadn’t changed just because I knew Faerie was real. And Reign was right, we had more pressing problems. “The queen. You were telling me about her.” I watched him closely, waiting for my answers.
“I’ve been told she wasn’t always corrupted,” he said. “That a spirit, Arachne, sought her out due to her talent for weaving.” He turned his gaze away from me and bit gently into his bottom lip. “I don’t know if that’s true. Nor does it matter. It was a long time ago, long before I was around. She is what she is.”
“And what is that?”
“Poisoned from the inside out, by the spirit, by time.”
“And Under?”
“Under is a settlement beneath your feet, made with forgotten parts of London.” Reign hesitated. He looked at me, as though weighing how much he should say.
“Just say it. I think we’ve moved beyond me taking notes for my big break, don’t you?”
“We were expelled from Faerie. All the fae here were. We initially spread far and wide, preferring the less industrialized areas. But as time went on, we were forced to live among people, our main source of draíocht, to survive.”
Like rats, I thought, and winced.
“The tunnels under London served as an ideal hiding place. Some, the most careful of us, would come and go, blend in with the city residents, but it wasn’t enough. We saw what the people had, and we wanted it too. We weren’t content to hide forever. We can’t. It’s not in our nature. Once we revealed ourselves, and the initial integration problems were ironed out with the introduction of the Trinity Law, the FA allowed some of us, those who had earned the right to roam, to leave Under. But only the fae have access. A home for some, a prison for others.”
We’d come and gone from Under freely enough. At least, it had felt like that, but it had also felt wrong, as though disconnected from the reality of London. Like the fae themselves, Under wasn’t exactly normal. “If you like the limelight so much, why do any of the fae stay in Under?”
“There are social layers; some fae, like me, have earned certain privileges, but the others either don’t want to or don’t possess the right kind of social skills.”
I gathered “the right kind of social skills” meant they weren’t monstrous beasts. “Like the queen?”
“Yes, but she’s been deliberately trapped. She’s unstable. She has been for a long time. The iron used in the tunnels and the underground reservoir help keep her there, but there’s more to it than that. She can’t—or shouldn’t be able to—escape.”
“Something’s changed?”
He nodded and scratched at an eyebrow, shifting restlessly in the seat. “Time, mostly. She’s had centuries to weave her plans. Her power here is limited, but she can manipulate those around her.” He paused. I encouraged him with a nod. “She’s getting help,” he said. “Not all fae agree with how we live. The queen, weak as she is, shouldn’t be able to create constructs, but she is. The fae must be taking her victims.”
I swallowed hard. “Some fae are feeding her people?”
He leaned both arms on the table, bringing him closer, closing the conversation down around us so we need only speak in whispers. “Fae magic, our draíocht, can be used to create constructs when mixed with organic elements, like the spider construct the queen sent after you at the Metro offices. Only a few fae can do it, which is why you’ve not heard of it. But to weave draíocht in that manner … It’s exhausting. Creating constructs should leave her completely drained.”
I tasted my coffee. Memories of the queen’s encounter with Reign had goose bumps rising across my skin again. “She didn’t look drained.”
“No, she’s getting stronger because she’s feeding, among other reasons.”
Oh God. “Is she killing people?”
He toyed with the packets, fingers working, teasing; fixing all of his attention to that one spot. “I’ve tried to search the tunnels, but Under isn’t always easy to navigate. There are other things down there that shouldn’t be disturbed. If she has a larder, I’ve not found any evidence.”
Thousands of people were reported missing in London each year. Were the fae taking them? Killing them? No, the fae needed draíocht. They didn’t kill their victims; bespellment made their “pets” pliable and susceptible, easier to feed from. If the queen wasn’t killing them, perhaps they were alive somewhere under London. Andrews needed to know this. Maybe he could do something.
“How can you let this happen?” I asked, unable to hide the disgusted hiss. “Can you stop her?”
He winced, and I recalled how he’d dropped to his knees in front of her. Was he helping her? He’d already told me he wasn’t innocent. “It’s not that simple.”
“Of course it is. She’s trapped, right? Find out who’s helping her, take them out. I saw you fight the general. You’re capable—”
“I’ve tried, but many don’t talk to me in Under. They don’t like how easily I’ve integrated with the people here, or how close I am to the queen.” His skittish gaze wandered anywhere but to me. “They don’t trust my allegiances.”
“Tell the FA. They must know what’s going on.”
“They do …”
I recoiled. “The FA know and they aren’t doing anything?”
“As far as they’re concerned, the queen is contained. There’s no evidence she’s doing anything untoward. Rumors and whispers aren’t enough.”
“Reign, this can’t be allowed to continue. If you don’t do something, I’ll go back down there with my cell phone and take pictures. I’ll tell the world.”
“You can’t.” Head bowed, watching his fingers work, he continued to avoid looking at me. I might have thought he was ashamed, if I believed rock star Reign was capable of shame.
“Why not?”
“You can’t get in without me, and neither can the human authorities.” He looked up and held my gaze, all trace of smug-ass fae gone. “Don’t you think they’ve tried? Your government don’t want us in London any more than we want to be here, but they can’t get to us to evict us. Under’s roots go deep.”
“So, what? We do nothing?”
“I’m working on something.” He pulled back and shifted sideways in the booth, resting a shoulder against the wall, so he could stretch a leg along the seat, knee bent. How could he look so relaxed after everything we’d seen, after what he’d just told me? “What?” He blinked. “You’re giving me the look.”
“What look?”
“The look that says you believe I’m lying.” He circled a finger at his face. “A half-frown arched-eyebrow semi-smile-kinda look.”
A hint of a smile lightened my lips. “I wasn’t aware I had a look.”
“You do with me.”
“Then I must think you’re lying a lot, because that’s my default face.”
He smiled, but the humor in it fled before reaching his eyes. “I do have a plan.”
“And you can’t tell me because?”
He hesitated. “I fear to do so would put you at greater risk.”
I gave him the look. “It’s because of you I’m at risk.”
“I don’t think so. It wasn’t coincidence you were on that platform when I needed you.”
I crossed my arms and slumped back in the seat. “Sure it was. I was on my way home.”
“Why did you get off the train?” He asked it casually, feigning interest in the TV, as if the answer didn’t matter.
“Huh?”
“You live in Mile End. So why get off at Chancery Lane at all?” A little more weight settled behind that question. The answer did matter, and the slight narrowing of his eyes confirmed it.
“I …” Why did I get off the train? He was right, I should have stayed on. It hadn’t even occurred to me that my actions didn’t make sense. “I don’t know. I just … The train …” I tried to remember why I’d stepped from the train at Chancery Lane, but the memory flitted away, slippery and quick. Squeezing my eyes closed, I fought to recall the moment. I went back further, to the late-shift meeting with my boss, less than an hour before, when I’d been fired. I’d left the Metro offices, caught the train home, and—“I can’t … I don’t remember.” Opening my eyes, I frowned at Reign’s grave face. “What are you saying?”
“I don’t know exactly. Why don’t you tell me? The queen sent her construct to retrieve you—not something she’d do lightly, given how difficult it must be for her. Last night, she said you were hers. What do you think she means?”
I scoffed. “Obviously, I’m not hers, or anyone’s. I’m a nobody; I do my nine-to-five job, live my life, that’s all. I don’t know any fae or have any secrets. I told you, I have no idea what’s happening.” He tried my look on for size and shot it right back at me. “Reign, before I met you, I’d never even seen a fae up close.” My heart fluttered and a fleeting sense of unease undermined my bravado. This isn’t about me. It’s not. There would be a reasonable explanation. I just needed to think, to remember, that was all. “Why would I lie?”
Hesitating, he mulled over my words, testing their authenticity. “I saw your face when the spiders swarmed you. You weren’t faking it.”
“Thanks, I think. But this isn’t about me. It’s about you.” I lowered my voice, “It all comes back to why you were near death on that platform.”
Reign twisted in his seat and rested an arm on the table. He rubbed his forefinger and thumb together, gaze glued there instead of my face. “I’ve done some things I’m not proud of. And I’m sorry for my past, for the wrongs I’ve committed. But I have a life, like you. I don’t want to lose that. I won’t lose it.”
“Why would you lose it?”
“The queen—” he stopped himself, drew in a deep breath, and closed his eyes. “She and I are connected.” He sighed, and seemed to age a few years in that one gesture. “In ways I can’t talk about.”
Defiance burned in his eyes. The weight of his words, the challenge in his glare; I wanted to reach across the table and take his hand, toxic touch be damned. “What is the queen planning?”
“There are—were—four fae powerful enough to keep her trapped. The Keepers. Three are dead. Caroline was the third.” He bowed his head and focused hard on teasing the packets through his fingers.
“Did you know her?”
A grimace tugged his lips downward. “She was one of the oldest. We all know the ancient ones.”
“What happens if they all die?”
“She escapes.”
That monster would escape. A nightmare free in London. “Why doesn’t someone stop her, send her back to Faerie?”
“We can’t ever go back. It’s a one-way trip. There isn’t enough draíocht here to weave a return journey. Besides, I’m not sure the fae want to stop her. Those that do are too afraid. She has agents everywhere. Spies. It can be difficult to know whom to trust. If I talk to the wrong person, I’d likely end up with a dagger in my back, and if you try to stop one of her agents, another will take its place.” Over and under, he flipped the packet between his fingers.
I plucked the packet out of his grip and caught his gaze. “Reign … What I saw … Are you one of her agents?”
He looked right back at me, not a quiver of doubt, not a flinch. “Do you ever wish you were someone else?” He softened his voice, smoothed it out and added a poignant note of sadness, which tugged on my heart. He didn’t need to confirm his answer; he’d admitted he was an agent by omission. He did work for her but it definitely wasn’t voluntary.
“No,” I said.
“Never? Your cozy little life isn’t exactly inspiring.”
“You know, just when I think I could like you, you go and say some fae mightier-than-thou crap and remind me just what a spoiled smug-ass celebrity brat you are.” That garnered a smile from him, shattering and sweeping away the creeping tension.
“Thank you.” He grinned, eyes brightening.
“I’m not complimenting you. You need to replace the filter between your ears. The messages aren’t getting through.” I tossed the packet at him and settled back in my seat. His answers mingled with countless unspoken questions in my head. It was a lot to take in. Too much to consider all at once. Faerie was real. The queen was escaping. And I had somehow managed to get tangled up in the middle of it. I needed time to process the information, time away from the distraction of Reign. I noticed him watching me; analyzing my face in that utterly unashamed way he did. Blatantly staring. “What?” His scrutinizing summoned a blush.
“You like to argue.”
“You’re easy to argue with.”
“You know opposites attract, right?”
“I’m not attracted to you.” A slither of nervous laughter escaped. I fidgeted in my seat. “Do women really fall for your BS? How do they even get past your love for yourself?”
He chuckled. “Most don’t care.”
“What do you mean?”
“It doesn’t matter.” Noting my enquiring expression, he rolled his eyes. “This conversation, here now, is the most real thing I’ve experienced in months, years maybe.”
I scrunched up my nose, “This conversation? This one? About magical faerie lands and spider-queens? This is real?”
“Yeah, this very one. You’re not afraid to say what you think. I like that. Some find my presence intimidating.”
Intimidating was one word for his presence. “Oh get over yourself.”
“I’m beginning to see the honesty in you, American Girl. It’s refreshing.”
“Give the rock star fae a medal; he’s had a breakthrough. You pretty boys are all the same. Surrounded by ‘yes’ people so much that you can’t hear a no through the lies.”
He hesitated, mouth open, about to deny it. But the denial didn’t come. A grin did though. “Exactly.” He pointed the packet at me. “You’re smarter than you look.”
“And there you go again. Coming from you, that’s not a compliment.”
“You’re also more complicated than you look. I can see I’ll have to double my charm to have you bend to my will.”
“I’m not bending for anything, mister.” The words were out before I could stop them. Oh heavens, he did not just cast me a wicked glance and I did not just imagine exactly how I’d bend for him. A trickle of desire spilled through me, warming me in places I tried to ignore with another restless shift in my seat. Heat simmered in his gaze. He knew exactly what I was thinking and wasn’t about to look away any time soon. During my research, I’d skimmed a few of the stories about him. The stories women had sold for big bucks; stories about the kind of lover he was. A few words recurred in those trashy articles. Words like generous, sensuous, insatiable … and wild.
My cheeks burned. I reached for my coffee, throat suddenly dry. Was the air-conditioning working? When did it get so hot in here? I really needed some air, and space.
“Sovereign.” A sharp, regal voice announced from the door. “By the decree of the Fae Authority, we hereby apprehend—”
Reign shot from the booth like an arrow from a bow. He charged the first fae before the warrior had chance to draw his short sword, drove a shoulder deep into the fae cop’s chest, bulldozing him back and through the café window in an explosion of glass. It happened lightning fast, leaving me and the café patrons gaping. The three remaining fae drew their weapons with a shriek of metal on metal, and while two went after Reign, number three locked his tricolored eyes on me.



Chapter Eleven
I had never been in trouble, never really had anything happen that had me contemplating fight or flight. Before Reign entered my life, the closest I’d come to a fight was standing on the sidelines of a three second brawl outside a nightclub.
“Step out of the booth.”
I lifted my hands and shimmied out. Like the general who’d attacked Reign on the train, this fae warrior bristled with weapons and was taller than I am by several feet, and lean, like a long-distance runner. His neutral face said “don’t-fuck-with-me.” He didn’t look as bone-breakingly strong as some of the fae, but that didn’t mean I was going to test him. Fast? Yes, he could definitely outrun me. I glanced at the smashed window, searching for Reign’s distinctive profile, but I couldn’t see much beyond the burgeoning crowd.
“Running would be foolish.” The fae yanked my arms out at my sides and frisked me with clinical detachment. “You will come with us. Any resistance will be met with deadly force.”
“You can’t detain me. I’m human. I haven’t done anything wrong.” I did want to run. Knowing what I did about the queen, and how Warren had reacted to my human presence in Under, I wasn’t entirely convinced the FA had my well-being at the forefront of their thoughts. My body tingled and my heart raced, throbbing adrenaline through my veins. The familiar itch in my palm crawled up my arm, sprinkling a restless twitch in its wake. The urge to bolt wouldn’t abate. I flexed my hand into a fist, trying to work the sensation out, but rather than dissipating the tingling surged. A jolt went through me, tensing muscles, and before I could think about what I’d done, I’d snatched my cup from the table and launched coffee into the fae’s face. He spat a curse and reeled back, his right hand reaching for the dagger sheathed at his thigh. A snarl sounded—my own. I sunk my hand into his hair, fisted it into a knot, and punched him downward, throwing all my weight into the move. His forehead cracked against the table and he collapsed. I stumbled with him, trying to untangle my hand as my heart thudded in my ears and the tiny voice of reason screamed at me, demanding to know why the hell I’d just face-planted a fae cop into a café table.
“Oh. My. God. Oh. My. God.” I clambered off him, scuttling backward. He groaned, fingers twitching too close to his knife. I snatched the blade away from his reaching fingers and blinked into his dazzling eyes as he tried to focus on me and failed. A terrible, almost undeniable urge to finish him sparked in my mind. Thoughts struck, vicious and precise. I should kill him. Kill him now, before he recovers. My fingers curled around the dagger handle.
End him.
Reign strode in—impossibly unruffled considering he’d leaped through a window. He raked his gaze over the fallen fae and arched a questioning eyebrow at me. “Remind me never to piss you off.” He clamped his hand around my upper forearm and dragged me onto wobbling legs. “You okay?”
“Yuh-huh.” The sharp, alien thoughts dissolved into figments of my imagination.
He eased the dagger from my death grip and pulled me toward the door. “We need to leave. Now.”
Adrenalin surged through my veins. I gave the waking fae one last look. “This puppy has teeth, asshole.” A grin slashed across my lips. We’d garnered an audience who gasped as we rushed by their tables. So much for going somewhere quiet. Outside, a small crowd gathered around the recovering fae Reign had dealt with. All snapped pictures with their cell phones. I heard cries of, “Reign!” “It’s Reign,” “Sovereign,” as he dragged me through the crowd and could imagine tomorrow’s headlines. ROCK STAR REIGN BEATS FAE AUTHORITIES UNCONSCIOUS. Or, REIGN OF TERROR, oh yeah, I liked that one, maybe I should write it.
Reign veered us down a side street lined with terraced houses, leaving little room for hiding places. He stopped suddenly and I plowed into him with an oomph. He steadied me and grinned. “Ready?”
“What for?” I panted.
He closed his arms around me. In the time it took to blink, we’d shifted from one place to another. The world did a horrible tilting, liquid ripple, and before I could focus we stood on the flat roof of a tall building, the London skyline stretching far and wide around us. Head spinning, I pushed away from Reign and bumbled backward. “Whoa, jeez, give me some warning when you do that.” Doubling over, I planted my hands on my thighs and concentrated on my breathing. Breathe in, breathe out … Nice and calm. No need to panic. I hadn’t just knocked an FA warrior unconscious and then fled the scene with London’s most notorious fae.
Reign’s presence simmered like an electrical charge, making it damn difficult to think peaceful thoughts. “I took out a fae,” I mumbled. Cracked his head open on the edge of a table, if I remembered correctly. I’d locked my hand in his hair and mustered a surge of strength out of nowhere. And those thoughts … Was that the adrenalin? Sure, adrenalin can do odd things, but I shouldn’t have been able to best a warrior fae. “That’s not possible.”
Reign crouched in front of me, breathing fast, but smiling, as was I. “How d’yah feel?”
A little wobbly, somewhat queasy, but otherwise, I felt rejuvenated. “Freakin’ awesome.” I straightened, trembling so hard I might shatter.
With a light chuckle, he reached for my face but hesitated, “You have a little blood there—”
I kissed him; pitched forward, planted my hands on his cheeks and kissed him hard, surprising myself as much as him. I hadn’t even been aware I’d wanted to kiss him until I’d tasted him on my lips, and wanted more. His mouth was soft, his lips warm. Fae magic fizzled across my tongue. He tasted amazing. Sweet, intoxicating. Like illicit things, made all the more delicious because they were forbidden.
But he wasn’t returning my kiss. Oh-kaay … I pulled back, licking the taste of him from my lips as heat burned my cheeks. “I’m sorry … I don’t know what I was thinking. I mean—I wasn’t thinking, I just … It must be all the excitement.” He looked at me, brows pinched. Clearly, I was an idiot. He didn’t want me. I’d just kissed a fae; I was falling into the trap. Bespellment. “It won’t happen again. It’s probably because we’ve touched, and you, ya know, took my draíocht. I guess I let you get under my skin more than I realized—”
His eyes darkened. “Because it couldn’t be real?”
“Real?” Abrupt laughter bubbled from me. “Real, no. No. Of course not. Wait? What?”
He stood still; really, really still. Only his hair ruffled, teased by the breeze. I froze too, sensing that something was going on here that I didn’t understand. Something dangerous. My fingers twitched, my lips skewed. How long had it been, minutes? Should I break the silence? This is so awkward. “Reign … I’m sorry, okay? I think, maybe when you took me to Under, that the touch is starting to work on me. The Trinity Law … Damn.” This was bad. The best thing I could do, for both of us, was stay away.
He stalked forward, intent oozing from each stride. My feet stumbled back of their own accord. The look he wore wasn’t pleased. He did “scary fae” far too well. He stopped, then handed over the dagger he’d taken from me in the café. “Keep this. Considering how you’ve just assaulted one of the FA, I’d hazard a guess at you needing it.”
I took it, and yelped as he vanished. “Reign …” Oh yeah, the kiss had angered him. Damn it. Turning on the spot, I cursed. “Reign!” How was I meant to get off the rooftop without him? Grumbling, I spotted a fire door, tucked the knife out of sight, and resigned myself to a long walk home.
 
 
***


With the evening to myself I scoured the Internet for information on the fae. There wasn’t any shortage, but reliable sources were few and far between. Wikipedia had everything from Shakespeare’s mischievous Puck to winged flower fairies. Faerie was mentioned. A lot. In folktales, myths, and legends. The land of the fae. But nobody thought it was real, at least not from the twentieth century onward. Those who did believe were labeled “alternative.” Perhaps we’d convinced ourselves it was a cultural thing; just a story the fae liked to tell. Like our penchant for telling tales about Santa Claus. How wrong we were. The “official” Fae information made no mention of Under, or how they’d been expelled from Faerie, just that the fae were few, they lived among us, and had done so for as far back as records went, so there was no need to panic. I chewed on a nail, remembering how Reign had told me they’d been kicked out of Faerie. All the fae here were outcasts. Maybe Andrews knew more, or suspected. He had said they weren’t meant to be here.
There were other less palatable websites, calling for the fae to be monitored, even going so far as to suggest they wear tracking devices. But as the fae presented a glamorous, desirable image, those websites hadn’t gained much traction. The unfortunate side effect of their touch, was just that; unfortunate, but the Trinity Law and the FA would protect us. The public wouldn’t be so easy to placate if they knew about the queen, and the real Faerie. Tracking monitors may not seem like such a bad idea once they knew creatures like her lurked beneath their feet. Were there more where she came from? Were more likely to be cast out, sent here? It was my responsibility to reveal the truth; even if the thought of doing so set my teeth on edge. It wasn’t just my livelihood at stake, nor was it the lives of the people the queen had to be using to bolster her strength, it was the broader implications. What the truth would mean for human-fae relations. I had to do this right. No mistakes, no guesses. I needed the facts before I published.
After flipping on the TV to chase away the quiet, I settled in for some quality Google time, but deciphering facts from fiction was virtually impossible without a rock star fae to filter the fantasy from the fact. The going would have been easier if my mind didn’t constantly wander back to Reign and the kiss. Could you call it a kiss if only one person was doing the kissing? Of all the things I had to think about—spider-queens, the fact I’d helped a fae-at-large escape the authorities, the bigger picture—and I couldn’t get past the kiss. I touched my fingertips to my lips and closed my eyes. It had been astonishing, and he hadn’t done a damn thing. What would it be like had he responded to me like I’d wanted him to? Wait. What? When did I start lusting after him?
With a growl, I searched the Internet for the effects of fae bespellment, ignoring the ads trying to sell me fae-look-alike contact lenses, and confirmed my suspicions. For most victims—all of which were human, since the fae couldn’t bespell each other—it took several “points of contact” to start the process, but once caught, the victim slid inexorably into fae bespellment. If a fae should take your draíocht during those initial moments of contact, then the connection solidified sooner. I’d touched him … twice? Three times if I counted the kiss. More? I was so screwed.
I searched next for a cure. Separation. I had to walk away. Clinics specialized in weaning humans off their fae addictions. It would be easier to kick the bespellment if I hadn’t progressed to stage two: Feeling. Did I feel for him?
I looked up and caught the end of a news report on the TV. Library footage of Reign fending off a barrage of paparazzi adorned the screen. Beneath the unforgiving camera flashes he only seemed more fae-like, more alluring and untouchable. The report went on to say Reign’s publicity agent denied the rock star was missing, even though he’d failed to show up for several scheduled TV appearances. When asked about the pictures taken that seemed to show Reign leaving a grubby Mile End café with an unknown woman, aka me, his agent offered a smile as though she shared an in-joke with the world. This was playboy Reign: no explanation required. Likewise the FA weren’t mentioned, so it would appear their hunt for Reign and the fact his right-to-roam had been revoked, hadn’t been made public knowledge. Not entirely surprising. As Andrews had said; the FA liked to keep their problems to themselves. The publicist mentioned a concert at the O2 Arena at the end of the week, which he “wouldn’t miss, if he wanted to keep collecting his paychecks.” Money didn’t motivate Reign. I’d known him a couple of days and that was clear. He had more problems on his mind than making that concert. Apparently, he had a plan … But I wasn’t trustworthy enough to be part of it. I couldn’t blame him. He knew I was a reporter. It begged the question why he hadn’t shut me out; the answer no doubt lay in the queen’s words: She’s mine. I shivered. What could the queen possibly mean? How could I be hers? It didn’t make any sense. The spiders were sent to me for a reason. Reign said they wanted something. But he knew more. The way he sometimes looked at me, as though trying to see through me. Was it something to do with my work? I racked my brain for anything out of place, anything unusual prior to Reign’s appearance. I had been working on a bespellment story, but that was nothing new. What wasn’t he telling me?
Shay, the white-haired fae’s words came back to me: He’ll seduce, because that’s how he uses your kind, but he can’t care. Was Reign using me? Was I his newest distraction? A guy like him could have anything, or anyone. Maybe that was the point. I could be his distraction? Something to pass the time. Well, whatever he wanted, it didn’t matter, because it wasn’t happening. Now I knew I’d been feeling the effects of bespellment, I could watch for the signs and keep my distance.
Grumbling under my breath, I searched the Internet for mention of the queen. Nothing. I did find reference to the Keepers. Four fae who created the Fae Authority to police and manage their own kind. There wasn’t any mention of the Keepers having other tasks, and no mention of their names either. Charmaine, the BBC’s presenter, hadn’t been kidding when she said the Fae wouldn’t talk. They kept their secrets locked away behind dazzling smiles.
The TV report continued with news of how three high-profile fae had recently perished in unrelated incidents. Caroline’s name was mentioned and a library picture placed on-screen beside the cordoned-off house where I assume Reign’s after-party had taken place. Caroline had had a humble, slightly aged warmth to her that most fae lacked. She wore a gown of black lace interwoven with red ribbon. Black and red … Like the queen. Like Warren.
I thought of Reign’s face when he’d spoken of Caroline, of how he wouldn’t meet my eyes. He knew what had happened, probably knew who was helping the queen escape. I wasn’t likely to forget how he’d bowed down in front of her hideous spider self. Why would he help her? He said they were connected. How could a fae like him be connected to something like her? So many questions. “So many secrets,” I muttered.
Moving away from the laptop, I collected my used drinking glass and was about to rinse it under the faucet in the kitchen, when I spotted a spider the size of my hand hunched motionless beside the sink. After being stalked and drowned in the creatures, I no longer looked at the eight-legged freaks in quite the same way. Eight glistening black eyes watched as I kicked my shoe off and held up my makeshift mallet. “See this? This size seven is your funeral.” It skittered back, legs rippling. An electric jolt of fear and revulsion spurred me into action. I slammed my shoe down and shivered at the sickening crunch that signaled the demise of my unwanted housemate.
Reign had said she was always watching. I eyed my living room, looking for rippling shadows. Sleep was a long way off.



Chapter Twelve
“Don’t move. Don’t make a noise. Stay very, very still. They’re watching.”
Reign’s tricolored eyes captivated me while all around there was darkness. It took a few moments for the fog of sleep to clear and for me to realize the pressure pushing down on me was Reign’s gloved hand clamped over my mouth, while the other hand rested on my waist. He must have seen my eyes widen, or heard the uptick of my heart, because he gave the slightest of headshakes. His lips tightened in a grim line, eyes flaring. Where was I? My bed. My room. But …
His words played over in my head. They’re watching. Oh no. Unable to move my head, I swiveled my eyes, sweeping my gaze into the dark. Whispers filtered through the quiet. The walls glistened.
Chest heaving, breath racing, I met and held Reign’s steady gaze. Panic clawed at my thoughts. My attention skewed sideways, slipping from his face to the ceiling, where the dark undulated like the surface of a lake. Slowly, I eased my hand beneath the pillow. My fingertips glanced across the smooth, cool dagger handle. I curled the weapon into my hand.
Reign leaned in. His lips skimmed my ear as he whispered, “Put your arm around me, I’m about to jump us out of here.”
I did as he asked, moving so slowly every inch seemed to last minutes. Heart hammering, I listened to Reign’s steady breathing. Yes, concentrate on that, and not on how the walls move. His hand slid easily around my waist, twisting my nightshirt and scattering a flourish of sensations beneath my skin that had nothing to do with the touch and everything to do with Reign’s proximity. He pulled me into a stiff embrace. The sensation of falling wrenched my instincts awake, but I clung on, and kept my eyes closed. Reign smelled syrupy, like something good enough to eat. I breathed the scent of him in while the world around me tipped and rolled. Even when my feet registered the ground beneath them, and my stomach stopped pitching, I still clung on. It felt good … being held. I couldn’t remember the last time anyone had held me just for the sake of being close. My head against his chest, the rhythm of his heart beat against my ear and the warmth of him enveloped me. I could so easily have stayed like that. I wanted to stay like that. To be held. Loved.
Reign cleared his throat. “As delightful as this is.”
Oh! I sprang away from him, flushed with embarrassment, and bumped into a table, knocking over a vase of long-stemmed roses. Water sloshed across the polished dark wood and poured over the edge of the table onto the very expensive-looking rug. Discarding the dagger on the table, I made a lunge for the vase, hoping to prevent it from toppling over the edge too. When I remembered I wore just a nightshirt and panties my lunge fell short. The vase slipped over the edge and shattered in dramatic fashion, while I lay sprawled across the table, giving Reign an uninterrupted view of my rear. I didn’t want to see his face. Let the spiders just kill me now. I slid off, planted my feet, cleared my throat, and adjusted my hair, all before lifting my eyes.
Reign leaned to one side, one hand gripping the back of a couch, one fine dark eyebrow arched and his wicked lips working to hold back the laughter. He’d slouched a little, leaning hard against the couch. “Do you … want some help?” he asked, not laughing, yet.
“I’m good,” I squeaked, yanking down my nightshirt in the hope it might cover my thighs. Reign’s gaze tracked the movement and I froze, trapped between embarrassment and anticipation. “So, uh …” A quick scan of the room: high ceilings, grand marble fireplace, hardwood floors, couches soft enough they’d swallow you whole. This had to be Reign’s place. “Thanks … I think. Um, this is kinda awkward.” Especially as the last time I’d seen him, I’d rammed my tongue down his throat, and now this.
“I was rather enjoying it.”
“Yes, well,” Another tug on my top, “I broke your vase.”
“I noticed.”
“I don’t suppose you could zip back and grab me some clothes?”
Amusement glittered in his eyes. “I’d prefer not to. That last trip left me drained. Unless you’d like to share some of your draíocht?”
His hungry look was not my imagination. I swallowed hard, trying to moisten my suddenly dry throat. His smile had waned, turned severe, as his gaze roamed. I pinched my lip between my teeth and shifted from one foot to the other. “No, I think I’ll be keeping my draíocht, thank you. Do you have anything I can wear?”
“Sure.” He drew in a breath and pushed off the couch to cross the room and disappear through a doorway.
“Stupid, stupid, stupid.” What was it about Reign that had me acting like a lovesick fangirl? I knelt and picked up pieces of the vase, placing them in a little pile, chastising myself under my breath. All because I wanted a hug. Jeez, what kind of attention-starved female am I? It wasn’t my fault. Being woken by Reign was intense enough without adding a room full of spiders to the mix. Damn those things. I’d spent over an hour going through every hidey-hole in my apartment, ridding the shadows of any suspect webs. Where the hell had they come from? How long had they been there? How long had Reign been there? How did he know just the right moment to show up?
Pain sliced into my thumb. With a yelp, I dropped the sharp vase fragment.
“Here.” Reign held out a slip of a dress, blue satin and lace.
Sucking on my bleeding thumb I took the garment with a frown. “Thanks, I think.” I mumbled.
“It’s Shay’s, and it’s all I have. Or one of my shirts?”
I so did not want him to see how the idea of wearing one of his shirts appealed to my bespelled mind. “No, this is good.” Featherlight in my hand, the dress probably looked like a million dollars on Shay. “I’ll … just …”
“Through the door, down the hall, second on the left. You can change in there.”
Reign’s apartment could only be described as regal. It put my little postage stamp of a home to shame. In my short trip to the bathroom, I counted five doors, and I had no doubt each would have a room behind probably five times the size of my entire apartment. The bathroom—where I quickly undressed—shone with accents of platinum and marble. A few half melted pillar candles flanked a gorgeous rolltop bath, and the towels screamed touch-me, which of course I did. If I had any misgivings about the worlds we came from, Reign’s luxurious apartment set me straight.
A quick once-over at my reflection revealed shadows under my eyes that had no right to be there. I raked wet hands through my hair and adjusted the dress. And what a dress. Designed as a gown for the beanpole fae, the lacy garment trailed around my ankles, climbed my thighs, hugged my waist and scooped at my cleavage in a scandalous fashion. On my human frame, it looked absurd. I had no idea how to wear such a thing with elegance, but it was better than the tee that barely covered my butt. With a dash of lipstick, some eyeliner, I might have actually passed for pretty. As it was, I looked like someone trying too hard to be fae and failing miserably. I turned my head and examined my profile. Maybe with some fae contact lenses and ear tips? Who was I kidding?
A soft musical beat drifted beneath the bathroom door and my expression tightened. It was time for answers. I couldn’t go on chasing my own tail. The spiders obviously had it in for me. What would have happened if Reign hadn’t shown up? I needed to know what those spiders were for. If Reign couldn’t tell me, I’d have to go to Under and get my answers there, get my evidence too. I gave my reflection a stern glare. “Don’t let him distract you with all the pretty, Alina. Get to the core of what’s going on here. Cut through the fae crap and find the truth.”
Yes, this was me, curious reporter, standing in the rock star Sovereign’s bathroom in a borrowed dress, poised to tell that smug-ass fae exactly what I thought of him and his bespellment. I could do this. Get my story. Get my life back. Get my act together. And get away from Reign and his toxic touch before it was too late.
I marched from the bathroom and found him pacing in front of his fireplace, phone pressed to his ear. Behind him a huge, ultrathin TV played music videos loud enough to muffle the sound his boots made as he strode back and forth.
His gaze skipped to me, snaked down my body and back to my face where he noticed my wry smile and held up a finger, mouthing, “I’ll be right with you.” I arched an eyebrow, spotted an open bottle of wine and two glasses on the ridiculously long coffee table and poured myself a splash.
From Reign’s flat tone and hurried, clipped words, I assumed he was talking to someone official, maybe his agent. He defended his disappearing act; sounding all the more irritated with each stride.
Glass of wine in hand, I wandered barefoot about the living room, weaving around couches, antique chairs and tables, with plenty of space to spare. Dark colors declared masculine owner. I’d assumed he wasn’t “involved” with anyone, at least the newspaper reports made no mention of steady relationships, although there had been plenty of unsteady ones. Shay though … He had a thing for Shay, that was obvious, and not just because he had her clothes at his place. In Under, when he’d swept an arm around her, they’d fitted neatly alongside one another, in that way perfect couples do.
Trailing my finger along the spines of books sandwiched in a tall freestanding bookshelf, I watched the enigma that is Reign out of the corner of my eye. His unbuttoned shirt billowed as he paced. Lean jeans-clad legs ate up the space in front of the fireplace. Shadows played over the sharp angles of his face. A startling image of me knotting my fingers in his hair and plundering his mouth with mine brought a rush of heat to my cheeks. Swallowing, I turned my face away as the tingling itch crawled up my arm. It was the bespellment. Don’t let it distract you. I could beat this. It wasn’t real. Everything I felt for him was a trick, a trap. A lie.
He abruptly ended his call and tossed the phone onto a table, muttering a curse. Spearing his hands into his hair, he tilted his head back and blinked at the ceiling with a low growl. “Everyone wants a piece of me.”
Ah, genuine exasperation. So he wasn’t untouchable, after all. “I can go—”
“No.” He hissed, and then softened the denial with a wry smile. “No. It’s … it’s been a long few days.” A quick glance at the door. Maybe he expected company. “I shouldn’t have come back here. The FA will be looking for me. But I wanted to see this place again before it’s taken away.”
“What do you mean?” The borrowed gown rippled like water with each tiny movement. It spilled over me, cool against warm skin. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d worn something so glamorous. Maybe I never had? Reign’s appreciative gaze wandered lower. Clearing my throat, I crossed my arms. He could undress me with his eyes all he wanted, it wouldn’t get him anywhere.
“You look delicious.”
“Oh no you don’t. I’m not falling for it anymore, pal. Detective Andrews was right about you.”
“Was he?”
“Yes, yes he was. He’s very concerned.”
Reign smiled and scooping up the bottle of wine and his glass, he strode closer. “Of course he is.”
“He is.”
“Is that so?” Closer still, his gaze locked on me like a predator stalking its prey.
“Yup.” Tucking my hair behind an ear, I looked away, anywhere but at Reign, but found my attention irrevocably pulled back to him. “He thinks I need saving.”
“From me?” He stopped within touching distance, firing off all manner of warning alarms in my head. For a few breathless seconds he looked at me, eyes unblinking and body still. Hunger burned in those remarkable fae eyes. He made no attempt to hide it, his glare daring me to turn away, if I could.
He brought his glass to his lips and tasted his wine while I tried to ignore how the tip of his tongue skimmed his lower lip and how such a tiny gesture could sharpen my breaths.
“He has nothing to worry about.” His soft words, spoken barely above a whisper, scattered a flight of pleasurable shivers through me. “If I wanted you,” he drawled, “I’d have had you already, American Girl.”
Finally he dropped his gaze and refilled my glass from the bottle. If I wanted you … I didn’t imagine his heated glances or how his words meant one thing but the sound of them alluded to something else entirely.
I gulped a knot of nerves and smiled brightly. “Exactly.” My chest tightened, and I understood the second law. Don’t feel. Oh man, I felt all right. I felt how his words sparkled lust through my veins as surely as the alcohol would loosen inhibitions. Damn, where was my conviction? Gone, along with my common sense apparently.
He leaned around me, placing the wine bottle on the table, deliberately brushing against my arm. I stood still, refusing to move or give an inch. It wouldn’t work on me. I would not let him see how far gone I was. He wouldn’t win this battle of wills. I would beat the bespellment, beat him.
When he straightened, he’d somehow moved closer without moving at all, filling my view with undeniably seductive fae. “If I wanted you bespelled I could have caught you from the first touch.” He bowed his head, tilting to the side, inquisitive, alluring … seeking. I blinked at him, sure he’d see me trembling, heard my breath racing. His eyes flashed with a predatory gleam, pupils darkening while the three distinct colors bled free. “Had I wanted you, you wouldn’t be able to fight it.”
Snatching my senses back, I turned and slipped away, leaving my glass on the table. He knew exactly how to distract me, but the salacious thoughts he’d summoned couldn’t happen. “So, you don’t want me, and I don’t want you. I’m glad we cleared that up.” My voice quivered. This wouldn’t do. I was not going to let him affect me. Lifting my gaze I speared him with what I hoped to be a chilled glare. “Why was my bedroom filled with spiders?” Ah, there was the steel I knew I was capable of. If I stuck to the questions, the facts. I could fight this, whatever this was.
“She’s either sending her spiders to observe or retrieve you.” He tossed his head back, downed his wine, and poured himself a second glass. “I wish I knew why.” He smiled a thin, guarded smile. “Things would be so much easier if I knew why,” he said, and draped himself against the bookcase, leaning hard, shoulders slouched.
So many questions bubbled in my head, all clamoring to be free. He dropped his chin and closed his eyes. His soft sigh said enough. He rubbed at his face and blinked at me, refocusing, and tacked on one of his charm-the-crowd smiles in an effort to mask his fatigue. “Why don’t you tell me the truth, Alina? Save me the trouble of trying to second-guess the queen? You know something.”
“How many times do I have to tell you? I don’t know anything. If I did, why would I keep it from you?”
“Good question. Why would you?”
I hesitated and frowned back at him. “Why don’t you trust me?”
“Why would I? The queen could have asked me to get whatever she wants from you, but she hasn’t. She said you’re hers—”
“Maybe she didn’t mean me—”
“Something isn’t right. There’s something about you … Something …” His gaze speared into me. He believed I was lying and I had no idea how to convince him otherwise.
“How come you show up just when I need saving?” I asked.
“Would you rather I didn’t?”
“You have to agree it’s suspicious.”
He blinked and tilted his head, considering his reply. “I’ve been watching you.”
Creepy. “Like a stalker?”
“Exactly like that.” His smile bloomed and the tiredness sloughed off him. He straightened, and pushed off the bookcase as though moments before he hadn’t looked about ready to call it a night and hit the sack. “You should look up more. Think like a fae. You’d have seen me if you paid attention to your surroundings.” He grinned, obviously enjoying my frown. “You have to admit I’m useful to have around.”
About as useful as a pet cat, and just as reliable. “Why are you watching me? I mean, you said it yourself, you’ve got better things to do. You’re on the run. Shouldn’t you leave London?” Placing his glass on the table he closed the distance between us. I backed up as he stalked me down, and bumped against a couch.
He laughed a delicious rumbling laughter and turned his face away. “Leave London?” It wasn’t humor in his eyes when he faced me, but a sharper, harder look. He shook his head and flashed me a forced smile. “I can’t leave.”
He stood too close, crowding my senses, filling my vision, blurring my thoughts. I clutched at the back of the couch, digging my fingers in as I fought through the distraction of him. This was like in the street, when he’d tried to challenge me, but this time there was a wildness in him. This time, his game was dangerous. Questions. The questions helped ground me.
“Reign, what did you do at that party?” I whispered, as a glimpse of the spider tattoo beneath his collar caught my attention.
Where I expected to see regret on his face, I saw hunger and raw, barely restrained need. That look tunneled through my defenses and broke open the part of me that wanted this, had always wanted it. “We’re all prisoners,” he whispered so close his breath tickled my cheek, “of a kind.” Easing his body against mine, he said, “The exiled fae. We’re the mistakes, the forgotten, the denied.” The warm, hard press of him tore out what little conviction remained. I forgot the questions, forgot how I was meant to be keeping him at arm’s length, because up close—so damn close I could taste him on my lips—I could no more fight what I felt than any other fae victim. He was in my blood, he was the sweet poison seducing my mind. “We were sent here like debris swept under a rug,” he said, breathing the words, pouring them into me. “We’re too dangerous to be allowed free roam in Faerie. The queen isn’t even the worst of us. I … we’re not beautiful; we’re not the things you think.” His lips brushed against the pulse on my neck. “We are the monsters you secretly fear us to be.”
He snatched my hand, found the cut on my thumb, and brought it to his lips before I could even consider fighting. His eyes locked on mine; daring me to stop him, offering this one last chance to say no. I couldn’t. I should. I should have done a lot of things. It was wrong. It couldn’t happen. The Trinity Law … I should be the good girl. Should walk away. But I hadn’t managed it yet, and had no intention of saving myself then either. It was already too late for me.
He curled the tip of his tongue around my thumb and licked at the cut. Liquid heat spilled through my veins. I clung onto the couch behind, needing the support before I grabbed him and succumbed to all the wicked desires my mind conjured. A tight groan slipped from my lips. His eyes widened. He tensed, pressing against me. I couldn’t escape, and didn’t want to. He was the danger in the dark, the cruel allure we all secretly desired. He’d caught me, and I wanted it. Lust ran deep, surged high. He plucked my thumb free and bit into his lower lip, tasting me there, teasing me with a glance designed to unravel my restraint. “You taste like us.”
He said it like an accusation, but didn’t give me time to process his words. His hand burrowed into my hair and tightened into a possessive hold that might have hurt had I not hooked an arm around him and yanked him tight enough against my body to lose my breath. It wasn’t a kiss, nothing as sweet as that. I tore into his lips and tongue, tasting, nipping, stealing, and he responded like a man starved of me. It was wild, insane, wrong. And I wanted more of him. Every forbidden inch of him. He broke free as a low growl of restraint filtered through his clenched teeth. He clasped my face in both hands and breathed hard, glaring into me. A tiny fragment of doubt broke away from the madness, just a hint that things weren’t what they seemed, but the need in his eyes, the hunger of his kiss, and the touch … Those things swept the doubt away. His touch on my face poured the tingling sensation into my skin and stole tremors from me. He nudged a knee between my legs, holding me rigid while trailing warm kisses from my lips down the line of my jaw to my neck. He dropped his hands low, letting one play down my back, while the other hooked around my thigh and hitched my leg up. Every heated inch of him burned against the thin fabric of the dress. I trembled as though cold, maybe even afraid of him, of me, of us, but it didn’t stop me from sinking my hands over his broad shoulders and slipping his shirt down his back. I flicked my tongue over his spider tattoo and felt him shiver.
He gasped—a jolt darting through him—and hissed in through his teeth. “Alina. I …”
I didn’t want words. Words were complicated. What I needed from him was simple. I slipped my hand around his waist and sunk it low, holding him flush against me.
“I’m sorry.” He spoke as though words pained him; dragging them up from inside a growl.
Sorry? Confusion slowed racing thoughts. Wait, what was happening? Reign’s breathing held a ragged edge. I turned my face toward his, lips brushing his locked jaw. He trembled, but the change in him was obvious, even to my lust-soaked mind. When his shame-filled gaze met mine there was something wrong with his eyes. They weren’t the same beautiful butterfly eyes I’d come to admire. Bright crimson flooded his iris. I stepped back, but he slid a hand up my arm, and poured numbness in his wake. Weakness rolled over me, sapping me of energy. He was stealing my draíocht; again.
I yanked my arm back. “Hey! Reign, goddamn it …”
“I needed to know.” He whirled away, staggering a few steps before bumping into the table.
Slumped against the couch, I rubbed some feeling back into my arm. He hadn’t taken a lot, not like at the station, but he’d still damn well stolen it without my permission. Once was an accident. But twice? “What is this, Reign?”
He shrugged his shirt back over his shoulders and braced his arms on the table. Bowing his head, his shoulders quivered, his body as aroused as mine. So why did he have to spoil it by stealing from me? “You taste like her,” he said softly.
“Screw you. Taste like who? Shay? What is this?” I shoved off the couch, intent on forcing him to meet my eyes. He turned his head and settled a sorry gaze on me, his eyes returned to the normal fae tricolors. He looked as washed out and exhausted as when I’d seen him on the platform. “You’re weak, you need draíocht. Were you …” My voice fractured. “Were you seducing me to feed?”
“No, I …” He struggled with his reply, and sighed, “Yes. But you don’t understand.” He winced. “It’s not what it seems. I had to find a way to taste you.”
“Taste me?” My fingers curled into fists.
“The blood. I need to know what you are.”
“What I am is pissed off. Goddamn it, Reign, you nearly … We nearly …” How many times had we touched? What had I been thinking? He wanted my draíocht. He was measuring me up for his next victim. The come-on, the alcohol. He’d even dressed me in Shay’s dress; maybe it helped him fantasize. Was this how he operated? Did he bring his victims back to his opulent pad, seduce them, steal their draíocht, bespell them, keep them.
A chill washed over me. I brushed at my bare arms. He’d just deliberately manipulated me, used the bespellment, knowing I couldn’t deny it. He’d used me. “How many people have you bespelled here?” My voice came out hard, flat, like cool iron.
Reign straightened, but it didn’t last. He drifted away, and resting an arm on the bookshelf, he pinched at the bridge of his nose.
“How many?!”
He sighed, and cast his gaze toward the ceiling, like I was the one who frustrated him. “It doesn’t matter now. None of this matters.”
“It matters to me!”
“I don’t bespell anyone. It never gets that far. I …” He gritted his teeth, twitching a muscle in his jaw. “It’s not something I can control. None of us can. We need it. I make it brief, but stop the process before it goes too deep.”
“How many?”
Blinking rapidly, he tossed a throwaway gesture at the room. “I don’t know. You’re young.” His lips skewed into a bitter smile. “I’ve had a long time to collect mistakes.”
“Ten?”
His throat worked as he swallowed. “What does it matter?”
Potent rage settled like lead in my gut. “There’s no mention in the press of your victims. So either you keep it very quiet—”
“Goddamn it, Alina, you just don’t quit with the questions!”
“How many, Reign?”
He crossed his arms, squaring his shoulders and lifting his chin. “Hundreds.”
Dread knotted my insides. “You hurt hundreds of people just so you could get your kicks?”
He snorted and tossed his gaze about the room. “You have no idea what you’re talking about. If we don’t take what we need … we die. Humans replenish draíocht. We don’t. In Faerie we never needed to. We’re cut off from our lifeblood. Faerie is draíocht. Taking the dregs of your draíocht is the only way we can survive here.”
“But you’re hurting people.”
His grin cut deep. “I don’t hurt anyone. I don’t enslave anyone. I wouldn’t have hurt you, if … it hadn’t … If I hadn’t … Fuck, Alina … Please, just …” He speared his hands into his hair. “I’m just trying to protect you.”
Bullshit. “The only thing I need protecting from is you!”
He smiled that stupid placating smile. “You don’t know how right you are.”
“Is that what you tell your victims? That it’s for them? For their own good?”
His lip rippled in a snarl. “It’s not like that. They’re not victims. My assistant has to wade through the fan mail asking me to bespell them. They want it. I give them a night they won’t forget and send them on their way. I’m careful to only take a little, like with you. I rarely let it take hold.”
There was so much wrong with that picture, and he couldn’t even see it. “You’re taking advantage of them. Of me.”
“You? I couldn’t take advantage of you. You’re just as bad as I am.” He barked a cruel hoarse laughter. “Yes, I do take advantage of them. I have to. Take your judgmental crap elsewhere.” He pushed off the bookcase and stalked me down, staring hard. “Women beg for more, Alina, I give them what they need and take a little in return. Is that so terrible for you and your human ideals to get your head around?”
A blush warmed my cheeks but I wasn’t backing down. “But it’s not real. What they feel for you … They don’t really care.” Like I do, I added silently, and then scolded myself for my own bespelled idiocy.
His eyes narrowed, just a fraction, and his lips pulled tight into a mockery of a smile. “You’ve clearly never been fae-fucked.”
I slapped him hard enough to tingle my palm.
He worked his jaw around the pain and slowly drew his gaze back to me. “Feel better now that you’ve got your righteous speech out of your system? It doesn’t change anything. I still need to feed, the fans still want to hear me sing, the queen still holds my reins.”
“Don’t touch me again, Reign. Ever.”
“Gladly.” He whipped around, and waved a hand. “Get out, and the next time the queen comes looking for you, don’t expect me to be there to save your ass.”
Snatching up my dagger from the table, I strode for the door. “I’ll get my story without you.”
“You do that.”
Growling, I yanked open the door and blinked up at the menacing presence of a bristling FA assassin. By some miracle of reflexes I blocked his dagger strike with my own. Metal sang, our blades kissed, fear and potent adrenaline trilled through me, and then Reign gripped my shoulder and whirled me away.
Three fae, armed to the teeth, lunged for Reign. Daggers flashed. He deflected a jab, cracked a fist into the face of one, but a dagger got through and plunged into his shoulder. With a snarl, he rounded on the attacker, only to be met by the business end of a short sword.
“Get him in irons, before he turns on us,” one growled.
Reign pulled up short, just as another flung a dagger into his back. It punched deep. Reign let out a cry and dropped to a knee, his bright stare locking onto me. He’d wasted his draíocht getting me away from my apartment and couldn’t vanish, couldn’t escape. They had him. To prove it one of them locked iron shackles around his wrist. A deep warning growl rumbled from inside him, but he had nothing left to fight with.
Half their size, twice as slow, my only option was to run. I made it out of the apartment before something hot and hard slammed into my back, tight against my shoulder blade. Agony poured through me. I fell, knees cracking against floor.
“Alina!” Reign’s cry barely penetrated the mental wall I’d rammed down to seal off the worst of the pain. This can’t happen. I cannot be caught, I’m not finished. Reaching over my right shoulder, I clasped my fingers around the dagger in my back and yanked it free. Pain flared, but like everything else, I shut it out, slammed a mental door on it. An armed fae bore down on me, face impassive, tricolored eyes black, gray and blue. Dark. Emotionless, but for the clear intent to kill. He would kill me. I knew it as surely as I knew my own name. Cool control washed over me. All signs of panic and the rattling fear, vanished. I peered through my bangs, panting breaths rushing across my lips, saw him pluck a short sword from his belt, and smiled. He had no idea whom he’d engaged. None of them knew the truth.
When he drew up close, I kicked out, knocking his leg away and throwing him off balance. He righted himself with a grunt, but by then I’d twisted, and with perverse glee I stabbed the dagger into his boot. His bellow sounded sweet to my oddly serene mind. My body didn’t feel like my own. Muscles moved, alien commands burst through my mind. Impossibly, I knew I could beat him. It wasn’t fantasy. It was fact. His short sword came down in a wide arc. I jerked back, caught his wrist and twisted. Bones shattered inside my grip. My victim crumpled to his knees. He swung a left hook wildly, glancing off my chin. Pain sparked up the right side of my face. I turned my glare on him, snarled, and punched my dagger into his chest. Those fae eyes widened, his thin lips parted, and finally he saw me for what I was, what I’d yet to understand. Green vapor swirled between us, rising from the dagger buried in his chest, from my hand … from me.
With a start I jerked back and fell on my ass. Reality flooded back in. I tasted blood, my blood, on my lips and felt the burn of agony in my back. “What … ?”
Through the open door, inside the apartment, Reign tried to break free of the fae flanking him, but his hands were cuffed and their grip on his arms didn’t falter. He stilled, his gaze flicking to me, dread draining all color from his face. Hands scooped me up from behind. As before, instinct locked into place and I reacted, as though it was simply a matter of following through on a well-rehearsed routine. I spun, punched down into the crook of the fae’s arm. He swung for me. I blocked, ducked, and punched my dagger into his side, feeling the blade ease through flesh and settle into the wound. Attack,
one, two, three. Enemy. Escape. Shoving him aside, I ran.
“Alina!” Reign’s cry followed me down the hall, down the stairwell, and out into the night.



Chapter Thirteen
Detective Andrews took one look at my bloody and torn dress and leaped from his car. He shrugged his jacket off and swept it around my shoulders as I sagged against him. “What happened?”
I couldn’t answer. I didn’t know, didn’t understand any of it. What had happened? Jumbled words were all I could muster.
He swept a stack of papers off the passenger seat and gently sat me inside his car. “Are you hurt?”
“No.” My shoulder burned but I didn’t want to acknowledge it. I lifted my head and peered at pale faces staring through the window of the twenty-four-hour store. The staff had wanted to call the cops when I’d rushed in, bloody and disheveled. I’d hidden the dagger inside my dress, otherwise they’d have raised the alarm. I’d borrowed a phone, and after several attempts at remembering Andrews’s number from his business card, I managed to connect with the detective. I’d placated the store manager by explaining the friend I’d called was a cop.
Now, wrapped in the warmth and comfort of Andrews’s car, I watched the London streets blur by. Headlights wove milky streaks though my unfocused vision. What had I done?
“Alina, talk to me. Has someone hurt you? Did a fae—?”
“No.”
I hunched forward and pulled his coat tight against my chin. His keen gaze darted from the road to me every few seconds. Several times he asked what had happened, but I couldn’t find the words. Not yet. When I realized he was taking me home, fear spurred panic, and I begged him to take me anywhere else, just not back there, back to the spiders.
“If I take you back to headquarters, I’ll have to file a report.”
I heard the unspoken words. Whatever I said would go down on record. I’d assaulted members of the FA. Maybe worse. Would they come for me? “Not there.” Ignoring his weary sigh, I scanned the street outside. Reign had said to look up for the fae. I did, but I couldn’t see much beyond the glow of the streetlights. I might have gotten away with knocking one of the FA out back at the café, but the events in Reign’s Kensington apartment … I couldn’t bluff that. Did I kill them? Were they dead? It shouldn’t have been possible. I was human, weaker, slower. They should have easily overpowered me. Those things I did, the thoughts in my mind, the horrible urges. They weren’t my thoughts, my urges. They couldn’t be mine.
“Pull over.” I groaned.
“Alina?”
“I’m going to be sick, pull over.” He careened off the road in time for me to get the door open and empty my stomach contents onto the sidewalk. Hot shivers rippled through me and my skin itched, as though trying to crawl from my flesh. Something was very wrong with me.
“You need to go get checked out at the hospital.”
I wiped at my mouth. “No. I’ll be alright …” It was shock. Just shock. “Please, just take me somewhere safe.”
 
 
***


Andrews’s apartment looked like it had been burgled. He mumbled something about his roommate being away, and cleared magazines and papers from a chair for me to settle in. Despite the chaos, his home had the kind of warmth mine lacked. Maybe it was photographs of family gatherings and friends on nights out crowding the fireplace mantel, or the back issues of Wired magazine tossed on a coffee table. His place felt real, and safe, to my addled mind.
Sitting askew in the chair, my mind still, I tried to keep it that way by focusing on how the orange glow from the outside streetlight poured into the room and over stacks of paperwork. Clearly Andrews wasn’t a fan of filing. Scribbled notes decorated printed documents. Some articles about the fae had been circled so deeply the pen had scored through the paper.
Andrews returned to my side with antiseptic wipes. He noticed the dagger I’d placed on the table. Questions widened his eyes, but he cleaned the wound in my back without a single word. His gloved fingers worked carefully, almost reverently. “You should really get checked out at the hospital.” I mumbled a “No, it’s fine,” my thoughts too numb to care. Once the wound was clean, he let me sink in the chair, and before long, I was asleep, woken by daylight settling on my face.
“Coffee?” he asked. I blinked up at him. In loose jeans and a shirt, hair mussed from sleep, he looked utterly civilian and not at all like the steely-eyed detective I’d come to recognize. Even his smile had relaxed; sitting easy on his lips. He scratched absently at his head, caught in awkward honesty. “No offense, but you look like you need it.”
“Coffee would be great, thanks.” He left the room, I assumed for the kitchen. While I’d slept, he’d attempted to tidy. The circled articles had gone. Probably tucked into several leaning stacks of magazines and paperwork dotted about the floor. The chaos brought a smile to my lips. He seemed so controlled when in detective mode. I hadn’t expected him to be, well, normal.
Shay’s dress and my lack of shoes confirmed I hadn’t dreamed the nightmare at Reign’s apartment. Reign. Had the FA taken him? Would he be okay? Damn bespellment, even after he’d stolen from me again, I couldn’t stop myself caring. That asshole. I’d seen a side of him I didn’t like one bit. But my feelings for Reign paled in comparison to the horror left behind by my own actions.
I shuffled upright in the chair and hissed as my shoulder resisted.
Andrews returned with a steaming mug of coffee. “Sorry about the mess. I wasn’t expecting company.”
I smiled up at him and took the mug. “I’m sorry, about all of this …” I winced, shoulder ablaze. “I’ll be out of your hair soon. You must have work, and … I shouldn’t have called, it’s just … I … I didn’t know what to do.”
“It’s okay.” He tucked his hands into his pockets, a tentative smile forming onto one cheek. “I’m not working today.”
I curled my hands around the hot drink and took a sip. It tasted good, sweet, just what I needed. Andrews busied himself with tidying, which he was terrible at. “This isn’t me, y’know; the guy I share with … my sister’s boyfriend.” He straightened, frowned at the mess, and raked a hand through his hair, regarding the chaos like it was a losing battle.
I smiled behind my coffee. He had an awkward appeal, the sort of nice-guy charm he probably wasn’t even aware of. So caught up in his work, he wouldn’t be the type to worry about the little things. “Is your sister the girl in the picture?” I asked, nodding at the framed photo on the mantelpiece.
“Yeah.” He dropped his hand. The cheerful glint in his eyes dulled. “She’s the reason I moved from uniform to SO-Thirty, became a detective.”
I’d have to be a fool not to see the change in him. He withdrew from the room, without moving an inch. It was in the way he straightened, leveled his shoulders, and hardened his gaze.
I mentally scrabbled around for something to say that wouldn’t have him clamming up on me. “You … you’re kinda young to be a detective.”
His smile was a genuine one, the topic of his work more comfortable territory than his family. “I specialized in fae relations when I was in uniform. Fae Command, part of Special Operations, recruited me because of my experience. That’s what SO-Thirty do, keep an eye on the fae, or try to.”
I wondered if SO-Thirty Division came under the same “confidential” information Andrews had mentioned in his car. “Andrews, do SO-Thirty do more than monitor the fae?”
“Like?”
“Like, maybe … I don’t know,” I searched for the words. How do you tell someone another world exists, and it’s full of monsters? “Do they look into Faerie at all? Ya know, the land the fae say is a fantasy, but maybe it might not be fantasy, and could maybe be, ya know, real.”
He held my gaze. “SO-Thirty Division was created after the ’74 fae reveal. We investigate, shall we say, some of the less savory aspects of the fae. What makes you think Faerie is real?”
He was as straight-faced as always. I couldn’t tell if he was testing me, or just asking out of curiosity. “What if it was?”
“Well, then, the fae would have a lot of explaining to do.”
He knew. At least, I thought he did. “If Faerie was real, would you be able to talk about it?”
“No.”
“Okay then. I’m glad we cleared that up.” I placed my coffee down, and shoved the blanket back. Dark patches of dried blood stained Shay’s beautiful dress. Blood: mine, the fae’s, and lots of it. My startled gasp drew Andrews’s attention.
“Why don’t you take a shower?” He could have asked what the hell had happened and started with the interrogation. I expected him to. I did not expect his sympathetic expression, or the explicit sadness on his face. “I’ve left out some of my sister’s clothes. She’s about your size.”
I muttered a thanks and quickly retreated to the shower. No amount of soap and hot water was going to wash away the wretched guilt. Or the gut-churning sense of unease. Andrews knew about Faerie, or at least suspected. He wasn’t going to tell me anything; I was a reporter, and he was a professional, but I wanted to talk to him—needed to talk to someone.
I dressed in Andrews’s sister’s pink leggings, which were too tight, and a stretchy top that so wasn’t me, but I was grateful all the same. My reflection didn’t pull any punches. Dark eyes, pale lips. Exhausted. Wrung out. But that wasn’t all. I peered closer, eyes narrowed, and tried to place what had changed. My hair, my face … Something. I touched the faded bruise I’d received when getting up close and personal with the floor of a subway train. How many nights ago had that been? The bruise was almost gone. The mirror—I didn’t look as I remembered she should. Sure, I looked like me, of course I did, but also not like me. Poking at my cheek, around my eyes, it was all where it should be, but something fundamental had shifted. I tried to smile; dragged the twitch across my lips and pinned it to my face. My reflection grimaced back. “Idiot.” And then I remembered how I’d stabbed two fae cops, and my forced smile vanished. Would the FA tell the police? Or would Andrews cuff me and hand me over to the Fae Authority? No. I wasn’t subject to their laws. I was human. Human laws protected me. But they weren’t likely to forget what I’d done.
Venturing into the living room, I found Andrews standing in front of the TV, his back to me, watching the news, and I caught a glimpse of the period Kensington townhouses where Reign lived. “Hey …”
He flicked the TV off. “The FA have announced they’ve called-off the search for Sovereign. Seems they always get their man.”
“Oh.” Regret and fear must have shown on my face. I pinched them back behind a scowl, hoping Andrews wouldn’t notice. He did, of course. His eyes narrowed. Andrews was too astute to be fooled by my woeful attempt at lying.
“Miles called.”
“Miles?” I blinked.
“Detective Miles, my colleague. He’s dropping by to grab some paperwork.”
“Oh yes …” I reached for the back of the couch, needing something to keep me upright in case my legs gave out. The FA had Reign. What would they do to him? Keep him in Under? Worse? What would the queen do to him?
“Miles said the FA are looking for a woman, the same woman seen with Sovereign at a Mile End café. Would you happen to know who she might be?”
Oh God. Dragging that sorry smile across my lips I desperately tried to appear unruffled. And failed. “I thought you said you had a day off from detecting?”
“Police officers are always on the job.” He said it with a gentle smile, not entirely serious. “I have a responsibility to hand you in, but I won’t, at least not yet. I don’t answer to the FA. I want to hear from you what happened.”
I eased myself around the couch and dropped onto the edge of the cushion. “Maybe I should start from the beginning?”
“Seems like as good a place as any.”
I told him everything. Finding Reign near death on the platform, the fight with the general on the subway, the spiders in the printer room, the trip to Under, the queen, Reign’s apartment, omitting certain heated details. How the Fae Authority had barged in, and how I’d run away. Everything, while neglecting to mention how I’d stabbed two of the fae cops, or how I’d definitely seen the lick of green vapor spiraling from my fingers, or how my thoughts had sharpened, turned deadly. No, those details were my secrets to keep.
“The Keepers.” Andrews repeated. “That’s what links the three dead fae. We knew there had to be a connection. They’re the originators of the Fae Authority?” I nodded. “No wonder the FA have their knickers in a twist.” He sat next to me on the couch, his gaze jumpy as he worked through everything I’d told him.
“I think their deaths have more to do with the queen than their link with the Fae Authority.”
“The queen.” He frowned, more sympathy than disapproval. “And she’s … under London?”
“I know it sounds crazy.”
“Where under London exactly?”
“I don’t know. The place she’s trapped is a forgotten underground reservoir, not far from Chancery Lane, I guess. Reign took me there, but the tunnels all look the same. It’s one of those Victorian relics. It’ll be on a map, somewhere. And the queen, she was …” Words failed me. “She was horrible. I mean, she had these legs, and she sorta hissed, and …” He didn’t believe me, but he was trying his hardest to look as if he did. No matter what I said, I was never going to convince him, or anyone. Monsters didn’t exist. “You think I’m bespelled. That I’m hallucinating or something?”
He hesitated before answering, which was all the answer I needed. “How many times has he touched you?”
I closed my eyes and dropped back into the couch cushions. This was what I’d feared would happen. The fae couldn’t possibly have a nightmare for a queen. They’re too beautiful. Too perfect. The fact I was loopy was far more believable. “A few times …”
“How many?”
“Three. No, four.” When he’d taken my draíocht, when he’d taken me to Under, when I’d kissed him on the rooftop, and when we’d kissed and he’d deliberately taken my draíocht in his apartment right before I’d slapped him. I was losing count, and that was bad.
“That’s more than enough for him to have bespelled you.”
It was. I opened my eyes and turned my head to find Andrews watching me with something like pity on his face.
His lips turned down. “Do you feel for him?” he asked gently.
I couldn’t answer, at least not truthfully.
“Alina …” He sighed through his nose. “Do you love him?”
“No.” No, no, really, really no. “I’m not in that deep.” The pity was still there, pooling in his eyes. Surprisingly, anger simmered in my gut. How dare he pity me! I was not Reign’s pet, not yet. “Look, I know how it sounds, how it looks, but I’m not his.”
Andrews rested an arm over the back of the couch and briefly averted his gaze. “That’s what Becky, my sister, said. My brother and I,” he shook his head, “we did everything to help her. Tried to wean her off the fae who bespelled her, got her checked into the clinic. And when she convinced us she was clean, we believed her.” His eyes clouded, his gaze drifting to the framed photo on the mantelpiece. “I’ve not seen her for six months.”
I threaded my fingers through my hair, drawing it back from my face and sucked in a deep breath. “I’m sorry.”
“Yeah.” Sadness settled in his eyes. “She’s my little sister; I’m meant to look out for her. It’s worse for my brother; we, er, we don’t talk much these days.” Andrews seemed to catch himself revealing too much and straightened, turning serious. He looked like the detective who’d sat on my couch and grilled me about Reign. His work, the detective persona, was his armor. “What they do, it’s the perfect seduction. You don’t know you’re caught until it’s too late.”
I couldn’t argue with him, not when he’d already been through it. He was right. Reign had said if he’d wanted me, he’d have caught me already. Apparently, he had. But, I wasn’t bespelled. I wasn’t losing my mind to the fae. It was real. Wasn’t it? What if I hadn’t stabbed them? What if I had hallucinated it? There was no denying Reign had touched me too many times. The facts said I should have been bespelled. I bowed my head and looked at my hands clasped in my lap. “Did your sister hallucinate?” I asked quietly.
“Before we checked her into the clinic, she was barely coherent. I don’t think she could tell what was real and what wasn’t.”
Oh God. Was I going insane? I racked my mind, going over the dozens of victims I’d interviewed. Some talked as though it was torture, others had spoken of their bespellment like it was a dream, a wonderful dream that swallowed reality and kept them pliable while their fae master drained them of their draíocht again and again.
“It’s all right, Alina.” Andrews’s gentle voice made it sound like it really was. “It’s not too late.”
I shook my head and bit my lip, hating how tears blurred my vision. What was more believable? A spider queen under London, plotting her escape; fae magic wafting from my fingers; or that Reign had touched me too many times and I was merely falling into his web of desire. A cool tear slipped down my cheek. I’d seen women like me, women in denial. Men too. Convinced they’d not been caught. So damn sure they had everything under control. Until they didn’t.
Andrews rested a hand on my shoulder. Such a simple gesture. But it broke through my attempts to fight off the fear and guilt, and revealed exactly how messed up I was. Tears fell. I couldn’t stop them. Swiping them away didn’t help; more followed in their tracks. “I … But it feels so real.” Andrews eased an arm around my shoulders and drew me against him. I tucked my chin in and let him hold me with no fear of the fae’s toxic touch. Eyes closed, I listened to his breathing and welcomed his resilient warmth. He was real. This was real.
A knock at his door interrupted us. Andrews drew back, his face so forgiving. He’d lost his sister, and there I was, wandering down the same road as her. It wasn’t fair. He brushed a thumb across my cheek, wiping away the tears. The brush of his touch warmed my face. There was a moment, just a second, when the closeness meant something more. I saw it in his eyes, saw the flicker of recognition, saw his lips part. But the moment vanished as quickly as it came. He must have realized how close we were and the professional in him shuttered away his emotions. He dropped his gaze and pulled away. I could have stayed like that, would have liked to have him hold me, just a little longer.
He got to his feet. “Let me just … I’ll, er, I’ll just get that.”
Hunched forward, I dried my face with the back of my hand. Well, this had turned out to be one horrendous week, and now I was in a Metropolitan Police detective’s apartment, crying all over him, apparently bespelled by a two-hundred-year-old rock star fae. What a mess I’d managed to get myself embroiled in.
Detective Miles filed in behind Andrews. Slate-gray suit and neutral gaze declared him on-the-job. “Miss O’Connor.” I mustered a smile, noticing of all the things, how he had mud on his shoes. His covertly judgmental glare settled on Andrews.
“Miss O’Connor got herself in a spot of bother.” Andrews explained sounding exquisitely English to my American ears, and when Miles simply grunted, Andrews added, “I’ll grab that file.”
Andrews left the room and Miles’s gaze slid back to me. The corner of his thin lips curled upward and his brow furrowed, just slightly. I may not have noticed the change in him if his lips hadn’t peeled back to reveal a sordid leer. He crossed the room to me in the space of two strides. Warning bells chimed in my head. I tensed to stand, when he planted a hand on my shoulder and shoved me back down. “Well, aren’t you something?” He thrust his face inches from mine. I got a good look at the tea-stained teeth behind the grin. “You’re a tricky one to get to, especially with that damned fae trailing you.”
His fingers dug into my shoulder. I still wasn’t entirely sure what was happening here. Was this a mistake? “You’re hurting me.” I said, surprised by the clarity of my voice.
He cocked his head, beady-eyes twitching as he scoured my expression. “Mm, remarkable, really. Almost perfect.”
“Let go.” There was that iron tone again, almost me, but not quite. A harder me.
“I’m afraid not. She wants you back. You’ve run out of time.” I clamped my hand around his wrist and tried to pry his fingers off, but he simply grinned and shoved his face closer still. His gaze searched mine, eyes darting, scrutinizing. “Yes … I wonder how deep the human in you goes.”
I gasped. “You work for the queen.”
“How else do you think your little charade was set up? Weakened, and trapped behind iron, she couldn’t do it herself. You didn’t believe all of this was real, did you? Your life, your little flat, your job at the newspaper?” He snorted and spittle dashed my cheek. “Christ, you really are stupid.”
I squeezed his wrist, feeling muscles twitch. “I have no idea what you’re talking about, but if you don’t let me go I’ll scream.” Where was my dagger? The one I’d taken from the fae? My palm itched.
His gaze dipped lower and he dipped his head, leaning in close. He sucked in a sharp breath through his teeth. “Up close, you smell sweet, like them.”
I’d had enough, and the quiet, previously hidden place in my head fractured open, spilling some of its madness through. I snapped my grip closed, holding his hand to my shoulder, and thrust my elbow up, smashing it into this nose with a satisfying crunch. Blood spurted. He let out a bark of pain. Twisting, I yanked him down, slamming him into the couch.
“Alina!”
I sprang back at Andrews’s astonished shout.
Miles slid to the floor, cupping his bleeding nose. “Dhe … bwoke … muh … goes.”
“I—”
Andrews held out a hand, palm out, “Okay, Alina. We’re not going to hurt you.”
I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. “He works for the queen!”
“Okay. Just calm down.”
“I am calm!” I snapped. “He’s not who he says he is. Ask him.”
Andrews’s wide eyes skipped to Miles, who blubbered, “Sheh’s ig-sane.”
“Oh, perfect … this is just perfect. I’m not insane. He just threatened me. Andrews, please … Do I look crazy, really?” I had just assaulted a police officer, and considering I’d been sobbing in Andrews’s arms minutes ago, the evidence wasn’t exactly on my side.
“Alina, I’m not saying you’re crazy, just that you need help.”
I glared at Miles, betting if I broke one of his fingers he’d spill the truth right there, but Andrews wasn’t about to let me get near his partner.
“She’s bespelled,” Miles grunted.
“You bastard.” I lunged and locked my hand around his throat. “Tell me what she wants! Tell me what’s going on.”
Andrews hooked an arm around my waist and dragged me off his partner. When I fought, he snatched my right arm and locked it behind my back, giving him leverage over my upper body. “Cuffs,” he grunted.
Miles, coughing and wheezing, reached inside his jacket and tossed a pair of cuffs onto the floor.
“You don’t need those. This is all a misunderstanding.” I caught Miles’s eye and saw the bastard grin. Andrews hooked a leg around mine and spun me around. Before I knew what was happening I was facedown on the floor, his knee in my back, cuffs ratcheting into place.
“I’m sorry, Alina. I am. We’ll get you help.”
“No, Andrews please. You don’t understand. He wants this.” I bucked, and struggled but Andrews had me pinned.
Miles climbed to his feet, shaking blood from his hand. Rivulets of red dribbled over his lips and dripped from his chin. He grinned, teeth bloody. “She’s right. I do work for the queen.”
Andrews never saw the right hook coming. Miles struck him hard, throwing him to the floor. With a groan, Andrews tried to lever himself upright, when Miles kicked him in the stomach. “Stay down, Danny. I don’t wanna hurt you, but I will.” He kicked again, and Andrews collapsed, spluttering blood.
Cuffed, facedown, all I could do was watch. “You son of a—”
Miles fisted a hand in my hair and jerked my head back. A ragged cry burst from me. “You … Shame I can’t enjoy you before I hand you back.”
“Touch me and I’ll kill you.”
“No, you won’t. That’s your problem, Alina. You can’t even carry out simple orders. Is it so hard to kill Sovereign?”
“You’re insane. What are you talking about?”
He shook his head with a dry laugh and licked blood from his lips. “You really are fucked up.”
“What do you mean kill Reign? I’m not who you think I am. I’m a reporter. I just want to know what’s going on, that’s all. I just want the story. I’m Alina O’Connor. I don’t know who you think I am, but I’m not a killer.” A memory flashed; the dagger sinking into fae flesh. The look of horror on the fae’s face and the chilling calm in me.
Miles snorted, released my hair, stepped around me and yanked on my wrists, pulling me onto my feet. “Every time they say the same. Your kind never last. Always burn out. I’m getting too old for this shit.”
Miles frog-marched me to the door. I chanced one look back at Andrews out cold on the floor and prayed Miles hadn’t killed him. He’d be all right. He had to be … He was the only sane thing left in my life.



Chapter Fourteen
The ride from Andrews’s flat to Chancery Lane could have taken an hour, or five minutes, I barely registered the passage of time as I sat cuffed in Detective Miles’s car. He uttered a few words about pleasing the queen, mentioned Saturday, and constantly checked his phone. When his gaze wasn’t on his phone, or the road, it roamed over me. My hands fisted in my lap, palm itching to close around a weapon.
“Andrews will come after me,” I said.
Miles laughed. “That upstart kid? He has no idea what’s going on. I’ll tell him you attacked him. If he remembers? Well”—he sniffed hard, and dabbed at his bloody nose— “it doesn’t matter; nothing matters. By the end of the week, it’ll all be changed anyway.”
Turning my head I forced myself to look him in the bloodshot eyes. “What’s happening at the end of the week?”
“Nothing, if your boy Reign doesn’t pull his finger out. The queen’s tired of him. About time too. Soon, she won’t need him, or you.”
I tied to swallow the saliva pooling in my mouth but my throat tightened. “Why does she need me?”
Sunlight cut into the many lines on Miles’s face, hollowing his cheeks and pooling shadows under his eyes. Was he mad? Somehow, I doubted it, but I wished he was.
One corner of his mouth tucked into his cheek. “You were the failsafe, but you’re broken. Have you blacked out a few times, maybe entered rooms but had no memory of getting there?” He saw the answer on my face. “Don’t worry that pretty little head over it. She’ll set you right in no time and you’ll go back to doing what you do best.”
“Which is what?”
Miles’s eyebrow twitched. “Nothing you need to worry about right now.”
Perspiration speckled my clammy skin. I shivered, as though feverish. “I think you have the wrong person. I don’t know the queen. I only saw her once and I wasn’t even meant to be there.”
“Weren’t you?”
My hands trembled. I cut my gaze away and searched the sun-blushed street outside. Wisps of clouds hung in an azure October sky. The world continued around me, life marching on, as I sat cuffed beside a corrupt detective spouting crazed nonsense. I denied Miles’s words meant anything and instead let them slip off my hastily constructed armor of denial.
Miles manhandled me from the car at Chancery Lane station, marched me through the foyer, and through the throngs of people. When we were stopped at the ticket gates, he flashed his Met Police badge and we were waved on through. Down he guided me, down the trundling escalators, down the tunnels, down where the dry air cracked my lips, and where the trains thundered. His hand on my arm, he steered me away from the people, through tunnels where nobody walked. Out footfalls echoed off tiled walls. Under the glare of the artificial lighting, Miles appeared to age, and his hand on my arm trembled. There were no smiles now, no sideways leers.
He pulled me up short in the middle of a pedestrian tunnel. I looked around us, expecting … something. Behind, as in front, the dirty white walls of the tunnel curved away. The ground beneath my feet shuddered and the lights flickered.
Miles’s white-knuckle grip released. “This is as far as I can take you. I’ve done my part.” Unlocking the cuffs, he stumbled back a few steps. “Sweet dreams, Alina.” He turned on his heel and marched away, footfalls echoing long after he’d turned the corner out of sight.
Rubbing my wrists, I turned on the spot and eyed the other end of the tunnel. Besides some graffiti and a peeled advertising poster, it looked harmless enough. If I’d learned anything about the fae, it was surely that looks could be deceiving. Free, as far as I could tell, I turned away from the unexplored tunnel and broke into a jog, back the way I’d come. Whatever the reason Miles had left me there, I wasn’t sticking around to find out. As I rounded the corner, the tunnel turned from the everyday into a funnel of cobwebs, leading down into bottomless darkness. I reeled back. That hadn’t been there before … Keeping my eyes on the dark heart of the web, I twisted, my feet already carrying me away.
Black and red tree branches snapped on either side of me. I spun, a scream lodged in my throat—not branches, legs. The queen reared up, legs arched wide, seeking. Her swollen body glistened and her fang-filled smile cut across her monstrous face. Behind her, sprawled facedown and motionless in a pool of thick blood, lay Miles. Wide, glassy eyes gazed toward the middle distance. Dead.
The queen hissed, and lunged.



Chapter Fifteen
Fear is a terrible thing. It cripples, wrenches away all hope and buries the mind deep inside a place where instinct reigns. The damp bricks beneath me, the slight metallic taste in the air, the rippling and hiss of a dozen arachnids and their writhing pitter-patter where they crawled inside my clothes. I knew exactly where I was. Knew I was surrounded, buried, smothered. The underground reservoir. Terror clamped its icy grip around me, shutting down all but my most basic functions. Breathe. Spiders scurried over my face, their twitching legs delicate, but their numbers formidable. I breathed though my nose, keeping my mouth pinched shut. Make this not be real.
I heard—no, sensed—her approach, sensed her spiders fan outward, cresting in a wave of millions upon millions of tiny bodies, before they broke over me. Her carapace creaked. The fine hairs covering her body whispered as she swept through her millions, and her legs tapped out a staccato beat. Fast, irregular, coming closer, heavier, louder.
The last of the spiders scuttled away and for the first time in what felt like forever my body was my own again. I didn’t want to open my eyes. Her gaze settled over me like a veil of cobwebs. I knew she stood over me. If I didn’t look, she wouldn’t be real. None of this was real. Just a hallucination. Bespellment.
Please, God, let it be bespellment, let me be mad.
I cracked one eye and witnessed the monstrous body of the red and black queen. She wavered on the eight legs craned over me, swaying slightly from side to side. Red pupil-less eyes peered down at me; unblinking, she smiled. She always smiled, to make way for her crescent fangs.
“You’re not real.” Even though I could see her, smell her oily excretion, hear the rustle of her fine hairs, my fragile thoughts wouldn’t acknowledge her.
“I am not real?” she echoed, her voice fractured, brittle, shattered, and forced back together to create sounds that merely mimicked speech. My stomach heaved. She grinned.
One of her glossy black cantilever legs probed toward me and nudged my shoulder. Grimacing, I turned my face away. Not real. Not real.
“You had served me well, until now. Such is the way of things in Under. Borrowed draíocht will never be enough … Never.” Her legs rippled, carrying her backward. She turned away from me, scuttling toward one of the arches.
Propping myself up on an elbow I scanned my surroundings. The reservoir floor glistened with rivers of spiders, undulating to an internal beat like poison-rich veins feeding into her world. Shadows sagged and pooled among the brick archways. Candles flickered and danced. If those candles died, I’d be plunged into darkness.
“Where’s Reign?” My voice rolled over and over into the cavernous space.
“Ah, my Sovereign, disobedient youngling. The Authority have him … They will set him on the correct path, or I will.” She hissed and turned back toward me, scuttling forward, bearing down on me. She loomed, shortened appendages below her human arms reaching for me. I scrambled back, kicking my heels against the ground. I didn’t want to look, didn’t want to see her, but couldn’t tear my horrified stare away.
The queen rose up, lifting her forelegs off the ground. “Mm … This is … different. Tell me, Construct, what are your memories of me?”
I blinked, once, twice, my mind latching onto the single word. “Construct?”
She cocked her hairless head and blinked. “Puzzling. You do not know me, do you? My dear … Perhaps I was hasty weaving your construction. We shall rectify this unfortunate matter. Come. Stand. You have not yet finished my tasks. Soon, soon you shall rest, and well deserved your rest shall be.”
Construct? It seemed to take a lifetime to get to my knees, and another to find my feet and stand. Even upright, she towered over me. “I’m Alina O’Connor.”
“Yes, yes … of course you are. And the next time, you’ll be Joanne Turner, and the next perhaps … Caroline.” She gave an odd little bark of laughter. “Caroline, yes … Some irony there. Perhaps I will give you a different accent. Yours is grating somewhat.”
“What … what are you going to do to me?”
“Nothing I haven’t done before.” A leg arched high to my right and tapped on the bricks. Tap-tap. “We waste time. You are mine. The time has come for you to fulfill your purpose,” tap-tap-tap, “Alina O’Connor … A fine name. I listen, I hear … They think me trapped, but I am always watching. I hear them talking of light, of noise, of people, of life … I heard this name, Alina … Do you like it?”
“This is”—I gulped and stepped back—“this is madness.” Another step back, another.
“A name is necessary, when you walk among them. A life too. A reporter. Someone who asks questions. Someone who watches, records, reports back. That is what I needed. You failed your first task, to watch Sovereign, report back to me, and kill him. It matters not. I still control Sovereign. I control you.” Her body fell into that left-right rhythm once more, coaxing the madness from my mind, smoothing the fear away. “You are close to him, yes?”
“Yes.” The acknowledgment burst from my lips of its own accord.
“Younglings such as him are easily distracted, in that you have done well. He was my best once. My ancient hound. Ruthless. Obedient. Deadly.” She threw her head back and laughed. “Oh, but as with all pets, he bites. A pity.” She flicked a hand. “He failed me. I’ll deal with him soon enough, but we have more pressing matters. Three Keepers are dead. One remains.”
Left and right, back and forth. Tap-tap. I blinked, trying to clear the blurring in my peripheral vision.
She inched forward, stalking down my retreat, “Once I have restored you, you will forget all of this nonsense. My faithful pet. You will be my eyes, my instrument, my killing blow. And we shall rise together. Take this city as our own. And feed …”
I lifted a hand, but it didn’t feel like my own. Even as I brought my fingers to my face, touched my cheek, I felt nothing. What was happening? This wasn’t real. I was Alina O’Connor. Trainee reporter. American Girl. But this … this place, this dream …
The queen’s razor-edged voice sliced into my skull but I no longer understood her words. The sway of her body held me frozen, locked still. Heavy eyelids sagged.
“There, there … Isn’t it so much easier without those messy memories clogging your thoughts?”
Memories. Yes. My job … wasn’t real. My life? Was any of it real?
“Submit to my will, my sweet thing, listen … listen to the breeze. Isn’t it uncomplicated? Isn’t life simple? You will kill for me, Alina O’Connor. Kill so that I will be free. It is your purpose. Forget all that you think you know. You are mine. You will always be mine. I am your queen, I created you, you are a part of me, and you, Alina, will free me from this prison.”
“Yes.” I heard a voice very much like my own say. I dropped to a knee, even though it seemed a strange thing to do. My head bowed, eyes closed, life seemed so simple now. Kill the keeper. This would please my queen.
Looking up, I fell into her red-eyed gaze, fell into the dark truth harbored at the back of my mind. Alina O’Connor wasn’t real, but her mission was. Kill the Keeper. Kill Warren. Sovereign had failed. I would not. I am hers.
And she will be free.



Chapter Sixteen
I knew where they were, the hundreds of London fae. I didn’t need eyes to see them. We were connected by the strings of her web; the queen poised at the center, and me … I was there too, caught in the center of the pulsing network. Ancient fae burned brighter in my mind, while the younger ones barely flickered at all, but they were all there, all tied to the queen by silken threads. No amount of mental denials would change the facts. Telling myself it wasn’t real wouldn’t alter the truth. I was hers. I’d always been hers. And as I listened to her voice, I heard the fearful whispers from her subjects. They knew she was close to escape. Fear and anticipation strummed her web, and she wanted it, soaked it up. Nothing could stop her. She’d waited centuries. Waited in the dark, under London, sending her younglings, her spies, her constructs, out into the world to weave their magic through the heart of the city. She would rise up, and the fae would follow. I knew all of this because I was one such construct. I knew it as surely as I knew I would carry out her desires, because pleasing her was the only thing that mattered. I was hers. Alina O’Connor didn’t exist. She never had. The memories in my head were nothing but a jigsaw puzzle, a model the queen had constructed to strengthen the illusion, to allow me access to the wayward Reign and the world he inhabited. I knew that now. I wasn’t human. I hadn’t lost my job a few days ago, I wasn’t a reporter. My apartment wasn’t mine. It was lies, a beautiful tapestry of lies … spun by the queen. But everything would be all right. She’d given me one last chance to prevail. And I was honored. I would see her rise up, see her curl her legs around London and crush the city inside her influence.
“You see now,” she said. “Good. Go. Be quick. Be clever. They sense you are different. But they do not know … not yet. Kill the last keeper.”
I dipped my head and turned away from my maker. Spiders rippled over my bare feet, and I welcomed their touch, for they were of the queen, and so was I.



Chapter Seventeen
I walked Under and felt as though I’d returned to a childhood home, a place familiar, but different in ways I couldn’t fathom. No, I was different, I had changed. Each twist and turn I knew like the back of my hand. Some chambers swelled to impossible proportions, others had crumbled to little more than dust and debris. Tunnels flowed through intersections, forgotten ticket halls, and dead-end tracks. As though someone had stirred up neglected parts of London’s Underground system, stations and all, and buried them. Some of it was real and solid beneath my bare feet. Other parts seemed deeply wrong; with shadows so thick they might swallow me whole. Things waited in the dark, hideous, unseen, forever hungry things sent here from Faerie, discarded and forgotten.
The tunnels changed, softened, warmed. Light filtered through in places, in others bare electric bulbs fought off the dark. My palm itched, seeking something. I curled my fingers into a fist. I needed weapons.
What must I look like? A young girl, barefooted, dressed in pink leggings and a silly top; nothing really. My outer shell was camouflage. I was the most deadly thing in these tunnels, besides the queen herself. Her draíocht, her desires, her thirst for freedom. It all flowed through me, pooled clear intent in my mind.
A spider scurried over my shoulder. I swept it off, and broke into a jog. The ancient thread I followed was older than these tunnels, older than Under. I could see the last Keeper clear in my mind. He wouldn’t expect me. If I was quick, and clever, he’d never see the killing blow.
 
 
***


My feet carried me toward the holding area where disobedient fae were detained while the FA decided their punishment. The remaining keeper was inside, his thread aglow with ancient draíocht. Did he know how the queen watched him? It didn’t matter, not any more. I entered the chamber. Empty cells capped with iron bars hugged the wall to my left. Iron had no effect on me, but it did them. Warren stood outside a cell dead ahead, leaning heavily on his good leg. “Can’t trust that girl. She’s not real.”
“She’s hers …” Sovereign said, out of sight inside his cell. “The queen is using her. C’mon, Warren, how did I get her down here? Humans can’t get inside Under. I’d still be walking the Chancery Lane platforms with her if she was human.”
Warren whipped his head around and fixed me in his unforgiving glare. Doubt widened his eyes, but only for the slightest of moments, before suspicion and realization contorted his face into a savage scowl. His scar cut deeper, tugged to one side by a crooked snarl on his lips.
My stride didn’t falter. I clocked the dagger sheathed at his left thigh, and adjusted my balance as he reached for the weapon. Another three seconds and I’d be on him. My hand itched. His dagger would soon be mine.
“You!” He tore the dagger free and lunged. The imagined unreal part of me watched in horror as I twisted, blocked his thrust, and cracked my elbow under his jaw. We clashed, coming together in a frenzy of blows, and yet my heart beat steadily; my thoughts never clearer. The queen strummed her web from a distance. Watching, always watching; tap-tap, Alina. “Follow your design. Fulfill your purpose.”
“Alina!” Reign’s ragged hiss tugged on my consciousness. A twitch of recognition jolted through me. My gaze found him locked behind bars, face twisted in disbelief. No, not disbelief … Regret. Warren plunged the dagger into my shoulder, then yanked it free. His fist cracked across my jaw, snapping my head to the side. Bigger, heavier, he thrust an arm under my chin and slammed me back against the bars of an empty cell. Pain bloomed through my jaw, and my already wounded shoulder screamed a protest.
Warren’s eyes, red on black, burned into me. “I knew you were trouble.”
“Warren, don’t hurt her, she doesn’t know what she’s doing …” Reign’s words wove into my thoughts and picked at a mental wound. She doesn’t know what she’s doing … What was I doing?
“I taught you better, Sovereign. She’s not real,” Warren snarled. I bucked, and his forearm pushed against my throat, threatening to cut off my air. “You’re not seeing what I’m seeing. She came here to kill me.”
“Damn it, Warren … She’s different. She feels. She’s not just the queen’s tool, she’s conscious. We can use her.”
“Different, hmm … Not different enough. If I let her up, she’ll go straight for the dagger, won’t you, pet?”
“No.” A lie. He held the dagger below my chin, and could easily cut my throat if he pulled back. He’d do it too. I knew killers; Warren and I had that in common.
“No,” he snorted. “It’s all tricks.” He moved closer, so close I could smell the almonds and peaches scent of him, sweet and sickly, old draíocht, he was from another time, another place. Ancient. Powerful. Strong enough to trap the queen; once. Not anymore. “She’s the queen’s. You, better than anyone, know you can’t manipulate the queen’s control.”
“Alina, tell him … Please,” Reign said, but there was nothing to tell. “You’re not hers, not really.” Warren witnessed the simple truth in my eyes, a truth Reign couldn’t see. Reign continued as Warren glared into my soul, “I saw something real in you. I saw it …”
Warren’s ragged lips lifted into a soft curl of a smile. “Whatever you thought you saw, it’s gone. The queen has her now. This thing needs to be put out of its misery.”
To better twist the dagger for the killing blow, he eased off, and I stole the moment, hooking my leg around his, and yanking him off balance. He wobbled on his bad leg, leaving himself wide open. His wrist gave easily inside my grip. Bones shattered as they had with the other fae I’d attacked. Warren barked a cry. The dagger fell, but I plucked the weapon out of the air and tackled him. Plunging the dagger deep into his side. The quiet calm in my head erupted into a sudden broiling mass of emotion. “Yes, finish him. The last Keeper.” Warren clung to me, and I to him; locked in a deadly embrace. He staggered, face twisted with rage, eyes wide.
“Alina, no!” Reign slammed into the bars. “Stop! You can’t do this. If he dies, she’s free … She can’t be free. Alina, Please … Look at me.”
I couldn’t move. Broken inside, the pieces of me shattered and swept aside by the horror of my own actions. I was a killer. A tool. A construct, organic human parts combined with fae magic. A monster. And Warren, bleeding in my arms, was proof.
He relaxed, let me go, and staggered back, bumping against the wall. A glistening wetness crept down the front of his black and red leather coat.
I must finish him, I thought. The queen would be pleased.
The dagger slipped from my hand and clattered to the floor. I laced my fingers in my hair, knotted them, twisting, welcoming the pain, real pain.
Reign’s voice cut through the madness. “Alina O’Connor. That’s who you are. The smart-mouthed reporter who saved me on that station platform. The woman who asks too many questions. Who’s afraid of spiders, and heights, and failure? You want the story, Alina?” Slowly, I lifted my head. Reign clutched the iron bars, face pressed against them, even though it must have burned him. “Yes, front-page material standing right here. I’ll give it to you. Everything. All my secrets. It’ll make your career.”
My job? My life? I’d needed the story; his story. I’d had another purpose once. Killing wasn’t all I was made for. Something wet cooled on my hand. Blood.
“No, focus on me. Alina. Look at me.” Why was Reign behind bars? Didn’t he have a concert in a few days? Shouldn’t he be schmoozing with London’s elite? “Yes, I see you in there, American Girl.” Where was I? Under … I wasn’t meant to be there. “Come back to me.” I reached for the bars and closed my hand around them. Cool, hard, unyielding. Real. Swallowing the swollen knot in my throat, I lifted my head and faced Reign. Why was he scared of me?
His attention flicked to my right and those butterfly eyes widened. “Warren, don’t!”
An arm hooked around my neck and tugged me backward, clean off my feet, before planting me face-first into the wall. Reign’s shouts blurred beneath the cacophony of pain bouncing around my skull. Blood swelled in my mouth, dribbled over my chin.
“You can’t beat the queen’s control.” Warren’s words were the last I heard before the hungry darkness devoured me.



Chapter Eighteen
“If she’s rabid, I’m putting her down.”
“Would you just trust me, Warren?”
“I did trust you. You told me you had a plan … and I ended up with a dagger between my ribs.”
“Alina is my plan. Quit complaining. You’re alive, the others aren’t. Be grateful.”
“Grateful you had an attack of conscience before you ticked me off your hit list? Faerie help me, I must be as insane as she is to let that, and you, live. You can’t control the queen’s constructs—what are you thinking?”
“Just give her a chance.”
I cracked an eye. Warren paced, crossing my tiny living room in three strides, back and forth, back and forth. He still wore his red and black leathers. The cut in his side gaped as he strode, but there was no evidence of blood. A snug white bandage embraced his wrist, but otherwise he looked as pissed off and prickly as always. And very much alive.
“You know why I have to follow the queen?” Reign said, voice softer than before. He stood by the window, arms crossed, coat buttoned up to his chin. Milky light from the streetlamps outside pooled over his striking features, lending him an unreal glow, as though he wasn’t really there at all. But I was the one who didn’t exist, wasn’t I?
“Yeah, you’re a selfish son of a bitch, literally.”
Reign grumbled a curse, clearly aimed at Warren. “You don’t know what it’s like to have your control ripped out from under you. I can’t escape her. What she does to me … And the hound. That’s not something I get a choice in.”
Warren fell quiet. His boots tapped out a muffled beat against the carpet. Back and forth, back and forth.
“I know it’s not you. I’d have had you executed by now—I’d have done it myself if I didn’t trust you.” He raked his hand through his long hair, drawing it back from his lean, angular face. Lips pulled tight, the scar gave him the appearance of forever half-smiling. “She’s close to escaping. I feel it. You don’t know what that’s like.”
Reign angled himself away from the window, the fall of light casting half his face in shadow. “Alina …” He said my name in that way that sent shivers sprinkling across my skin, half scolding, half growl. He knew I was awake, and listening.
Warren froze. His hard glare pushed into me. “Before you get any ideas, pet, Detective Andrews is tied up down the hall. If you make any move to attack, your detective friend won’t see daybreak.”
A twitch tugged on my consciousness; her. I tried to move and sit up, but my arms were trapped behind me, wrists tied. The two fae glared back at me, faces like stone. I focused on my even breaths, how the air filled my lungs, expanded my chest. Yes, focus on anything but her scratching inside my head.
“It’s possible, the farther away from Under you are, the less control she’ll have over you.” This from Reign. He came toward me, stride smooth, elegant. Crouching within touching distance, he captured my wandering gaze with those marvelous eyes, peering into me as though searching into my soul. What did he see behind my eyes? Was I empty?
“You’re restrained for your own safety, and ours,” he said.
Warren muttered something unsavory but I couldn’t tear my gaze away from Reign. Panic slithered beneath my calm exterior. In Under I’d been different. Horrible. Cold. Stripped of free will. And definitely empty. But I didn’t feel like that now. This was my apartment, my home … This was my life.
“Can you hear me?” Reign whispered. He reached out a hand but stopped short, fingers hovering close to my cheek. “Are you still with us, Alina?”
“If she’s not snapped already, she will soon. I’ll bet my good leg she was only designed to last until the end of the week. The queen’s constructs do not last beyond a few days. She’s not yet strong enough to wield them efficiently, even if she’s being fed.”
If I spoke, would it shatter the illusion, would I go back to being that cold thing? The thing that stabbed Warren. The construct, the tool. Her tool.
Reign worried his bottom lip between his teeth, his eyes pinching with concern. “Tell me you’re in there.”
“You can’t trust a word it says,” Warren hissed.
“I have a name.” The words sounded dry, and scratched up my throat, but they were real, not the queen’s; my own, born from my thoughts, and they sounded angry as hell.
Reign rocked back on his heels as Warren stared me down, or tried to. I’d tried to kill him. He had every right to be angry right back at me. “Is Andrews really here?” I asked.
Reign nodded, “Yes, he was here when we arrived. He’s, er …” The words lodged in his throat, prompting him to clear it with a growl. “He seems to think there’s some sort of conspiracy going on.”
“There is.” I twisted onto my back and peered up at the ceiling. “I’m okay, I’m me—”
Warren growled a warning but Reign shushed him. “Hear her out.”
The queen was close to me, but not in control. Her control felt like a terrible feverish madness. In that moment, tied up on my own couch, I might have been walking the tightrope between sanity and insanity, and I was numb from shock, but I was definitely me, back in my own skin. “She wants Warren dead. He’s the last. When he’s gone, the draíocht restraints keeping her locked in Under will shatter.” Damn, my shoulder hurt. I gave it an experimental roll. Pain surged and nausea pooled saliva in my mouth. But pain was good too. It was my pain. Don’t throw up. Get a grip. Everything was just fine. Peachy. “It’s all she thinks about. Even now …” Her voice crept into my thoughts, scurrying, like the thousands of arachnids under her command, seeking me.
“You hear her?” Reign stood back, as did Warren. They loomed, poised should I strike.
“I hear her, but I don’t think she can hear me, else she’d have known I’d slipped her control long before now. Maybe she can’t hear me outside Under?” It was almost comical, how they watched me like I was the deadly one. The problem was, they were right. But Reign had said the farther away from Under, the less control the queen might have. I wasn’t entirely sure if I could blame it all on her control. There was something in me; something harder, leaner, faster. The part of me that knew how to kill. That part was me too. I looked at Reign, at the stoic mask not quite hiding the pinch of concern on his face. He was calm now, unlike when I’d fled his apartment. “You tried to steal my draíocht.”
He frowned, and then remembered what I was referring to, and smiled a salacious know-it-all smile. He smiled! How dare he use one of his cheap smiles on me? “In your apartment, you tried to sex me up to get your kicks.” His smile bloomed into a grin. I growled. “You think you’ve seen me angry, pal, you have no idea.”
“Sovereign …” Warren warned.
“No, this is good.” Reign encouraged. “She feels, she cares.” He turned a brazen gaze back to me. “Tell me how much you hate me.”
I hated that what he’d done meant so much to me. “Is that why you’ve been keeping me around? For a convenient snack? You’re a lying son of a bitch, you know that?”
“I had to taste you, to know for certain what you are. You have the queen’s draíocht in your veins, Alina. You’re not human.” He hesitated. I expected him to look away as he usually did when he was about to deliver something I wouldn’t want to hear, but he didn’t. He glared, unblinking, and delivered the truth. “For future reference, you should know I can’t bespell you, and taking your draíocht is dangerous. You’re made of draíocht. If I took too much it would drain you, possibly kill you. Unfortunately, in my apartment, when we were … close, my control was slipping. I needed to push you away.”
“Why?”
“Because …” he glanced at Warren, who gave him a dry look, clearly not wanting to get involved. “Because if I get too close to the queen’s draíocht, to her … it has an unfortunate side effect. I had to make you leave. I was exhausted, starving … and volatile. I’d have hurt you.”
He hadn’t tried to bespell me. I couldn’t even be bespelled. He’d deliberately pushed me away. So everything I’d felt for him, every tingle, every fluttered heartbeat, every maddening thought; it was all real. Maybe these sensations were the only thing about me that was real? What was I? Tears welled in my eyes. A horrible knot of emotion balled in my gut. Was I even real? “Untie me, please.”
Warren growled a warning, but Reign cut him off. “She feels. And she’s no good to us tied up.” He settled on the couch. “If you attack, expect to be restrained, or worse.” I nodded, and angled so he could reach my restraints. Turning my face away, I hid the tears.
I looked human. I sure felt human. These tears were real. My thoughts were human. I wanted human things. Food, I was starving. And I really needed to use the restroom. And I most definitely wanted someone to just hold me, and tell me everything would be okay, that I wasn’t alone. These were all human things, weren’t they? “Am I fae?”
“You’re nothing.” Warren snarled.
Rage twitched through me. I gulped it back, for now. “I stabbed you.”
“And broke my wrist. I heal quickly, call it a perk left over from Faerie.”
“You said.” My voice caught. “You said I’d burn out …”
“By the end of the week, judging from your mental state.”
My mental state. Right. My mental state was going to get up close and personal with Warren’s physical state sometime soon. My palm itched; seeking a dagger. Breathe in, breathe out. Stay calm. Stay in control. I was Alina O’Connor. I liked chocolate ice cream, and X-Factor, and walks in the park, and lazy Sundays … The queen couldn’t have manufactured every tiny detail. What about my clumsy tendencies? Or how I could touch my nose with my tongue. Or that time when I was ten, and I fell down the stairs and broke my arm … I scrambled around my head for that memory, but like all the others, the more I thought on it, the more slippery it became, until it slipped away entirely, and I forgot. Some of the memories, the quirkiness of Alina, had to be my own. It couldn’t all be fake. Whatever I was, some part of me had to be real, and I refused to believe otherwise.
Standing, I dried my face and rubbed my wrists. “Take me to Andrews.”
Reign escorted me out of the living room toward the bathroom, walking close enough for me to feel the warmth of him. But not touching. Tension and lies simmered between us. He blocked my path outside the bathroom, his face the perfect blank mask for him to hide behind.
“There’s so much I need to tell you,” he said, voice hushed, preventing Andrews or Warren from hearing.
“Yes, there is.”
“I’m sorry, I should have told you everything but I thought I couldn’t trust you … I knew you were hers.”
I swallowed hard. “If you knew I was hers, why didn’t you just walk away? Why keep helping me?”
“Because … You weren’t behaving as you should.” He closed his eyes and sighed. When he opened his eyes again, he couldn’t quite meet my gaze. “When I took your draíocht on the platform that night, I tasted more than the queen, more than just fae components. There’s more to you than her will. I gave you a dagger, practically invited you to attack me, but you didn’t.” He reached for me. I flinched and backed away. “Don’t you see? You’re different. She’s created life in you.”
A tight grimace wrenched my lips down. I did not want to be reminded that the queen was my creator … my mother. “She said I was sent to kill you.”
“Yes, I think that’s true. She has something over me, something I can’t escape from. I had to follow her orders, to the letter … or lose everything. She knew I was delaying. Once she had you, her obedient construct, she could get rid of me.”
“The queen said something to me about a hound?” I asked, remembering the queen’s words and wishing I could forget the sight and smell of her.
One corner of his mouth tucked into a bitter smile. “The queen can control me. I killed the Keepers.” He swallowed. A muscle throbbed in his jaw as he ground his teeth. He wanted to look away, but didn’t. “Caroline, the Keeper at the after-party. I invited her to her death. A death I served to her.”
I tore my gaze away, unable to stand the weight of his glare any longer. He really wasn’t innocent. He never had been. He was a killer. I stood in my hallway with a cold-blooded killer. But that wasn’t all he was, there had to be more to him than that. Reign had layers, personas he wore like most people wore outfits. He might be a killer, but that wasn’t all. Why, when I looked at him, was he constantly battling with himself? “Why follow her orders Reign?” I knew the answer, because I too had followed her desires. Control.
A snarl curled his top lip, not for me, perhaps for himself. “I don’t have a choice. Warren was to be my next target, but I delayed and told him everything. I asked him to kill me, it was all I deserved.” Reign dragged a hand down his face, wiping away the wry smile. “He refused, said I should live with my guilt.” He tucked his hands deep into his pockets and leaned back against the wall. “We agreed to find a way to stop her, somehow use me against her. And then you were there, and I … I saw an opportunity to use her own construct against her.”
“How’s that working out for you?” I sounded as cold as I felt. I’d wrapped myself in a brittle shell. I heard his words, their meaning, but none of it penetrated. If it did, I’d break apart.
“There’s good in you. More good than bad. I knew you were sent to kill me, Alina. I just couldn’t figure out why you hadn’t tried.”
“I still might.” It was the truth. My palm itched, urges spurring me on. It was written in my DNA to follow the queen’s orders.
“Warren will kill you,” Reign warned, his tone darkening. “If he thinks she has her fangs in you, he’ll execute you before you have a chance to beg. I’m not trying to scare you. It’s a fact.”
I bowed my head. It still might come to that. “Maybe it’s for the best.” By the end of the week it wouldn’t matter anyway. If Warren was right, my expiration date was fast approaching.
“I’m sorry. Do you see why I had to keep you at a distance, why I couldn’t trust you?”
Moistening my lips I lifted my chin and straightened my spine. “I understand you were using me, leading me along like the pet Warren thought me to be. Sure, I see … I see you, Reign. Now, get out of my way. I want to talk to Andrews.”
“Alina, please …” He reached, but I backed away.
“I said not to touch me, ever,” I growled. His pained expression added to the dreadful weight of emotion pushing down on me.
“When we touch, what you feel … It’s real. It’s fae.”
“It doesn’t matter!” I snapped. “By the end of the week, I’ll be gone, or burned out, or whatever the hell happens to her constructs. Just, get out of my way, Reign, before I do something I’ll regret … or maybe I won’t regret it.” Maybe I couldn’t regret?
Reluctantly, he stepped aside. I gripped the door handle, pausing as he said, “You can help us. You’re the same as her, Alina … Closer to the queen than any other living thing this side of Faerie. We need you.”
With a sigh, I replied, “What about what I need?” And I opened the door.



Chapter Nineteen
They’d gagged Andrews and cuffed him to the heated towel bar with his own cuffs. His eyes widened when he saw me, then narrowed suspiciously. I wouldn’t have been pleased in his position either. I crouched down beside him and worked the gag free.
“Where’s the keys?” I snarled over my shoulder at Reign.
He loitered in the doorway. “We can’t let him go. He’s our insurance you won’t kill Warren.”
So much for Reign trusting me. “If I stop caring, having Andrews tied up isn’t going to mean a damn thing to me.”
He held my stare and witnessed the truth in my eyes. He wanted to deny it, wanted me to be the answer to all his problems. It was misplaced hope. The words to tell him so settled on my lips, unspoken.
With a sigh, he closed the door behind him, leaving me on my knees, frowning at Andrews.
The detective arched an eyebrow. A healed cut sliced through his bottom lip and an angry bruise had bloomed across his jaw. His creased clothes twisted at his waist. “Nice bathroom,” he drawled. “Whoever fitted the towel rail wasn’t messing around, it’s not coming off the wall.” He rattled his cuffs.
At least he was alive. The smallest of smiles flicked across my lips but fled in seconds. “I’m so sorry they’ve done this to you.”
“Considering Miles left me out cold, this is progress.” His attempt at a smile also died too soon.
Mention of Miles turned my stomach. “It really isn’t all right, Andrews. Nothing is all right. It may never be all right again.” I dropped my gaze and focused on my trembling hands cradled in my lap. “Miles isn’t coming back.”
In the corner of my eye, I saw his disgusted grimace. He turned his face away, uttering a curse. I gave him time, listened to the soft murmuring of the two fae in my kitchen and the muffled sounds of London outside the window. When his despondent gaze searched my face, he saw the tears pooling in my eyes.
“How?”
“The queen …” I couldn’t find the words. How do you explain how, from one moment to the next, someone is alive, and then they’re not? Miles was a bastard, but he didn’t deserve to die in those tunnels.
“I believe you, you know. About the queen, about everything.” He shuffled around, getting himself onto his knees to face me while his wrists dangled from the towel bar. “My jacket pocket—”
“What … ?”
“My phone.” He dipped his chin, gesturing toward his side. “It’s in my pocket. Your fae friends are lousy cops.”
“They’re not my friends,” I mumbled. I didn’t know what they were, but friend wasn’t the right word. Shuffling closer to Andrews, I dug inside his pocket and withdrew the phone.
“Find videos.”
I scrolled through the menu. “Okay …”
“Go to Monday. Time-stamped twenty-two fifteen.”
Selecting the correct video I recognized the black-and-white CCTV footage of the Chancery Lane platform and Reign’s prone figure collapsed below the billboard. “This is when I met Reign. Why do you have this?”
“I searched Miles’s desk and found a whole load of suspect items. Evidence bags from cold missing-person cases. Files he shouldn’t have been working on. Old fae cases. That video was on his computer, in a folder marked with your name.”
Missing people. Could Miles have had something to do with helping feed the queen? I searched Andrews’s face as he urged to me to watch the video, but my thoughts snagged on his missing sister. Could Miles have taken her? Fed her to the queen? I didn’t want to say it. Didn’t want to give Andrews false hope, or scare him. I hadn’t seen any evidence of anyone being alive in the queen’s reservoir. Maybe it would be better if he didn’t know. “Andrews, I—”
“Watch the video. After your story about getting off at the wrong stop that night, I took a closer look at the footage.”
“You saw through my lie, huh.”
“As I said, you’re a terrible liar. Watch the time.”
The ten fourteen train pulled up at the platform. The train I’d been on. “I know what happens. I was there.” What was this supposed to accomplish?
“Keep watching. Just after the doors open.”
Frowning at the little screen, I waited for the doors to open, expecting to see me step onto the platform. Ten fifteen p.m. And there I was, just as I expected. “I don’t get it.”
“Watch again. Watch the time.”
I did, settling into a sitting position between the basin pedestal and Andrews. “Train pulls in, doors open …” I wasn’t on that train. I blinked, stopped the video, then dragged the scene-selection bar back to when the doors open again. From the angle of the camera, I could clearly see inside the car. It was empty. Nobody got off that train. I was simply not there. The time proved it. One minute the platform was empty, the next I stood there, checking my phone for messages.
They’d told me I wasn’t real. Miles had alluded to it. The queen had outright said it. Warren had flaunted the facts in front of me. I’d gladly attacked Warren, as though possessed, and Reign had moments ago confessed to wanting to use the queen’s construct. But none of those things made me believe, there and then, that Alina O’Connor was a ghost. Andrews’s video on the other hand showed me everything I needed to know. From one second to the next, the world changed. Before ten fifteen that night, I did not exist.
I blinked and bit into my lip, sharp enough to taste blood. “Okay.”
“Okay?”
I turned his phone off and handed it back. “You knew?”
“Since last night. This isn’t okay, Alina. I don’t know what you are, whether you’re human, or fae, or what, but this can’t go unreported. The queen? She’s real. And the fae aren’t what we’ve been told. I’ve suspected as much, for so long … If they can create things like you, what else can they create? We need to look again at the fae and what they’re doing here.”
He was right, but at that moment, I couldn’t get past how he must see me. Everyone knew. Reign, Warren, and Andrews. They all saw the truth. What a fool I’d been. I met Andrews’s gaze. “Do you think I’m a monster?” I asked quietly.
“No.” He looked so genuine, tied to my towel bar, hope widening his eyes. But he couldn’t understand. Nobody would ever understand: I didn’t know who I was.
“Listen to me.” He leaned closer. “Whatever you are, whatever they created you for, it doesn’t matter.” The tip of his tongue swept across his bottom lip. Determination tightened his face. “What matters is now. You know that, right? What you do from here on out is all that counts.”
He made it sound so easy. “How can you say that? The queen made me.”
“So? We aren’t carbon copies of our parents. My bastard of a father went down for armed burglary. The queen’s magic or draíocht or whatever runs through your veins, it doesn’t define you. Or”—he shrugged—“maybe it does; you tell me.”
“No, I’m not like her,” I denied.
“No, you’re not. You’re sweet and funny, and you talk way too much. You arch your eyebrow when you think nobody is watching. You’re smart, most of the time … sometimes. You chew your lip and bite your nails and ask too many questions.” He stopped and smiled his honest smile. “I don’t know what you are, but I know what I see, and that’s Miss Alina O’Connor, who makes terrible coffee.”
“Hey, there’s nothing wrong with my coffee, I just wanted you cops out of my place.”
He nodded toward the closed bathroom door. “Don’t let them define you. You can beat this. I need you to beat this, to help me figure out what’s going on. This isn’t just about you, it’s about the fae, why they’ve lied, and what they want with London.”
He was right. He wasn’t just a pretty face. He actually had the smarts to back up the detective badge. “Ya know, you’re all right, for a cop.”
“You’re all right for a ghost.”
I snorted, and glanced at his cuffs. If Reign wanted my help, he was going to have to let Andrews go. “Wait here.”
Andrews jangled the cuffs. “Not got a lot of choice …”
Warren and Reign filled my tiny kitchen, the two of them far too striking to be anything but fae. Talking in hurried bursts, they were clearly arguing when I emerged from the hallway, still barefooted, sporting the same bloody pink top and leggings borrowed from Andrews’s sister. “Okay, listen up. Rule number one, we do not cuff my friends to towel bars.” Reign opened his mouth to argue. “Shh. Rule number two, I can’t promise I won’t turn on either of you, but I can promise I’ll do everything I can to stop it from happening. If I screw that up, you can drain the draíocht from my veins and kill me.” Warren was the next to try and interrupt me. My glare cut him off. “Rule three, I am not a thing or an it. I’m Alina. If anyone has a problem with that, they’ll find a dagger between their ribs. Understood?” Neither said a word. Warren brushed a thumb across his lips. He glanced at Reign, who looked at me with an expression somewhere between surprise and amusement.
“So, are we going to stop the queen or stand around bickering?”
Reign’s smile slid sideways. He dug into his pocket and tossed me the keys to the cuffs. Warren snarled and turned away. Fine. Let the ancient fae throw a hissy fit. I didn’t care. I cared about stopping the queen, because inside I knew exactly what she wanted. The City of London and its people. And she would kill anyone or anything that got in her way.
 
 
***


It sounded like a bad joke. A rock star fae, a detective, and a keeper, took up residence in my living room. Reign sprawled across the couch, Warren loomed by the window, Andrews leaned against the kitchen countertop, sleeves rolled up and arms crossed, his detective-grade stare on. I knelt by the coffee table. Nobody had touched their coffee.
“By now, she’ll suspect Alina failed to kill Warren,” Reign said, speaking to nobody in particular. All eyes flicked to Warren. “Unless we provide a body.” The collective gazes settled on Andrews.
He snorted. “What? You think I can commandeer a body from a morgue?”
“It’s what they do in the movies when they need to fake a death.” I shrugged and cringed as Andrews frowned at my ignorance.
“I think we’ve already established this is real. Even if I could miraculously get my hands on a body, from what you’ve told me about the queen, she’s not going to be fooled by a random corpse.”
Reign leaned forward. He rubbed his hands together, fingers entwining. “Alina, you said you can hear her …”
“It comes and goes. If I listen hard, I can hear her, but I’d rather not.”
“She was adamant Warren had to die before the end of the week. Any idea why?”
I bowed my head. “No, only that Saturday is important.” Miles had mentioned Saturday too.
“I know why.” Warren practically growled. “If she can get rid of me, she can escape Under. If I die, the ties the Keepers wove to bind her years ago, will unravel. Once she’s out though, she needs to feed. Right now, she’s a fraction of her former self. She’s weak. Cut off from Faerie, she’s not gorged herself in centuries. The first thing she’ll do is search for a crowd, somewhere people gather, so she can harvest draíocht.”
“Okay, so … a park? A cinema?”
“Bigger.” Warren smiled a twisted, bitter smile. “You think you’ve seen the queen in her true form. You haven’t. Think bigger. Think much, much bigger.”
Reign nodded, confirming something in his mind. “I’ll cancel the concert.”
The concert. His concert, at the O2 Arena. Twenty thousand fans all crammed into the space inside London’s millennium dome. “Is that Saturday?”
“Yeah. I’ve missed all the rehearsals.” He shrugged. “Being perfect isn’t something you can practice.”
“Cancel it. You weren’t going to go ahead anyway, surely?”
“Yeah, I was.” He stretched his legs beneath the coffee table and threaded his fingers through his hair, sucking in a deep breath. “It would have been my last. I planned on going out in a blaze of glory.” He saw me gaping at him. “What? Fine, go ahead and judge me, you seem to enjoy it. The music is the only thing I have in my life that’s mine, the only thing I have control over. I’d have thought you, of all people, would understand that, American Girl.”
“After everything that’s happened, you were still going to go ahead?”
“Until the FA picked me up. Now I’m out … thanks to Warren. They can crash my gig if they want. The resulting show would be worth the ticket price ten times over.”
“You have to cancel.”
“I know …” He puffed a sigh. “I will.”
“No. Don’t.” Andrews had stayed mostly quiet since I’d freed him. But he’d been watching the two fae closely. Taking it all in, probably filing it away in his head for later use. “Twenty thousand people in one place? Cancel it, and then what? If she gets out, she’ll roam the city, right? That’s the last thing anyone wants. At least we’ll know where she’s going. Shit, this is insane … Why aren’t we bringing Special Ops in on this now? Firearms Command SO-Nineteen?”
“What are they going to do?”
“Shoot the bitch.”
“They can’t get to Under. Nobody can unless they’re fae. You said it yourself. You’ve searched Chancery Lane and couldn’t find a damn thing out of place down there. They’ll just get lost in the tunnels. Bring the SAS, bring the army, but they can’t do anything before she’s out. If she gets out … She can’t get out unless Warren’s dead—”
“Wrong again.” Warren grinned, revealing a glimpse of sharp fae canines. “Three Keepers dead. I’m the only one left. When we bound her, we were younger, our draíocht fresh from Faerie, and much stronger. Centuries have passed, and we’ve not had enough strength to reinforce her prison. There isn’t enough draíocht here. As each Keeper fell”—his gaze skipped to Reign, who winced and dropped his head back, squeezing his eyes closed—“their binds unraveled. I’ll do what I can, and keep her trapped for as long as possible, but there’s a chance she’ll escape, given time.”
“How much time?”
Warren’s throat moved as he swallowed. He bowed his head, and with a sigh admitted, “I don’t know.”
Andrews spat a curse. “There must be something …”
Warren’s glare cut deep. “We have the queen’s own construct right here, and her hound.”
Reign jolted, as though startled. I caught a glimpse of the disgust on his face before he turned away, and glowered at Warren. “Don’t.”
“You might not like it, Sovereign, but the truth of what you are isn’t going away.”
Reign was on his feet and pacing within seconds. Teeth gritted, head bowed, his gaze flicked, thoughts working. “I can’t.”
“You could. The hound will kill anything in its way.”
Andrews caught my eye with a question in his gaze, but all I could do was shrug. “What is this hound?” I asked both fae.
A growl, more beast than human, rumbled from Reign’s chest, up his throat, and bubbled from his lips. Instincts, human or fae, wrenched me to my feet and had me staggering back. What the hell?
“A nightmare.” He flicked his eyes to me, and in a glimmer between one moment and the next, something else looked out from inside him. His eyes widened with fear and he whirled on Warren. “I can’t control it!” He threw his hands up. “I’m not discussing this.”
“You’re afraid.”
“Yes, I’m afraid. Which is what you should be. All of you.” He scooped up his coat and strode from my apartment, slamming the door behind him.
Andrews, beside me, shrugged slightly. “Touchy subject.”
Warren’s gaze on me felt like the crawl of those spiders. “What is the hound?” I asked again, softly, refusing to let the prickly ancient fae wriggle out of answering.
“The reason he pushes you away.” Warren’s lip curled.
Andrews tensed. “We don’t have time for him to have a crisis. Whatever it is, he needs to deal with it. Can this hound thing help us?”
“As much as any force of nature helps anyone.”
Vague, much. “Warren, what about me? I’m her construct. Reign said you could use me. What can I do?”
He leaned back against the wall and rubbed at his chin. “You’re able to get closer to her than anyone this side of Faerie.”
I shivered. Did he know just how close I’d been? “Reign was close when I saw them meet.”
Warren raised his brow. “She’s in your blood. In the way you move. I hear her in your voice. You’re as close as mother and daughter. She can’t control you physically, not once you’ve been set on your task, so you could walk right up to her now and look her in those red eyes, and she wouldn’t stop you.”
I wasn’t so sure about that. Bow down to her maybe. The memory of doing just that turned my stomach. What had I been thinking? I hadn’t. That was the point. She’d been thinking for me. I couldn’t go back there. I didn’t want her in my head again. I didn’t want to be that thing again.
“You’re her weakness, or you would be, if there was a way to stop her manipulating you.”
Andrews had bowed his head. “There must be a way. We can’t let this happen. What about the fae in Under? Surely they don’t want her out? She’ll ruin everything your kind have worked for. The freedom, the attention … If the people see what you’re really like, they won’t let you live among them. Not anymore.” He spoke with surprising vehemence, and I couldn’t blame him. A fae had taken his sister. He knew what they were capable of, and that was before you turned them into monsters living below London’s streets.
Warren’s smile was a sorry thing, laden with regret. “We’re all glimmers of what we once were. Most are afraid, in denial, and would rather pretend they can live perfectly fine among humans than deal with the queen. The younger ones hardly even know what they’re capable of. And then there are those that believe she can free us all. The queen is old draíocht, from another time, another place … We’re all lesser, shells of what we were, what we could be. Those who might rise against her, she’d crush.” He drew in a deep breath. “The FA are the only ones who might be able to help, but right now, they’re more interested in stopping Reign, and me, considering I let him out of confinement.”
“Surely they’d rally around a greater threat?” I asked.
“Yes, once me, Reign, and you, are behind bars. But what do you think they’ll be able to do against the queen, Alina?”
Every member of the Fae Authority I’d met had been pretty damn terrifying. They certainly wouldn’t hesitate in trying to stop her. Put a few of them together, and they were formidable. “We should get them on our side, somehow, and before Saturday.” I raised an eyebrow at Warren. “Didn’t you and the Keepers create the FA? Don’t you have some sort of power over them?”
“No. We created them, put the laws in place, gave them command over their own means of operating. They’re independent. It had to be that way to have any hope of controlling the fae.”
I’d blown any chance of talking to them when I’d stabbed two in Reign’s apartment, a memory I wasn’t particularly keen on reliving. They’d lock me up before I could say “boo.” I wasn’t human. They had authority over me. Resistance would be met with deadly force.
“You’re our best chance, Alina,” Warren said. “You’re the only thing that can get close to her before Saturday, before she escapes.”
Andrews lifted his head. “It’s suicide. The queen will kill her.”
“She’s dead anyway.”
“You don’t know that.” Andrews shoved off the kitchen counter. “You’re meant to be some hot-shot ancient fae, why don’t you go see the queen, huh? Do something? This is happening because you didn’t get it right the first time.”
Warren’s lip rippled. “Back down, Detective. You have no idea who or what you’re talking to.”
“It’s okay.” I rested a hand on Andrews’s shoulder. I had days to live, according to Warren. Days in which I could wallow in self-pity, bemoaning a life that wasn’t mine, or try and make a difference. “She won’t kill me … She created me. Maybe … maybe I can get close enough to do some damage.” The memory of her huge and hideous body, with its glistening carapace, poured sickly shivers through me.
Andrews whirled, as though alarmed. For a second, he looked almost surprised. He dropped his gaze to my hand, then his face softened. “Okay … fine. I need to check in with work and inform the right people of what’s going on here.”
“They won’t believe you.”
He hesitated, lips twisting, wanting to deny it. “I can’t just do nothing. My partner was bespelled by the queen. How many others are involved? I can’t sit on this, Alina. I just can’t.”
“Tell the FA.” I glanced at Warren who shook his head; screw him. Someone besides the people in this room had to know what was going on. “They’ll listen to you.”
“And then lock us away behind iron bars,” Warren chimed in.
I shot him a glare, and told Andrews, “Don’t worry about us. I’ll find a way to make it work.” Hey, look at me, sounding like I knew what the hell I was doing when really I didn’t have a clue. “Get the FA involved and, if you can, convince them they need Reign and Warren free, so we can lure the queen in.”
Andrews nodded, “Okay—”
Reign burst through the door. “FA, coming in hot. We have to get out of here, now.” Warren crossed the room in a few strides and was out the door in seconds. Reign hung back, hand out, waiting for me to take it. “Alina, c’mon … You need to come with me now.”
Andrews gave me a reluctant nod. “Go, I’ll tell them everything, and hope they listen.” I didn’t want to leave him. He was caught up in this and seemed so out of place. He must have seen the concern on my face. “I’ll be fine, go.”
I closed my hand around Reign’s, ignoring the tingle, and glanced back as he dragged me from my home. Andrews had already turned away.



Chapter Twenty
“Why are we here?”
“We’re running out of places to go.” Reign dropped his hood and tossed the hotel keycard onto the desk. “We’ll be fine here while Warren replenishes his draíocht reserves.”
The prickly ancient fae would be feeding and, although it was necessary, unease crawled across my skin at the thought of what he’d be doing a few doors down. Reign had said he was careful not to bespell his victims, but I didn’t trust Warren to be as thoughtful.
Two queen-size beds dominated our boxy hotel room. I drifted to the window and opened the curtains. Outside, the waters of Victoria Dock glistened beneath a weak October sun. The docklands of London’s East End had undergone a huge regeneration project in recent years, and where once goods had been craned from ships on the Thames, now luxury apartments and five-star hotels lined the water’s edge. If I stood on my tiptoes, I could just make out the twelve yellow steel masts supporting the millennium dome structure in the distance; the venue for Reign’s concert. The brochure in the hotel foyer said each mast represented the hours on a clock face, due to the prime meridian passing through the structure. Time was fast running out for me. Seeing it with my own eyes reminded me how close Saturday was.
“Are you okay?” Reign asked.
Arms crossed, I didn’t turn, but blinked at Reign’s ghostly reflection in the window. “I’ll be fine.”
He shrugged off his coat and ruffled his hair before dropping onto the bed, hands laced behind his head, lithe body relaxed. I watched his reflection, taking in the sight of Sovereign without him knowing. I hardly knew him, really. But in the days since we’d met, my world had changed. No, that wasn’t strictly true. Before we met, my world hadn’t existed. Did I owe my life to him? I had to wonder what went wrong on the Chancery Lane platform. Why didn’t I kill him, as I’d been designed to do? I distinctly remembered my concerns about a job that wasn’t real, and how he’d intrigued me … The near unconscious rock star fae. I’d wanted his story. It was all I’d cared about, to begin with. Perhaps the queen made a mistake. Whatever magic she used to create my past, she’d made me too real. Too authentic. That fake past became important to me, more so than my mission to kill Reign.
“It happened when we touched,” he said softly.
I jumped, roused from my thoughts by his voice. “What did?”
He turned his head, expression so neutral it had to be forced. “When we first touched on the station platform, I stole your draíocht, and muddied the queen’s control over you.” Lifting his gaze, he peered at the ceiling. “Fae don’t usually trade draíocht. It’s like a tug-of-war, ultimately pointless. When I took yours, thinking you were human, I drew the queen’s draíocht into me and broke her spell; not all of it, or I might have unraveled you right there on the platform.”
“Unraveled me? What does that even mean?” I turned my back on the windows and faced him. “Reign, I …” My voice caught. I swallowed, or tried to, but a wedge of emotion clogged my throat. I couldn’t fall apart. Not yet. When this was over, when Saturday came and went, when we tried to stop the queen, failed or succeeded. Only then could I drop to my knees and cry my eyes out. But not yet. I had to keep it together, just for a little while longer. Even if I wanted nothing more in that moment than to crawl under the covers and hide from a world I didn’t belong in.
I lifted my gaze slowly and found Reign watching, fae eyes bright with understanding. It was too much. I turned to face the windows. Shutting him out, drilling the dregs of strength through my limbs. I would not fall apart in front of him. If I shattered, here and now, I might never recover the pieces of myself.
He didn’t mention the emotion he must have seen on my face, and I was grateful for that. “The draíocht here,” he said. “The magic we harvest, the residue of it in your world, it’s weak. But when the queen feeds, she takes the weakened draíocht into her, turning it dark, and powerful. That changed draíocht is in you. The queen, and … and the hound; those things aren’t part of this world. Neither are you.”
I swallowed, and jumped on mention of the hound, watching his reflection closely. “The hound … What is it?” He didn’t respond, didn’t move, didn’t even blink. I waited, but the silence dragged on. Leaning back against the window, I tried his tactic of attempting to stare the answer out of him, but he wasn’t even looking at me. He focused in the middle distance, thoughts far away. “Reign, is it one of your many talents?” I inquired lightly, hoping to lift the mood, just a little, enough to get him to open up.
He rolled onto his side and propped his head up on his hand. “You’re unique, y’know. Constructs don’t have feelings or think for themselves.”
“We were talking about you.”
“No, you were. I want to talk about you.” His fingers tapped out a beat on the bed. “When I took your draíocht on the platform, I thought you were there to kill me. I could barely move to defend myself. Then you looked at me like I was the puzzle, with hunger in your eyes.”
“You knew from that moment I wasn’t real?”
He nodded, eyes on me, checking for my reaction. “I knew you weren’t what you appeared to be.”
It bothered me. Everything he’d said, everything he’d done, he’d been watching me, testing me, waiting for me to snap. And I’d thought … what? That he liked me? That we could have been friends? Maybe more? What a joke. I’d pushed him away, thinking the Trinity Law would protect me when in reality, the three laws didn’t even apply to a construct.
“When was the last time you had chocolate cake?” Reign asked, voice light, laced with enthusiasm.
“Huh?”
“Well, you’ve only been around a few days. So, you’ve never had chocolate cake, right?”
Was he deliberately distracting me? Had my thoughts been so easy to read on my face? “I guess.” I remembered cake, but as I scrabbled around my head searching for the memory, the taste, I couldn’t find it. The fake memories were superficial, just skin deep. My lips twisted, frown cutting deep.
“Strawberries?” he asked, getting to his feet and veering around the bed.
“What?”
“Strawberries. Ice cream. Steak.” With each word, his smile grew and a playful laughter brightened his eyes. “And chocolate. Have you eaten chocolate at all in the past few days?”
“No, I …” I hadn’t eaten much of anything, and yet I didn’t feel hungry, at least not for food. There was something … a hunger, a need … not to be alone.
“You haven’t lived.” He announced, with an utterly over the top flourish. “We need to rectify that, right now.”
“Reign, please … I don’t think ….”
He strode to the door, opened it, and turned back, pure wickedness playing in his eyes. “C’mon, live a little, American Girl.”
“You’ll be recognized.”
“It’ll be worth it. I promise.”
“I—”
“Alina”—he purred my name, in that way he must know shortened my breath and quickened my heart—“you can’t spend another minute of your life without having tasted chocolate.”
“But the FA, the queen …” I was already halfway across the room, with no memory of moving. I wanted to go with him, to experience things I apparently never had before. The way he smiled, the dance of mischief in his eyes … I couldn’t say no, even though this was his way of avoiding my questions.
“What do you have to lose?” he asked, lowering his voice and giving me the kind of scandalous look that drove the paparazzi wild.
Nothing.
 
 
What started off as a sedate meal in a nearby dockside restaurant turned into a veritable feast. I argued there had to be something more useful we could be doing, but Reign brushed my concerns aside. “There is nothing more important than living,” he said, and then added, “and chocolate.” Reign ordered for me, foreign pronunciations rolling off his tongue. There was no way I could eat it all, but he insisted I try. The more peculiar it sounded, the more he urged me on. We tried sautéed vegetables, and salmon, and poached pears, and tangles of pasta, and chocolate fudge cake with ice-cream. I thought I remembered all these things, but I’d been wrong about that too.
He fit right in beneath the subdued lighting and among the chink of crystal glasses. Eventually, I gave up asking if our time was better spent preparing, or hiding, considering we were wanted by the FA, but he’d resorted to giving me the through-the-lashes look, somehow chiding and teasing all at once. “Would you rather spend your time worrying about events we cannot currently change or enjoying the company of London’s most infamous pinup?” He was joking; at least, I laughed like he was. He seemed to take his celebrity status with a large dose of irony.
I really wasn’t dressed for five-star dining—still in the stretchy top and pink leggings—but seated opposite him, watching him soak up the atmosphere, it really didn’t matter. The first law, look but don’t touch, had never applied to anyone more. He adapted to any environment, his faeness drawing people to him like moths to the flame. The way he moved, pouring liquid through muscles into long confident strides. How he spoke, never wasting a word, never hesitating. He was remarkable. I couldn’t blame it on bespellment. Not anymore. Which made the curious fluttering sensation deep inside all the more worrisome. It didn’t take long before diners surreptitiously glanced our way. Whether they recognized him or not, it didn’t matter; he was mesmerizing.
Reign talked about his music, how he thrived on the thrill of singing in front of a crowd, how the music spoke for him, through him. He talked about his music like someone might talk about love, and I forgot—just for a little while—about the queen, Reign’s confession, the hound, the fact I might not live beyond the weekend, or how I was a ticking time bomb and could essentially snap at any time. I listened to him talk, watched him taste the cake; drank the sight and sound of him in, knowing that this would end and the horrible reality of my life would stalk me once again.
Reign noticed me shuffling pieces of cake around my plate. “If you don’t want it, hand it over.”
“I don’t think so, pal.” I popped a piece into my mouth, my glare daring him to take the plate away.
He lifted his hands, feigning fear. “I’ve seen what you can do. The cake’s yours.” Retrieving his fork he carved up his own cake.
What I could do … I’d done things, horrible things I hadn’t known I was capable of. What other secrets did I have hidden away?
Reign leaned forward, licking his lips clean of cake, and pointed his fork at me. “We’ll stop her.”
I smiled, but it snagged on my lips, wooden and brittle. What about me? I thought. Would I need stopping when the time came?
He dropped his fork and tossed a napkin on the table. “You wanna get outta here?”
Out neighboring diners continued to pretend not to notice us. It wouldn’t be long before someone said his name, then someone else would ask for an autograph, and before long we’d be mobbed. “Sure.”
We left the restaurant and ducked into a nearby bar, packed with enough people for Reign not to be noticed, at least not immediately. Even with his head down, his collars flicked up, he couldn’t hide the predatory gait of his walk or the too-quick flick of his wrists. The fae would never pass as human, and we would never successfully imitate them. So close, human and fae, squabbling for the same top spot on the food chain.
We bought drinks and dissolved into a shadow-draped corner. Music throbbed. Tiny spotlights bred shadows. Reign’s gaze skimmed the crowd, searching for something or someone perhaps. Possibly Warren. We hadn’t heard from him since checking into the hotel. I was fairly certain the prickly fae was capable of looking after himself. “Maybe you should call him?” I suggested.
Reign angled himself so his back rested against the wall. The diffused lighting softened the angles of his face but sharpened the flecks of silver in his eyes. “Warren? Yeah, maybe …” He fished around in a pocket and plucked out a cell phone. He tapped out a text, dumped the phone back in his pocket, and said without pausing, “We should dance.”
I balked. “Oh, no … I mean, not here …” Nobody around us danced. It wasn’t that kind of bar. I wasn’t even sure I could dance. I bowed my head and took a generous sip of my drink, only to splutter and almost choke on whatever evil concoction Reign had ordered. “What is that?” I wheezed.
“Whiskey.”
“Are you trying to kill me, or this another lame attempt at seduction?”
He winced, and hissed in through his teeth. “Ah, that night. I was … I am very sorry. You were getting under my skin. I know it’s not an excuse. I really didn’t want to hurt you, but you were designed to kill me, so I think I deserve points for restraint.” His smile was made all the more wicked by the slither of light glancing off sharp fae teeth. “Besides, I seem to remember you were enjoying yourself right up until I frightened you off.” He wiggled his fingers in the air and smiled behind a sip of drink.
Heat warmed my cheeks, or maybe it was the alcohol. I arched my eyebrows and laughed, looking away. “I’m sure I don’t remember that.”
“Your memory isn’t the most reliable.” His gaze dropped to the table between us, his smile dying on his lips. Was it mention of memories that killed the mood? My lack of memories? Or his several lifetimes’ worth?
The thought of collecting memories, only for them to die with me when my time was up, had my own smile fading away, no matter how hard I tried to keep it. I didn’t want to dwell on the bad, not while we had some time to explore the good. “Tell me something good about your home, not Under—Faerie.”
He stroked his glass with light fingertips, teasing beads of condensation into swollen droplets. “Faerie isn’t like anything you’ve known. There are cities there that shine like stars. Sights and scents that would have you on your knees and weeping … It is …” He threw his gaze high, searching for the right words, “Dazzling, intoxicating, terrifying.”
“Terrifying?”
His eyes focused somewhere distant. “You already know we aren’t what we seem. Well, Faerie is the same, so beautiful, you’d cry tears of blood. So enticing, you’d sacrifice everything you’ve ever loved to stay one more day.”
My heart fluttered just that little bit faster. “What were you like there?”
“Different.” The smile came and went in an instant, replaced by a look of satisfaction, maybe even pride. “Harder. Not like I am here. My bloodline are—were— influential. I was born of warriors. Our blood is potent, rich with draíocht. I fought,” he hesitated, his gaze locking with mine as he clearly weighed how much I would understand against how much he could tell me, “in the war.”
“You were at war?”
“They probably still are. The fae are locked in perpetual war. We’re a predatory race. Always restless. Always hungry.” Lifting his drink to his lips, he lost his thoughts in the swirl of amber liquid.
“What happened?” I asked, almost too quietly beneath the beat from the music, but he heard.
“That day—that battle—we lost.” He didn’t meet my gaze but I still witnessed how the shadows stole the light in his eyes. “I saw it happening, knew we were beaten, and I deserted the line. A great many fae died that day.”
I tried to imagine Reign snarling, armored up, blades drawn, and found the image came easily. I’d seen him fight the general and the FA warriors. He had a predator’s patience, the same chilling stillness. He’d already admitted he was a killer. But when I tried to see him as a deserter, I couldn’t. Everything I knew about him told me he wouldn’t quit. So why had he run? I wanted to ask. The question burned on my tongue, but the regret in his eyes kept it there.
“What are you thinking?” he asked, folding his arms on the table, bringing him close enough for me to see the minuscule lift of his lips.
“That I wish I understood your world.”
“My world is here now.” He tossed a gesture at the bar. “With these people, and for what it’s worth, I wouldn’t go back, even if I could. I’m not the same fae I was.”
“Why are you here?”
“We were exiled. The worst of us, that is.” His lips twisted. “The elders believed they were doing the right thing. Remove the tumor and the cancer goes away, right?” That wasn’t always true, and his look told me he knew it. “They didn’t even understand where they were sending us. As long as it was somewhere else, somewhere they weren’t. They used vast reserves of draíocht to weave a connection between Faerie and here.” He paused. His eyes narrowed. “They rounded us up, and …” His words trailed off. I wasn’t sure if I’d seen the quiver in his lips before he bit down. “It was a long time ago.”
“What about you?” I asked softly. “How did you end up here? A rock star fae can’t be the worst of them, surely?”
His upper lip twitched, but the snarl didn’t break free. “The queen …” He began, and winced. “I lost control, went wild. The queen was the only one who could rein me back. Our elders exiled her when she slaughtered hundreds of her kin. She was lost to fae-fury. I didn’t really have a choice but to follow her. The elders would have driven me out eventually, and where she goes, I go, or I kiss good-bye to my freedom.”
“Fae fury?”
“Those that live too long, time gnaws away at their sanity.”
I wanted to ask more, but by how his gaze had started to dart, I suspected he’d deflect and distract. “What about Warren? Why is he here?”
“The worst were sent here. Make of that what you will.”
I could believe Warren was a nasty piece of work, but he must have some good in him to befriend Reign. “And Shay?”
His gaze flicked up to find what I hoped to be mild curiosity on my face and not raging jealously. Of course, I had no right to judge, or to get between them, but the fact he had her clothes in his apartment bothered me more than I wanted to acknowledge. In truth, she was so beautiful, surreal, I had little hope of ever competing against someone like her, and no time to even consider what it might mean to care.
“Why do you ask?”
“I, uh …” I caught myself looking down and quickly straightened. “She’s beautiful.”
His laugh was a delicate thing, softened by fondness. “The most deadly of us often are. But Shay is … She’s one of the few worthy here. Shay came voluntarily.”
I didn’t miss the sigh, although I wished I had. Did he regret her decision? A part of me wished she hadn’t come, while another part chided myself for being an idiot. Sovereign was over two hundred years old. Who knew how old Shay was. I was days old, and had days left to live. As much as I didn’t want it to, the world would go on turning without me, as it had before I’d arrived. There was little point in wasting energy on jealousy.
“I wish I had more time.” Although I said it quietly, Reign’s keen hearing picked up the words, and no doubt my tone too.
His smile sparked delight in his eyes. “The night’s not over yet.”
Every second, every minute, every hour, I felt the crawl of time as though it leached right out of my veins.
Reign downed his drink and stood. “C’mon, we don’t have time to waste on regret.”
We left the bar and walked alongside Royal Victoria Dock with its newly built multi-million-dollar houses and sparkling hotel restaurants. Countless lights glittered on the dark water but we were the only ones crazy enough to be out in the cold. Autumn air nipped at my cheeks. It occurred to me that in all likelihood I wouldn’t see snow, or Christmas.
Reign shrugged off his coat and seemingly unsure whether or not to drape it around my shoulders, he handed it over. I tilted my head, trying to fathom what he was thinking. His eyes absorbed what little light there was, splintering it into tiny filaments of color. He wore that habitual hint of a smile, which could easily turn into a luscious curve of his lips, or might disappear entirely if I said the wrong thing. How could he look vulnerable while at the same time so damn confident? It defied nature’s laws. “Thanks.” I put on the coat, pulled it tight, and flipped the collars up. It smelled of autumn berries, sweet and seductive, with a darker masculine hint of cedar. Bunching the collar under my chin, I walked on and breathed in the familiar scent of him. There were memories I never wanted to lose. He was one of them. Time spent with him another.
“For what it’s worth, I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you everything. I wanted to.” The breeze teased his voice around the dockside. We were alone, although the restaurants blazed to our left; diners laughing and conversing in silence behind the glass.
“I get it.” The breeze played with my hair, flicking it in front of my eyes. “You couldn’t trust me. I don’t trust me, so I can hardly blame you for that.” Coat hugged close, I turned to find him stopped by the dockside. He leaned to one side, all at once casual, but statuesque, as though the casual went only so deep, and below … below there was something else, something lying in wait. When I’d first seen him, the washed-up rock star fae out-cold on the platform, I’d thought him wasted. I’d assumed he was the cliché. Trashed hotel rooms, string of one-night stands. I thought I knew him. I no more knew him than I knew myself.
I attempted a smile and it finally stuck. “I’m sorry I only wanted you for your story.”
“So you want me for something else now?”
I rolled my eyes and turned away. “That’s not what I said.”
“My sparkling personality? Razor-sharp wit? The great hair? Chicks dig the hair.”
He was joking, he had to be; his ruffled locks were a ragged mess. I snorted, “You wish.” He really was in love with himself. That part I did know. “You should fire your stylist. I have better hair after falling out of bed.” I turned, about to remark on his dress sense, but found myself alone the dockside. “Reign?” The breeze carried with it the background din of London. “Oh, c’mon … I thought you only vanished in emergencies?”
“I didn’t vanish.” His words kissed my neck, wrenching a yelp from me. I spun, and found myself peering into his hypnotic eyes. Instincts told me to shove him away. He was fae. Poisonous. Deadly. Forbidden. The Trinity Law. But it was a lie, at least for me. Conditioning. Fiction constructed from whatever facts the queen had plucked from the whispers of her fae subjects and dumped into my head.
He clutched at the collars of his coat, lifting me onto my tiptoes. “I told you to look up more,” he purred. “Think like the fae; you are one.”
I watched the light veil across his face; how it licked across his lips and cast half his face in shadow, half hidden in the dark, and fear stuttered my heart. Fear of what was to come. Fear that I might never really live. Colors played in his eyes, eyes I could forget myself in. “Thank you,” I whispered.
“What for?”
“Tonight.”
He dragged a lascivious smile across soft, delectable lips. “You hardly know me, American Girl.” He whispered his next words so lightly they were barely there at all. “You wouldn’t thank me if you did.”
His lips skimmed mine. I nipped my bottom lip to keep from sealing the kiss. Kissing Reign was dangerous. “Nobody knows me.”
He released my coat and trailed his fingertips down the side of my face. Peculiar sparks tingled across my skin in the wake of his touch. If this wasn’t bespellment, then what was it? He brushed his thumb over my lower lip, his gaze intensely focused on the gentle exploration. “You feel that?” he asked.
I licked my lip, tasting the same sweetness as when I’d kissed him on the rooftop, and gave a little nod, afraid my voice might betray how my heart fluttered and thoughts fell silent.
“It’s fae … Your draíocht and mine coming together.”
Carefully, I settled my hands on his chest. The warmth of him soaked through his shirt but I wouldn’t feel anything more unless we were skin to skin. What would that be like? He and I, so close, this peculiar sensation alive between us. It was intense enough with just a single touch. A kiss. More? His mouth elsewhere, his hands roaming, and that magic … Delicate trembles quivered through me. I could pass it off as being cold, but when I met his gaze, he already knew it to be a lie without me having to say a word. I wanted him. I’d always wanted him. I wanted to know him, every inch of him. To taste his lips, nip the tantalizing spider tattoo on his neck and stroke my hands over a body that demanded to be touched. This thing between us was probably the only real thing that I owned. My past, my life, was hers. But Reign, here and now, was mine.
“Alina—”
I didn’t give him a chance to finish, but pushed up on my toes and met his lips with a careful kiss. Maybe I’d gotten it wrong, maybe he didn’t want me, he’d said as much in his apartment, but that had been anger and lust. This was different. If these were my last few days alive, I wanted memories to cling to. I wanted to taste him, to experience something real. I needed this to be real. When he sunk his hand into my hair and pulled me close, I very nearly came undone. The madness and terror stalking my thoughts drowned beneath the sensation of his lips on mine. I forgot it all. Forgot my own name. He kissed as though relishing every second, as though I was something to be savored. The tingle spread across my tongue, urging me to take more. I did. Curling my hand around the back of his neck, I drew him down and fueled the kiss with pure need. Desire, or magic, I wasn’t sure which, darted through me. A groan peeled from my lips.
Reign broke away, drawing in a savage hiss. His hand remained locked in my hair, the other pressed at my lower back, hauling me so close I couldn’t think beyond the raw press of his body against mine. “W-what …” I blinked, coming back to my senses.
I saw the moment he shut down. How the dazzling light in his eyes faded. He let me go, and stepped back. “I … This can’t happen. You’re …”
Something was wrong. I ached to have him back, to pull him into my arms and finish what we’d started. Desire strummed through me, reducing me to a trembling wreck, but he was moving away, looking at me like I’d betrayed him. “Reign, what is it? What did I do?” I touched my lips, tasting him there. His gaze darted, as though seeking something I couldn’t see. What was going on? “Reign, talk to me.”
He shook his head. “I can’t,” he said, and turned away, about to break into a jog when Warren rounded the corner of the building. Seeing him now sent my already confused mind deeper into a spin. “Warren … ? What’s happening?”
He held up a hand, and shook his head. “You need to leave.”
“What, why?”
Reign, several strides beyond us both, stumbled and fell to a knee. He wasn’t getting up. Why wasn’t he moving?
“Warren, what did I do?” I moved closer, but Warren’s fierce glare stopped me dead.
“You’re too close to the queen. Your draíocht unraveled his control,” he said, as though that would explain everything. “Get out of here, Alina. Go! Now!”
I wasn’t going anywhere. Something was wrong with Reign. I’d hurt him. Warren stalked toward me, lips raised in a vicious snarl. Screw him. I wasn’t damn well leaving Reign until I knew what the hell was happening.
“Back off Warren,” I warned, but my attention drifted over his shoulder, to the emerald-green vapor whipped up by the breeze. I’d seen that before. When the queen’s spiders had come for me, when I’d stabbed one of the FA. Raw draíocht in its natural form. “Oh my God …”
Reign rose up, as though dragged to his feet by invisible threads. Movements wooden and jerky, the vapor teased around him, spiraling faster and faster, whirling into a storm.
Warren spat a curse. “See those people in there?” He pointed at the restaurant windows beside us where diners chatted blissfully unaware of the chaos unraveling outside. “I don’t care what you do, but make sure nobody leaves. No human can witness this.”
“What’s happening?”
“You wanted to know what the hound is? What Reign is? Now you will.”
A warm, sweet blast of wind tore past me, whipping my hair about my face. Ahead, by the water’s edge, Reign’s figure drowned inside a storm of liquid green. Fae magic danced in the air and tingled on my tongue. I could taste it as surely as I’d tasted it on his kiss. “I did this?”
“You’re her. She controls that.” Warren clutched my upper arm and shoved me toward the corner of the building. “Go! Don’t let anyone out. Do something important with your miserable existence, Alina.” He snarled, unfiltered rage and disgust burning in his eyes.
Fear spurred me on, and I ran. Whatever Reign was turning into, I had to warn those people. I made it as far as the hotel doors, when a horrifying howl surged through the night. The harsh wind barreled the hideous sound around the dock. I froze a few strides from glass doors and the brilliantly lit hotel interior. Fear crawled up my spine. The howl wasn’t of this world. Nothing real made that noise, not in London, only in nightmares. But even as I lied to myself, I heard its deep, even panting. Heard the click of claws on the dockside.
Reign couldn’t be a monster. He was too ethereal, too beautiful …
I saw it then, saw the reflected gleam of blood-red eyes in the glass. Lips pulled back over curved teeth the size of a forearm, and a growl rumbled like thunder, trembling the earth below my feet and rattling the hotel doors. Hot breaths burned my back. I kept my eyes ahead, on the reflection. Terror rooted me to the spot. It towered behind me. Eyes ablaze, maw open. I held its reflected gaze. It wouldn’t attack me. I was her, of the queen, and she controlled it. Recognition widened its blood-red eyes.
“Reign …” My voice came out as barely a whisper.
Its leathery ears lay flat against the huge misshapen skull. A growl thundered through its quivering mass of muscle.
“Sovereign!” Warren called from the dockside.
The hound whipped its head up. Streams of drool slid from snarling lips. It pinned its glare on the ancient fae, hunkered down, muscles bunching, and leaped. I spun in time to see the monster plow into Warren, clamp its jaws around him, before it plunged off the dockside into the water.
“No!” This couldn’t be happening. I sprinted to the edge and dropped to my knees, peering over the dockside into the dark waters. Bubbles broke the surface, but too soon they vanished. “Warren?” They would be okay. It was an accident. Reign didn’t mean to do this. It wasn’t his fault. “Reign?” They had to be okay. Any second now they’d surface, and it would all be some awful joke. But as the minutes ticked on, and the night air cooled, taking with it the scent of draíocht, it became clear they weren’t coming back.
I rocked back and hugged Reign’s coat to me. I had to call someone. The police. The FA. What am I going to tell them? A hound attacked an ancient fae and they’re both at the bottom of the dock? Only the FA would believe me, and they wanted me behind bars, unless Andrews had convinced them otherwise. Andrews would know what to do, but I couldn’t leave, not yet. They might still be okay. They had to be okay. Standing on trembling legs, I paced the water’s edge until the restaurant had closed and London slept.
Nobody surfaced.



Chapter Twenty-one
The unidentified body of a male fae was discovered at Victoria Docks this morning. Police are appealing for witnesses who may have been in the area between 10:00 p.m. and 4:00 a.m. The Fae Authority has been informed. They’ve asked for anyone who might have seen the prominent rock star Sovereign dining with an unknown woman, to come forward. It is not thought Sovereign or the woman are suspects, at this stage. The death is being treated as accidental.
Accidental. There are no such things as accidents for the fae, Charmaine had said. At least I knew Reign was alive. Just one body found. Andrews skewed a glance my way, eyebrow raised, and used a remote to turn the volume on the TV down. “About that confession … ?”
I couldn’t shake the image of the hound. I’d only seen it clearly while reflected in the glass doors, but that had been bad enough. “The last Keeper is dead.” My words grumbled, voice dry. I sounded like I’d spent the night on the town, which I had, walking to Detective Andrews’s place.
“Warren.” Andrews confirmed.
Hunched on Andrews’s couch, legs drawn up, Reign’s coat draped around me, all I wanted to do was close my eyes and sleep, but the memory of the hound stalked me. My mind refused to marry up the fact that the hound was Reign. Sweet, sexy, Sovereign. He’d told me he wasn’t what I thought. He told me over and over again. I knew he’d killed the other Keepers, at least I’d suspected as much. He said he didn’t have a choice. He’d told me he’d done terrible things. But, that hound … “The fae, all the fae … they aren’t what we think they are.” I tucked my chin into the collar of the coat. “They look gorgeous. All smiles, and charm …” I lifted my gaze to Andrews. “But they’re poison, Andrews. They’re monsters.” It seemed crazy, especially when surrounded by the normalcy of Andrews’s place. Somewhere inside, was I a monster too?
Andrews’s face said it all. This wasn’t a surprise, not for him. “And the queen has a date with Sovereign’s twenty thousand fans tomorrow.” Andrews tossed the TV remote onto his couch. “I told the FA everything. They said they had it in hand.” He raked his fingers through his hair and puffed out a sigh.
“You don’t believe them.”
“No, I don’t.” Drawing a hand across his chin, he cast his gaze high and started to pace. “The queen bespelled Miles. What if the FA are working for her too?”
I opened my mouth to deny it, but couldn’t bring myself to say the words. The FA had been tracking Reign since I’d met him. I assumed because of the murders, but what if they wanted to take him to the queen, or just keep him behind bars and out of the way while the queen had me terminate Warren? She hadn’t seemed convinced of Reign’s loyalty when I’d seen them together. She’d tasked me with his death. She’d told me he’d failed. Although, in the end, he hadn’t failed her. Fate really was a bitch. There are worse things than fate. Reign was right.
An ache bloomed behind my eyes. Rubbing my forehead wasn’t helping. “I don’t know. Maybe. Warren said they were independent. They train for years and are elected by the fae population …” A fae population who were tired of living in the shadows, who coveted the light. What if all the London fae wanted her to escape? Reign had said they were a predatory race, constantly at war. What if this was just the beginning?
Andrews dropped onto the edge of his couch and bowed forward. “They’ve been working on this for years.” He rubbed his hands together, tired eyes glittering. “It’s all been one massive PR campaign. We love them. What they are, what they do. Kids want to be them. People pay to look like them. Even with the laws to protect us, it’s like we just can’t help ourselves. I told my superiors everything and they looked at me like I was insane. We should have seen this, should have prepared for it. The bespellment. It’s not natural. They’ve always been poisonous. But we’ve all fallen under their spell. Nobody wants to believe the fae are anything but wonderful.” He closed his eyes and shook his head. “I don’t know what to do.”
I wanted to reassure him, but after what I’d seen, the things Reign had told me, I couldn’t bring myself to say the words.
Reign’s image on-screen caught my eye. “Andrews, turn that up please.”
“… has confirmed the concert on Saturday at the O2 Arena will proceed as planned.” The news footage cut to a live feed of Reign leaving his Kensington apartment, shades on, hood up, hand out to fend of the swarm of paparazzi trying to get a clear shot of his face. “Sovereign, is it true you’ve been linked to the accidental deaths of four prominent fae officials?” “Reign, your fans want to know who the mysterious woman is? Are you in a relationship?” “Where have you been for the last week?” “Do you have anything to say about the recent death? It’s understood you were seen with the deceased hours before he was found …” The barrage of questions went on, and Reign ducked them all, before slipping into a sleek Mercedes. The feed cut back to the studio where they went on to speculate how his recent PR would be good for ticket sales.
He had looked okay. A little pale, lips pressed into a determined line, but otherwise, more Reign-like and less terrifying-hound.
Andrews watched me closely, reading my expression. I swallowed and rested my chin on my knees. “I don’t think we can trust Reign.”
“I assume he killed Warren,” Andrews said softly.
I didn’t want to admit it. Admitting it made it real. And what I’d seen … I didn’t want that to be real. “It’s just us.”
He mustered the smallest of smiles. “A detective and a ghost.”
“You can’t trust me either. I’m okay now, but … I’m fae, Andrews, at least I think I’m more fae than human. And like Warren said, I’m closer to her than anyone—anything— else.” So close that I’d done something to Reign, somehow summoned his deadly secret. But why then? What had been different about that encounter? Was it the kiss? Reign had said the sensation I felt when we touched was fae draíocht mingling. If I was part queen, then my draíocht was too. In his apartment, when he’d pushed me away, his eyes had bloomed red. He’d been close to turning. The FA had used iron shackles to tame him. Iron hurt the hound. It helped trap the queen. Iron was a weakness, but how could we exploit that?
“You can get to her.”
I chewed on my lip. “Yes.” All I had to do was go to Chancery Lane and let myself into Under. I’d find my way to her, like a compass needle finds its way to magnetic north. I knew it in my blood.
“How close?”
Pretty damn close. “Close enough.”
“Could you kill her?”
If he’d seen the queen, he wouldn’t ask that question. Even if I got close enough to her to brandish a dagger, she was vast, and in her world, she really was queen. And then there was the question of where my allegiance lay. Up here, in London, I was Alina, but down there, in Under, surrounded by her magic, I was something else entirely.
“If I managed to keep her out of my head, I could, I think. I’ve fought the FA. I know I’m quick, and strong, when my instincts take over. But she’s … terrifying.”
“I think this might be on you. I wish I could help, but I can’t get into Under. There’s nobody left to trust.”
“Unfortunately, you’re right.” Warren had said the hound could kill her, but Reign couldn’t control it. The queen could, perhaps in the same way she could get to me. Reign had killed for her. He wasn’t a coward, but he wasn’t stupid either. Either I was stupid to even consider going up against her, or insane, or, quite possibly, both.
Andrews got to his feet. “Wait here …” He disappeared from the living room and returned a few moments later with a towel-wrapped bundle. As he unfolded it and presented the dagger to me, my palm instantly itched to have the weapon back where it belonged. I reached out, but hesitated. The tiny gems scattered along the hilt glinted. It was a terrible weapon, terribly beautiful, something only the fae would know how to wield with deadly accuracy. I knew how to wield it. The same as I knew nothing was real in my life. My silly little Alina life was just the mask, covering a whole heap of bad. Taking the knife, wrapping my fingers around the handle, feeling its solid weight, meant accepting the truth.
“You had it on you the night I picked you up.” He didn’t seem to want to touch it. Neither did I, but for entirely different reasons.
My palm burned and my fingers twitched. If I took that dagger, I’d have to face her, and my fate.
Who was I kidding? Of course I was going to face her. There wasn’t anybody else to do this. There was no other way. If we waited until the concert, then what? A detective and a ghost girl couldn’t do a damn thing. But in Under, I wasn’t a ghost, I was a nightmare. Bits of the queen’s fantasy stitched together to make a monster. I’m really going to do this … “I’m not a hero.”
“True heroes rarely are.”
Curling my fingers around the handle, I eased the dagger off the towel and into my palm. Yes, it belonged to me. It felt right, weighted and balanced, an extension of my arm, my will. I could kill with it. I was capable. And terrified.
Do something important with your miserable existence. Warren’s last words drove steel into my heart. I would. If I had just days to live, I’d make those days count. No fade-out for me, Alina O’Connor would go out in a blaze of glory. A satisfied smile settled on my lips. I can do this.
Andrews’s eyes widened at the sight of my smile. “I wish I could come with you.”
“No you don’t.” I hugged the dagger against my chest. “Just rally anyone and anything you can, and get them to the concert, in case I fail.”



Chapter Twenty-two
The street outside Chancery Lane Underground Station throbbed with people. Detective Andrews might think he blended in, but really, the way he eyed the crowd, as though scanning the faces to see if they’d been featured on London’s Most Wanted. I’d have liked to have known Andrews in another life, one where we could talk about normal everyday things, wonderfully mundane things. If I had one friend, I’d have liked it to be him.
“How will you keep her out of your head?” He drew me to one side, away from the flow of people.
“With new memories. My memories.” I swallowed hard. “I just hope they’re real enough.” I still wore Reign’s coat. I’d folded up the sleeves so it didn’t engulf me. It was far too large, and swirled around my ankles, but hid the dagger well. Besides, I had more to worry about than my attire.
Andrews peered at my face, as though seeking something important, something he might find deep inside me. I blinked, “What? Do I have ketchup on my lip?”
His smile tilted sideways, and his eyes brightened. Just for a moment he looked proud. “You’re something, Miss O’Connor.” I liked that look on him. Somewhere inside all that detective stoicism there was a great guy.
“Thanks, I think.” I gave him a lighthearted punch on the shoulder. “Hey, anyone would think you’re worried.” He didn’t deny it. By the way his brows furrowed, I might have assumed he really did care. “I’ll be okay.”
“You’re a terrible liar.”
“Nope, you’re a good cop.” And then I realized why he’d adopted the severe detective look. This was good-bye. Even if I did manage to miraculously kill the queen, it wouldn’t be long before I burned out.
“If you … when you kill her,” he bowed his head, just for a second, and when his gaze found me again, his eyes had hardened with purpose. Clearing his throat, he tried again, “When you kill her, what’ll happen to you? You’re made from her magic, right?”
“I didn’t come with an instruction manual.” I grinned. “If I had, I’d have thrown it away by now.” In other words, I had very little idea how this was going to play out, but it’d be a wild ride while it did.
With a chuckle, he straightened. “Go get her, Alina. These people”—he glanced around us at the steady stream of pedestrians—“they need you to do this. I know you can.”
“Aye-aye, Detective.” I ducked my head and turned away, toward the steps down into the underground. I would not say good-bye. Because this wasn’t the end. It wasn’t over.
“Danny, call me Danny.”
Glancing back, I branded the image of him standing on the sidewalk into my mind; half awkward, half determined. He tossed me a wave, lips tucked into his cheek in a forced smile, and then he bowed his head, turned, and walked away.
I peered down the steps into the station. The crowd flowed around me. The queen waited. She’d know I was coming. The dagger at the small of my back was all I had to face a monster. I wasn’t ready, and still my feet carried me forward, down the steps, toward whatever fate awaited.



Chapter Twenty-three
What is it they say about rats and sinking ships? Under was empty. Every room I passed, every chamber I entered, every tunnel I strode down, was utterly devoid of fae. They knew, and had gotten the hell out of Dodge before the crap went down. Had I been anyone else, I might have done the same. So, there I was, trainee reporter Alina, striding toward the spider-queen, and with every step she pulled me in. Like the spider plucking a single string of its web, she tapped into my mind, luring me close. Dagger in hand, I kept my feet moving forward and my head full of new memories. Afraid of spiders, Alina? Reign had asked, yanking me free of the Metro offices. I bet he thought himself hilarious. I should have said good-bye. No, I would see him again. It might not be a happy reunion, considering how I’d last seen him, making short work of Warren, but I would get out of Under. I’d walk in the sun again. I’d listen to the heartbeat of London. Live a little, American Girl. Damn him for being so right. He’d been right about the cake too. Chocolate cake really was to die for. And then there was the kiss. The mind-numbing, thought-silencing kiss. Sure, I had memories of intimacy, but they weren’t real. Not like those I recalled of the countless fluttering shivers Reign’s touch had summoned, or the short, rapid breaths as we’d parted. Memories, my own, fresh and new, anchored me in my skin, my mind. She would not get to me. I had a life now, albeit a few days old, it was still damn well mine.
Tap-tap …
The terrible darkness slumbering at the back of my mind stretched its awareness through my limbs, and with it came the dreadful urge to follow her orders.
A rumbling grumbled through the tunnel. Dust rained from the cracked ceiling. Probably a passing train … The strip lights blinked off and buzzed back on.
A skitter of shivers danced up my arms. I brushed it off. “Suck it up, Alina. Prove Warren wrong. I can do this.” The words echoed ahead of me, and as I rounded a tunnel corner, a wall of FA officials lifted their collective tricolored gazes. I jolted to a halt. The general stood at the center of the line, every lean inch of him wrapped in red and black leather, the queen’s colors. Weapons bristled. Holy crap, Andrews was right. They were the queen’s. The general peeled his lips back into a savage grin and plucked twin daggers free from his thigh sheaths. His officers, six in total, followed his lead, daggers singing, metal on metal. Six trained fae killers, blades glinting beneath the flickering light.
I turned on my heel and ran. Head down, legs pumping, lungs burning, I ran hard. Okay, this wasn’t the plan. They weren’t meant to be here, and they certainly weren’t meant to be working against me. I needed a new plan. And fast. Heart pounding, I veered around corners, sliced off into narrow tunnels, stumbled through dark sections and over forgotten tracks before somehow finding my way to the tapestry chamber, where I’d first met Warren.
“Alina!” Shay, draped in angelic white, waved me over. In a rush of words she said, “I can help you. But you must promise to help Reign in return.”
“What? We don’t have time for this.”
She narrowed her eyes on me. “I know what you are. I know you can help him; perhaps cure him of the hound?”
“I …” My thoughts raced. Cure him? I said the only thing I could. “Yes. Okay. They’re coming, we need—”
She peeled back one of the tapestries, revealing a crawl space behind it. “Quickly, inside …” I launched myself into the service tunnel, twisting around to grab Shay’s hand and haul her in behind me. The tapestry fell and we both hunched down.
Panting hard, I struggled to silence my ragged breaths. Boots hammered as the FA spilled into the chamber. Shay’s wide-eyes sparkled in the dark. I clamped a hand over my mouth and held my breath.
“She’s here …” The general growled.
Shay hugged her legs close, pinched her lips, and bowed her head. She almost looked to be praying. Who do you pray to when your gods are monsters?
The curtain whipped back. Shay let out a cry as a hand locked around her ankle and tugged. She reached for me, but the fae tugged her out of our hiding place as though she weighed nothing. One of the warriors dove in after me. I kicked out. My heel smacked into the bridge of his nose. He snarled like an animal, speared me with those gray eyes, and grabbed for me. I kicked again, but he caught my ankle and tugged. Dagger in hand, I rammed it down, plunging the blade through his wrist. A terrible cry burst from him. His mouth gaped, sharp teeth glinting, and then he recoiled, pulling back. The tapestry fell between us, hiding me once more.
“Come out, Alina O’Connor,” the general said, “or we’ll slit her throat …”
Shay’s muffled cries confirmed it. They’d kill her. I couldn’t let her die because of me. She’d alluded to knowing something about Reign’s hound … A cure? But there was a good chance I’d die if I went out there. Twenty thousand people needed me to kill the queen. Bigger picture, Alina. All of those people would die if I failed. More. The queen wanted London. Once she’d feasted, she’d be unstoppable. She’d turn London into her larder.
“Get her on her knees.” The general ordered. Shay’s yelp followed.
I locked my hands into my hair. I couldn’t let his happen. Shay had tried to help me. I couldn’t listen to her die. My humanity may only be skin-deep, but I still had a heart.
I lifted the tapestry. Hands gripped me and tugged me out of the hole, dropping me facedown on the floor. A knee planted itself in my spine. The fae worked to tug my arms back. Shay knelt a few strides away, tears wet on her pale cheeks, and behind her, the general loomed, hand fisted in her hair, dagger hooked at her throat, drawing a little blood. He smiled a savage lust-drenched smile, and for a second I thought he’d kill her anyway.
“Lock them up. I’ll deal with them personally later. There is much to be done.” He shoved her forward and backed away, wiping the blade on his thigh, but the leer lingered. This wasn’t over.



Chapter Twenty-four
So much for my grand plan. I sat on the floor at the back of my cell, knees drawn up, and listened to Shay’s sobs from the cell next to mine. I really must have been an idiot to think I could walk right up to the queen. I could feel her claw-tipped legs reaching, hooking into my thoughts. I fought her, drove her back with happy thoughts, but it wouldn’t last. I had only a handful of good memories, and they would fail me soon enough. Here, in Under, I was hers. It was just a matter of time.
“Alina …”
“Yes.”
“Thank you for stopping the general.”
I closed my eyes. She didn’t need to know it’d been fifty-fifty for a while or that her hint about Reign’s cure had helped tipped the scales in her favor. “Don’t thank me. You don’t know me.” I sounded like Reign. She fell silent for a while, her occasional sniffing the only reminder that I wasn’t alone.
“I feel I may have judged you unfairly,” she said.
“Yeah, there’s a lot of that going around.” Shuffling to the front of my cell, I leaned against the bars. The lock looked to be some chunky mechanical device that would need a key. Maybe I could pick it. If I had a pick. And a clue how to pick locks. I guessed the queen hadn’t thought to download that useful piece of information into my head. Reign had mentioned I was made of the same potent draíocht as his hound, so maybe I could figure out how to jump myself out of the cell? The problem was, I had no idea what I was doing. I could no more jump myself out of there than I could pick the damn lock.
I sighed. “Thanks for trying to help me back there.”
“I returned for some personal items. They said to leave it all behind, but I couldn’t. I wanted something. A reminder, I suppose, of the time before everything changed.”
“You aren’t part of their plan?”
“No. Some of the darker ones, they were never going to be content with stealing the little amount of draíocht we harvest from people.” She must have moved closer to her bars too, because her next words were hushed, but I heard them clearly. “You have to understand. Faerie is draíocht. It’s the air we breathe, the food we eat. It’s life. But here, draíocht is difficult to find, we’re suffocating, starving. And ever since the Trinity Law was passed, we’ve struggled to survive. We don’t want to be here, but we are, and that will surely never change. The dark ones, the older ones, those like Warren, they remember the freedom they had in Faerie. They want back what they lost.”
I rested my head against the cool bars. This wasn’t going to end with the queen. If the impossible happened, and she was stopped, there would be others like her. Reign was one of the good guys, at least I’d thought he was, but he was just as terrifying and I’d only glimpsed a fraction of what he could do. “I saw Reign, really saw him …”
Shay took so long to reply I wondered if she’d heard me, and when she did speak, it was in a whisper. “He despises it, hates the hound in him. He tries to do good, to make right his crimes. I’m not sure he will ever make peace with the hound.”
“What is it? Where does it come from?”
“A spirit inhabits him, it is a blessing and also a curse. His kin are proud, strong. In Faerie, they are feared and revered for their bloodlust in battle. They have the strength of the hound, Cu Sith, in their bloodline, but the price is high. Cu Sith takes one of their sons for every generation, as it has Reign. He can no more control it than he can the wind or the rain.”
“But the queen can?”
“She has the same ancient draíocht in her veins. They are linked, the spirits of the hound and the spider—Arachne—tied together, by draíocht.”
I shivered and hugged myself. “He killed Warren.”
A sharp hiss; an indrawn breath through her teeth. “The old Keepers are all dead. The FA are the new Keepers now. Faerie help us.”
“Shay, how did the FA get so powerful?”
“She got to them. Just a few to begin with. But once she had her fangs in the general, he turned the others, corrupted them. They were honorable, once. General Kael was the finest warrior. Proud, admirable. But now he is nothing more than her tool.”
The queen had to die. But behind bars, I was useless. Outside the bars I’d been pretty damn useless too. “Do you know what I am?”
“We suspected you were a human pet. I believed you were Reign’s bespelled victim. Warren hated you on sight. The way he talked to you … But, when you were here, and after you left, there was something about you I didn’t understand. I saw in you the same stillness I see in Reign, a hint of something hungry and devastating, not of this world. You’re hers, aren’t you?”
“Yeah.”
“How are you even coherent? Constructs are usually simple things. They fulfill their purpose and then die. How did you come to be here? Isn’t she controlling you?”
I swatted the temptation to latch onto the word die. “She doesn’t seem to be able to control me all of the time, just when we’re close. She gives me commands, and for a while, I lose myself, but her control slips and I’m me again. Maybe I’m broken. I don’t think I have long left.”
“You need to find Reign, help him. If you’re like her, you might be able to control his hound, maybe even cure him of it.”
“Shay, besides the fact I’m locked up, I don’t understand what I am.”
“Please …”
“I don’t know how.”
“Try,” she whispered. “You must try.”
I must try to get out of this cell. Climbing to my feet, I walked its edges, kicked at the stones, and toed through the debris. Maybe I could help Reign, maybe I could somehow tame the hound, but none of it mattered unless I could escape.
“Reign wanted to kill her,” Shay said. “He tried, but as fae, he’s weaker than she is. As the hound … He can’t control the hound at all, but the queen can weave draíocht, manipulate it, she draws the hound out of him. I don’t think she likes to do it though; the hound frightens even her.”
“Yeah, we sorta figured that summoning part out.” Shay didn’t need to know how our kiss had brought his beast to the surface. I kicked at the bricks. There was no getting through them. The bars at one end of my cell were the weak link, but that wasn’t saying much. I gave each bar an experimental tug. None budged.
“You’re wearing his coat …” She waited for an explanation and when it became clear I had no intention of answering, she said, “We were in love.” She paused. “Once. Did he tell you how the hound came to him?” A thread of regret teased through her words.
It hurt to think of him with her. I did feel for him. I worried if he was okay. I couldn’t bear to think of him battling his secret alone. I wanted to hug the smug son of a bitch and hit him; I wasn’t sure which first. If the Trinity Law meant anything for me, if I could have been bespelled, I’d have been well and truly fae fucked by now. “We haven’t exactly talked about the hound.”
“Cu Sith, the hound, manifests the first time when the carrier, or something he loves, is threatened. Reign knew the risks, and he consciously avoided any situation wherein he might incur the wrath of the hound, but then the war came.” Her voice caught. “Battle changed him. I knew what he was capable of, but … a part of him died in those clashes. When we lost, our enemies came for those who stayed behind, the young and the old. They slaughtered so many. Reign … He came back for me. He saved hundreds. Killed more. But in doing so he sacrificed part of himself to the hound. I tried to bring him back, to tame him, but his bloodline’s curse, the spirit of Cu Sith, cannot be tamed. Not by me. He lost his control. Only the queen could bring him to heel. He owes her his current freedom, and he despises her for it. She dragged him here with her when the elders cast her out of Faerie. And I came … I came because …”
Because she loved him. It was in her voice, her words, her gaze when she’d looked at Reign. “I’m sorry, Shay.”
“After the hound claimed him, we drifted apart. He’s never said he blamed me, but I see it in his eyes.”
I didn’t understand the world the fae had come from, their rules or way of life or what it must have felt like to have the man she loved turn away from her. Shay and Reign had a lifetime’s worth of history. And there I was, wearing Reign’s coat. I felt unworthy. “When we get out, will you tell me more about Faerie and Reign?”
“I’d like that. So many don’t like to talk about home, but I do.”
If we got out. As much as I willed the lock to open, unsurprisingly, it didn’t. I guessed psychic powers weren’t in a construct’s blueprints. With a growl, I kicked the bars. “Damn it … This wasn’t how it was meant to go down.” Hands laced in my hair, I scanned the ceiling for anything … anything at all. A dust-covered web in the top left-hand corner drew my eye. Shivers trickled through me. She’s watching.
 
 
***


Tiny scratching flutters sprinkled from my hairline, over my eye and down my cheek. I woke with a cry and batted the scurrying thing away, only to find a carpet of arachnids inside my cell. “Oh … spiders.”
“Spiders?” Shay groaned, groggy from sleep.
“There are spiders in here.”
“Crush them. They will be hers.”
Crush them. Right. On my ass, pressed back against the bars, they’d almost perfectly encircled me, leaving an inch of no-man’s-land between us. “Um …” They hardly moved. Some scurried at the back, and beyond, more tumbled from the bricks into my cell. “I, uh, I don’t think squashing one or two is going to help. It might aggravate them.”
“How many are there?”
“A few thousand?”
“Oh. What are they doing?”
Not a great deal. “Watching.”
“That’s unusual.”
“Shay, they’d have eaten me by now, if they wanted to right?”
“Spiders would usually pin their victims down, inject a poison to liquefy their victim’s insides, wrap them in silk, and store them for later.”
“You’re not helping.”
“You did ask.”
“What on earth am I supposed to do?”
“Perhaps talk to them. You are part queen, they may recognize her draíocht in you. There is a chance you can control them, like she does.”
Right. Talk to them. “Uh, hi.” This was absurd. A few at the front surged forward. With a yelp, I pulled my legs back. “Okay, um … Let’s talk about this. I, uh, I need to get out of this cell, and you lovely, lovely spiders look to be really agile and my friend says you might listen, because I’m the queen’s, like you, and I really need to get out of this cell …” To my left, spiders spiraled up a few bars. More joined, until a steady stream poured over the posts. They were organized, like those in the Metro offices. Several of the little critters disappeared inside the lock mechanism, and then, almost too easily, the lock clicked open. Perhaps I had hidden talents, like Reign, but my talent consisted of an affinity with spiders.
Careful not to make any sudden movements, I wobbled to my feet and reached out a hand. The spiders shied away, allowing me to grip the bar and shove. The door swung open. “Oh, you were right, Shay, this really is unusual,” I muttered, stepping gingerly around the spiders as they spilled out of my cell.
“Spiders …” Shay said, and took a calming breath. “Oh my.”
Throat dry, I gulped. “This isn’t normal.”
“No. That is not at all normal. Will they open my door?”
I asked the blanket of spiders at my feet, feeling like a fool as I did, but they just rippled and shivered away from Shay’s cell, toward the main door.
“I will be fine. Go,” Shay urged, “They are helping, this is good. Use them. If you can control them, there is hope you can control the hound.”
“Okay.” The river of spiders flowed toward the closed main door. “Right. So, plan B it is then.”
“Alina …” Shay gripped the bars and peered at me with wide, hopeful eyes. A few drops of blood from the cut at her neck had spoiled the white lace dress. Maybe, once I was gone, she’d find a way to make it work with Reign. “Stop her.”
“That’s plan B.”



Chapter Twenty-five
I had no idea why a small swarm of spiders had decided to latch onto me, but as long as we were on friendly terms, I was happy to have them tag along.
Shoving open the main door, the FA guard posted outside had time to launch himself to his feet and draw a short sword before the spiders poured over him. I watched, caught somewhere between morbid fascination and horrified revulsion. They dove in through his mouth, ears, and nose and burrowed into his eyes. He collapsed in seconds, limbs twitching beneath the blanket of writhing arachnids. Had they attacked me in my cell, I didn’t doubt for a second I’d have ended up like him.
“Okay, team …” But they trickled away, spilling into nooks and crannies between tiles and concrete blocks. In less than a minute, they’d gone, their countless legs had pattered blood around the mess that remained of the FA guard. Cringing, trying to keep my stomach from lurching, I bent down and plucked the fae’s sword free of the fleshy mess that had once been his hand. Mental note: Don’t mess with the spiders.
The short sword appeared to be more functional than fancy. Weighted well, I gave it a whirl. Yes, this would do nicely. It felt right at home to be brandishing a blade.
“Why do you wish to hurt me? I created you …”
“I’m coming … bitch.” With each step she worked on the thread in my mind, attempting to weave her magic through my thoughts, but it wasn’t working. And it wouldn’t work. There’s more to you than her will. Reign was right. I was Alina. A sparkling thrill surged through my veins, a power all my own.
“How did you escape?”
Fae Authority. Female. Black and red. I lunged lightning fast. She had enough time to reach for her blades before I plunged the sword through her chest. She blinked down at me, tiny little Alina O’Connor, in her human look-alike flesh, and even though her blood poured over my hand and bubbled from her lips, she couldn’t quite believe this pitiful human girl could kill her. She died not believing it. Wrenching the sword free, and wiping the blade on my pink leggings, I snatched her dagger and walked on, thoughts unerringly calm. They thought the queen was the nightmare beneath London, but she wasn’t the only one. Dagger in my left hand, sword in my right, head clear, I’d never been more comfortable in my skin. I was made for this. A vicious smile hooked into my lips. They were all going to die down here. And once I was done with them, I’d face my mother.
That part of me, the part made from purpose alone, clicked into place and settled right where it belonged. Complete, I stalked the tunnels, still me, still Alina, but something else too, something more: vengeance and absolution, like the blades in my hands. When the FA burst from the tunnels and came at me, I looked through them, seeing only my purpose. Faster, I let the blades talk for me. Potent draíocht surged in my veins. All I had to do was allow it. I cut the FA down, one after another, and with each death, the old draíocht breathed new life into my manufactured body. I drew it in from the fallen fae, like drawing breath into my lungs. Human, I was not. But these fae weren’t kin either. I was something else entirely. Something built for a single, terrible purpose.
“You will not stop her.” I recognized that voice from the night I’d met Reign. The general’s stilted words summoned me back from the killing frenzy. I straightened, rolled my shoulders, cracked my neck and turned. Blood dripped from my fingers and streamed down the blades. The sickly metallic smell of blood and gore hung in the air. I stood at the center of a massacre of my own making. Somewhere inside my mind the voice of sanity screamed, but I silenced it.
The general stood between me and the iron door to the queen’s reservoir. “You can’t stop me.”
His storm-gray eyes narrowed to slits. “Foolish girl. This”—he gestured at the bodies—“just delays the inevitable.”
I spread my arms. “You see me now, don’t you, General? You see what I am. And I’ve come for her.” I pointed the dagger over his shoulder at the closed door beyond.
His thin smile flickered. “She has excelled herself with you.”
“She failed. I’m the result. Now get out of my way, or die like the others.”
“You’re perfect.”
No, I was not letting him undermine me. This was my doing. I got this far. Me, and only me. With a snarl, I stepped around a body, readied my stance, blades gripped tightly, and beckoned him closer. “C’mon, General. You’ve wanted to kill me since you first laid eyes on me in that train car.”
His blades hissed as he freed them. “If I did, it was because I thought you inadequate.” We circled. “I was mistaken—”
I lunged. Swords clashed. Alien strength poured steel into muscle and fire into my mind. I drove him back, but he ducked and twisted, cracking the pommel of his short sword into my neck. With a grunt, I hit the wall, but instantly spun and ducked. His blade chimed as it hit the stone where my head had been a second before. He was quick too. Quicker than I was. Slashing the dagger wide, it kissed his thigh. He grunted a curse and swung a brutal punch into my jaw. I reeled away, swallowing blood. Must stay on my feet … Must stay upright … His blades glinted, coming at me from all sides. I blocked, parried, blocked … Back and back he drove me. Metal shrieked. My strikes did get through, but it wasn’t enough. C’mon … He’s mine. I can do this.
“He will kill you, sweet thing.”
No, no … I couldn’t let her in. Not now. Not when I was so close to … What? Why … why was I doing this? Why was I here?
The general slammed me into the door. My skull smacked against the iron. A cry shot from me. Sparks blurred my vision. I could not let him win. The dark in his eyes swirled as he crowded close, forearm lodged under my chin, pinning me still. He panted hard, spittle dashing my cheek. “That’s it, Construct. Listen well. She calls, doesn’t she … ? Listen to her voice. Do as she says. It was what you were designed for.”
“Kill him. You want to. Prove you can. And come to me. Our time is now. We are ready.”
“She’s telling me to kill you.”
He faltered, eyes widening, and eased back. “No. She would not. I am her servant.”
“Oh yes.” I thrust my knee up between his, and impacted hard enough for him to bark a cry and let go. One strike, I whipped the sword between us. He danced back, light and quick, and lunged, slamming all of his formidable form into me. I got my arms around him, and scraped my dagger along his ribs, tearing through his leathers. He had me, but I had him. Teeth bared, I bit down on his neck, desperate to get him off me. But his strength outmuscled mine. He punched his blade forward. The blow landed like hot steel in my gut and the melee abruptly ceased. Breath whooshed out of me. I should be pushing him off, but I clung to him. The tunnel blurred, colors mixing, swirling, and a cool numbness wrapped around my chest. My strength bled away; the rage and madness, oddly quiet. He’d stabbed me. Locked together, we sank to our knees. He cradled an arm around me as the empty darkness closed in; the embrace oddly tender.
“No, no … !”
Black anger, as thick as oil, poured into my mind. The queen raged, and behind the door, her wretched scream rose up. “She is mine!”
The general peered down at me. Blood splatters stained his face and hair. My blood, I assumed. I should have been feeling something, shouldn’t I? Why wasn’t I fighting? Get up, I screamed silently inside my head. He’ll kill me. I won’t leave these tunnels. I want to live. It wasn’t enough time … I want more time!
The general swept a lock of hair off my face with trembling fingers. I expected hatred, like the glares I’d received from Warren. But the look on his proud face was quite the opposite. Gray eyes regarded me with cool respect. He winced, lips twitching into a grimace. I’d hurt him. And I was glad for that. But he’d killed me, hadn’t he? That was the look on his face. Resolute confirmation. He’d won. The blow to my gut, the blood pooling around me. I was dying.
The door burst open and two glistening arachnid forelimbs reached toward me. The general released me and scrambled back. Countless slashes in his leathers gaped, blood dribbling. He pressed a hand to his side. Scarlet blood streamed between his fingers. I’d hurt him all right, maybe even enough to kill him.
The queen’s black crane-like limbs hooked around me. I should have felt something, anything. Why wasn’t my body working? How could I just lie there and let her touch me? Shock. I’m in shock. Knowing it did nothing to combat it though. Besides, it didn’t matter. The queen cradled me in her limbs. I smelled her familiar oily scent and closed my eyes.
At least I wasn’t alone.



Chapter Twenty-six
“We are made as one, you and I, sweet thing. I will not allow you to perish. Not yet. You will not be wasted. I do not fail. Ever.”
Her hooked limbs twitched and flicked, plucking at the ripples of green draíocht vapor encircling her. She unraveled me, tore the lose threads away, and tied purpose back into my borrowed limbs. Through my mind she wove her touch, smoothing out imperfections, healing reanimated flesh, stitching body and mind back together. Precious memories, those I’d tried to cling onto, buried beneath the flow of draíocht. I was healed and yet broken inside. She created me anew, with a single purpose. There was only one thing in this world she feared, only one creature who could stop her now.
One last time.
One more chance.
“Prove your worth.”



Chapter Twenty-seven
Music assaulted me, battered from all sides, below and above. I stood motionless, faced into it, as though staring into a storm of sound. Adrenalin, pure joy, and raw draíocht surged through my veins. It was wonderful, alive, and so was I. The beat pounded, the guitar, the piano, the bass … and his voice. I’d heard Sovereign playing to the crowd on TV, but this … this was worlds away. His voice rode the waves of music, lifting the rhythm, plunging it deep, swirling it into a frenzy, and the crowd of twenty thousand surged and screamed and rode the wave too. Lights rained down on the stage, as though the stars themselves had fallen from the sky. Goose bumps spritzed my light-dappled skin. Breaths came short and fast, my heart raced. There was magic here, human or fae, maybe both.
At the front of the crowd, pressed against the barriers, I soaked the wonder of the concert into my pores, tasted the thousands on my lips, and awaited the queen. I’d failed her before. I would not fail again.
Crossed daggers burned against at my lower back. My fingers itched to curl around the weapons. Soon. Touched would take a break, and the support act would have its moment. That was my time. Sovereign liked to venture into the crowd, sign autographs, touch those that asked … I’d be there. Waiting. He had served his purpose. The Keepers were dead. The hound was volatile. Time to end the beast by the twin points of my daggers. It was her wish.
Time meant little while I stood and watched. Hours bled into minutes. I listened to the beat of the music and the beat of my heart; her heart. She created me. Her draíocht flowed through me. And the beat of her poisoned heart throbbed in my ears. I had no heart of my own. I wasn’t human; not even close. My flesh was hers to command, my mind hers to mold. I lived only for her.
My moment arrived. Screaming fans wept and surged around me. They cried Sovereign’s name as he descended stage-side steps and waved flyers, shirts, bare flesh. They didn’t know him like I did, didn’t see the hound behind his quick smile, or the killer looking back at them through dazzling fae eyes. All they saw was a being they wanted to touch, to love, because their weak human minds had no choice. He strode down the steps, flashed a deadly smile, raised his arms, and the crowd erupted. All but me. Inside my coat—his coat—I clutched the daggers. People jostled, sweeping me up in their lust. My smile too was a hungry thing. Soon. Come closer. Die for your queen and live for eternity in infamy. That is what you want …
The band members followed behind, enticing in their own right, but lackluster compared to Sovereign’s brilliance.
“Reign, we love you!” “Sovereign, sign this … When’s the next album out? Reign!”
He trailed his fingers across their outstretched hands, defying the Trinity Law in full view of the live camera feeds, because he could, and his fans simultaneously sighed and squealed. He could have any of them; a second touch, a third, and they’d follow him anywhere. It was how he hunted. How they all hunted, feeding on us like the leeches they were.
Wait … Us? But I wasn’t human. I was … unhuman. Something in between. Not alive. Not dead. Not real. I shook my head, ridding myself of the peculiar thoughts, and with a snarl I sent them to the back of my mind.
Sovereign’s sly smile and quick glances reeled his fans in. Here, he was predator. He scanned the countless anonymous faces, searching for his next victim perhaps. How could they not see the predator in him? His gaze slid over me. The noise of the crowd faded away, and the touch of surging bodies no longer mattered. His gaze seared mine. His smile froze on his lips. And he knew I was there to kill him. I’d expected him to run, but he lunged forward, plowing into me and the barrier like he had the fae at the café. I should have known Sovereign didn’t run from anything but himself. We tumbled in a tangle of barrier and those who’d had the misfortune of standing beside me. Momentarily pinned beneath the barrier and Reign, I struggled to lever the daggers out.
“You don’t want to do this,” he hissed against my cheek.
“She’s got a knife!” Screams erupted, and Reign was yanked away, swallowed by the crowd. I wasn’t here to hurt the people. They were hers. Food. She needed them alive.
Event security poured into the gaps left by the fleeing crowd. I didn’t see the electroshock gun until the security guard punched it into my side. A targeted explosion of electricity snapped through me. My jaw locked. Muscles seized. And a blinding, thought-sundering pain tore through my head. The guards piled in, six on one. Camera flashes blitzed my vision. My fingers burned as my daggers were wrenched free. It didn’t matter. I didn’t need them. These people were weak. They didn’t know what they were dealing with. Someone heaved the barrier off and rough hands wrenched me to my feet.
“Get her out of here,” a voice barked.
I searched the crowd of shocked and intrigued faces for Sovereign, only to find him turned away, hanging back with the band members. The guards hustled me away from the crowd and my sight line back to Sovereign flooded with fans. I didn’t want to hurt the guards, but I would. I couldn’t fail her. Not again. The guards were big, but slow. I mapped in my mind exactly how I’d take them down.
“It’s okay.” Sovereign jogged up from behind, breaking away from those still eager to touch him and ignoring their attentive cries. “Let her go.”
The grips on my arms and shoulders tightened. One of my guards replied, “You know ’er?”
Reign gave them a single nod and trained his electric gaze on me. “She won’t hurt anyone. It was a stunt.”
“A stunt.” I repeated. A fabulous idea. Although I couldn’t quite figure out why Sovereign would want me free when I was clearly going to try and kill him at the first opportunity.
The grip on my arms vanished, dropping me back onto my feet. I staggered and shrugged my coat into position. “I don’t suppose I could have my daggers back?” My captors glowered. They would never know how close they’d come to feeling the kiss of my blades against their flesh.
Sovereign held out a hand. “The blades.” The guards didn’t look pleased by his request either. “They’re fae property. If you take them, you’ll spend the rest of the night filling out paperwork.” He flashed them a stellar smile. “Hand them over and nobody has to know.”
Once the daggers were tucked against the small of his back, Sovereign escorted me back-stage. Tension simmered between us. Moments building, words unsaid. Tap-tap … “Alina. Go, wait for me, my sweet thing. Fulfill your purpose. Prove your worth. Soon … I come. So soon.”
Sovereign opened a dressing room door. I gave the inside of the small room a cursory glance, finding it empty. “Ladies first. I insist.”
“Since when were you a gentleman?”
“Since turning my back on you means inviting a dagger in it. Get inside, Alina.” The sound of my name spoken as a threat scattered shivers across my flesh. He breathed the word, gave it a life all of its own, made it intimate. A memory, bright and sharp, sliced through the dark inhabiting my mind; his soft lips on mine, teasing, tasting, so gentle, as though I’d break if pushed too far. Intoxicating memories bloomed; the sweet intoxicating poison that was Reign.
He attacked in a burst of speed. Slamming into me like a battering ram, he thrust me face-first against a wall while the cloying dark in my head battled with bright memories, with the past, with the fragile hopes I’d buried deep. He leaned against me, trapping my body against the cool steel of his. Ghostly memories twitched, but fled before I could latch onto them.
“This isn’t you,” he hissed, breath warm against my cheek. “She got to you.” When I didn’t answer, he gripped my shoulders and spun me around, planting his hands against the wall on either side of my head, fencing me in. Those butterfly eyes widened, becoming all I could see, all I could form thoughts around. So beautiful. But they were a warning. Get too close and there’s a monster inside.
“I am remade,” I replied, words simple, tone flat.
Sadness softened his face. “You went to her, didn’t you? Alone? Of course you did. For someone afraid of spiders, you sure have a funny way of showing it.”
His sadness wouldn’t save him. Cocking my head I filtered through my own mind, searching for the memories. Afraid of spiders? That wasn’t me. That was … that was the mistake. The other me. The one who failed.
Sovereign sighed. “She’s really done a number on you, hasn’t she?” He muttered a curse. “I’m not ready. You can’t be here. It’s not over yet.”
“She’s coming.”
He leaned back and trawled his gaze up my body, a muddle of confusion, anger and fear muddying his expression. I’d seen that look before, after stepping off a train I’d never taken to find him sprawled on the platform. He looked at me like I was a stranger.
“Is there any part of Alina left in there at all?” he asked quietly.
A frown tightened my face. I couldn’t allow these memories a foothold. They were the error in my making. I was new. My past was debris. Pain, regret, love … these things meant nothing.
Sovereign pushed off and backed away, careful to face me, keeping the daggers out of reach. “A construct, is that all you are now?” Disappointment sharpened his words with an edge of disgust.
“Of course.” The corners of my lips curled into something resembling a smile and my fingers twitched. I needed to distract him, anger him, if I had any hope of retrieving my blades. I searched for memories I could use against him. “It’s a little late to throw stones in glass houses. You’re the one who killed Warren.”
Sparks flared in his eyes. His expression twisted, lips rising in a snarl, eyes burning. There was the beast, just below the surface. The confidence he wore as armor melted away. His shoulders dropped, and for a moment he looked through me, unseeing. I sprang off my back foot and lunged, veering at the last moment to twist and snatch a blade free. He turned, quick as a coiled spring, and had the remaining dagger out in the same movement. The queen’s dark touch spilled her intent into my mind. I hunched, readying my stance, and grinned.
Sovereign straightened to his full fae height, shoulders back, dagger bare, and gave the fingers of his free hand a flick, beckoning me forward. “You want a piece of me, American Girl? I’ve fed, satisfied, practically brimmed … My victim thanked me when it was done. You won’t find me easy.”
Rage, white-hot, scorched my cool thoughts. “Bastard.”
“Jealous?”
Yes. What? Wait … No, these weren’t my thoughts. “Where’s your victim now?”
“Discarded.” He jerked an eyebrow. “Tossed aside. The same as Faerie did to us.”
Damn him. An image flowed through my mind, unwanted but undeniable; him, entwined with another, touching, teasing with that wicked tone of voice, words enticing. A sneer touched my lips.
Humor glinted in his eyes, just for a fraction of a second before it vanished, making me wonder if I’d seen it at all. “Maybe there’s a little of Alina left in there? A part that feels?”
He was trying to trick me. Deliberately baiting me in an attempt to retrieve the part of me who cared. Two could play that game. “She holds the reins of your nightmare … What do you dream of, Sovereign? Of our queen?”
The humor in his eyes snuffed out. “You don’t know me.”
“So you keep saying.” I struck. He blocked the flash of my dagger with the edge of his. Metal sang as we came together, blades grating. He pushed, driving me back, but where he snarled through gritted teeth, I could have laughed. He would die. He had more to lose, more distractions. I had nothing. My purpose, my reason for breathing, was now. This moment belonged to me.
My back hit a dresser, toppling its contents all over the floor. I brought my knee up, but he dodged it and cracked his elbow across my cheekbone. Pain flushed across my face. I gasped. I’d seen him fight the FA. I knew what he was capable of. “How much of you is the dog?” I grunted, driving strength into my arms to shove him off.
He staggered and glared, chin dipped, eyes fierce. “More than you’ll ever know.”
“Then perhaps it’s time to have the puppy put down.” I tasted blood and spat. Pain fuelled the thrill strumming through me. This was where I was meant to be. Everything I lived for, everything I’d been created for, came down to this moment.
“Alina was twice the woman you are.”
“Alina was broken.”
He blinked out of existence—gone—and in the next moment I felt the press of his cool blade against my throat and the press of his warm body against my back. “Why do you still wear my coat if you’re the queen’s stone-cold killer?” he whispered, fluttering the words against my neck.
My lips parted, the reply balanced on the tip of my tongue, but the words failed to come. I meant to say the coat meant nothing, but even as the reply formed in my head, so did the memory of him awkwardly handing me the garment by the docks and then almost plucking me off my feet to hold me close. And with that memory, others tumbled forth, of his indecent chuckle, the way his lithe fingers danced, how he moved with an impossible combination of solid confidence and liquid grace. His breath played on the skin of my neck as I remembered exactly how I’d kissed him on the rooftop, how he’d told me all he wanted was something real, and how his touch left me breathless. The impossible contradiction of Reign assaulted my memories, discarded the debris of my old manufactured life and replaced it with the bright potential of an existence I’d carved for myself.
“Alina …”
Every inch of him molded against my back and I forgot the kiss of the dagger at my throat. With every breath he pressed closer. He curled his free arm around my waist, holding me tight, preventing my escape. I wasn’t sure if he trembled, or I did. Still I fought, battling on all fronts with my own nature, the rules I must follow, the desires that weren’t mine, and the darkness that sought to drown me. But he smelled spellbinding, sweet, intoxicating, delicious. It wouldn’t take much to let go, to allow myself this tiny lapse, to lean back and relax in his arms. For just a little while, I could be Alina again.
I only realized I’d turned my head away when the ghost of a kiss fluttered at my neck. My breath stuttered, hitching in my throat, even as his blade nicked my skin.
“There’s so much you’ve never known. To dance, to love …” The whispers teased against my neck just as his kiss had. “The queen will not allow you to live. You’ll be gone … Nothing more than a memory.”
“Memories have more power than you know.” New wicked and delicious sensations fed through me. I wanted this. It wasn’t an order or part of some grand plan. It was me. Tingling fragments of draíocht fizzled where his lips settled and then moved on. It was only the dagger hooked at my throat stopping me from twisting in his grip and devouring him. “Reign … I don’t trust myself not to hurt you.”
“That makes two of us.” His voice trailed off behind a growl. Fear mingled with desire, instincts vying for control. The blade at my throat withdrew enough to allow me to breathe, but it wasn’t breath I needed. I twisted in his grip, threaded my fingers through his hair, and pulled him down into a kiss that banished any thoughts of the queen, or the concert, or who I was meant to be. He dropped the dagger, let it clatter to the floor. His arm tightened, yanking me hard against him, while his free hand knotted in my hair, clutching me so damn close that I couldn’t think past the raging desire, and didn’t want to. Driving him back against a dressing table, I reached for somewhere to put the dagger, then didn’t care, and I let it slip from my fingers so I could ease my hand beneath his shirt, over the tantalizing ripple of muscles, and soak up the feverish warmth of him. Nerves shortened my heartbeat, kicking up the tempo. Different, enticing tingles skittered low.
“Tap-tap, Alina …”
I nipped at his lip, let him chase my mouth for more, delighted at his growl of frustration, and then succumbed to his savage, hungry mouth. The queen didn’t matter. Nothing did. He was all I needed to ground me, to remind me, to bring me back from the insanity and make me whole again, make me Alina.
“I can’t …” He tore away from me, simultaneously shoving me back. Blood-red pupils consumed the tricolor eyes, bleeding the hound into his face. He stumbled and fell to his knees, bracing a hand against the floor. “You bring the worst out in me.” He breathed, grinding out the words between clenched teeth.
I stepped back, remembering who I was, and where I was, and what I was supposed to be doing. But finding it all dislocated and jumbled. A jigsaw puzzle yet to be completed. The sight of Reign—breathing hard, fast, fingernails scoring the floor—dumped me back into reality. The hound was coming. That monster I’d witnessed on the dockside would be free in seconds. I stepped forward, but he hissed, words failing.
“Reign …” I couldn’t leave him, and couldn’t let this happen. If the hound got free now, it would tear through the crowd. What was it Shay had said? That there might be a way I could control it, like the queen did. Both daggers lay on the floor between us. He couldn’t be allowed to get free. He would never forgive himself if the hound got loose. Reign glared, forcing each strained breath through his teeth. His all-red eyes fixed on the daggers, and then back to me. I could either help him or kill him.
“Reign, I …”
He bent over, releasing a pained groan as draíocht vapor spiraled from his flesh. “Do it.”
Minutes before I’d have killed him without a second thought. But he’d brought me back. Surely there had to be a way to do the same for him? I dropped to my knees beside him. He flinched away. “I can’t make it any worse.” I reached out a trembling hand. His predatory glare fixed on my fingers as though he might tear my hand off. I inched forward, closer to his face. Draíocht rose from his cheek and swirled around my fingers, licking cool and smooth at my skin. “You said when you stole my draíocht, you took some of the queen into you. So I’m taking it back, maybe I can take some of the hound into me.” My smooth, even voice belied the fear churning inside. Stay calm. Stay in control. Don’t provoke the hound.
My fingertips brushed his cheek. Sparks danced through our touch, over the back of my hand and jolted up my arm. I almost wrenched away. Draíocht vapor lapped over my hand and round my wrist, before dissipating. And Reign? Reign stared, wild-eyed and unblinking. Sawing breaths shuddered through his body.
“Maybe …” I whispered. “Maybe I can control these terrible things inside us, maybe I can help you, like Shay said.” His eyes widened. Emotional anguish contorted his expression. He bucked and collapsed. I don’t know if it was mention of Shay, or the words themselves, that broke him. I settled my hand on his shoulder, soaking up the wracking shivers assaulting his body, and waited for him to change or ride it out. “Maybe together we can harness the hound and protect the people here. Is it too much to hope there might be some good in us?”
Minutes passed. I didn’t know if he’d heard anything I’d said, but I hoped he had. If memories of us together could push back the touch of the queen in my head, maybe those same memories would help Reign control the hound. Or maybe it was the foolish hope of a week-old girl. Reign’s shivering ceased, and once his breath slowed, he said quietly. “It’s never too much to hope for good.” He blinked his normal fae eyes up at me. He was back. He’d beaten it. For now.
Much of me wanted to throw my arms around Reign and drag him into a soul-sundering kiss, but that would very likely tip him over the edge again.
Slowly, carefully, I shifted away and stood on surprisingly steady legs. I’d have offered to help him up, but that probably wouldn’t end well either. The best thing I could do was leave. We had to clear the arena, get the public out. “We need to warn everyone. She’s close, Reign … I feel her.” A beat hammered in my chest, but it wasn’t my heartbeat. It was hers. The queens controlling rhythm. I’d escaped her clutches, but she was still inside me. She always would be.
The twin daggers glinted on the floor. Reign arched a brow as he saw my gaze linger on them. Climbing to his feet, using the dressing table for support, he slumped against its edge. “I will warn them, but I have to finish this.”
“You can’t continue with the concert.”
He lifted his head. His weakness faded away behind a determined glare. “I have to. It’s all I have. This is it for me, Alina. When she comes, I’ll release the hound, and pray to Faerie the thing goes after her, but until then—until everything I’ve worked for comes crashing down, I need to finish this.”
“Reign …” he threw me a look that said he wasn’t negotiating. Considering how close we’d come to killing each other, I stayed quiet.
“This is my fault,” he said. “Had I not killed the Keepers, none of this would be happening. I fully intend to throw everything I have at her. Maybe I can focus the hound somehow. Whatever happens, she’ll likely kill me, but I’ll die taking the bitch with me.”
“This isn’t your fault. She’d have found someone else to manipulate.”
“But she found me.” He stood and scooped the daggers off the floor. He weighed them in his hands, and seemed to consider his options, before handing them out. “Know that if I see you helping her, I’ll finish this between us.”
I met and held his gaze. He would. And perhaps, if it came to it, I’d have it in me to finish him too. What a terrible pair we made. Drawn together and pulled apart. “If I revert back to that, I’ll welcome it.” I took the daggers. A satisfied smile alighted my lips. The killer in me—the part that itched to fight—her influence, would always be there. At least until I met my expiration date. “If you wait until the concert is over, it might be too late.”
He gave me a purely fae glare, a look left over from another world, eyes ablaze, jaw set, a look from when he’d been a warrior; once. “I won’t let her hurt them.” That look told me he’d sacrificed himself before. He’d do it again.
I straightened my shoulders and shut down my emotions. “Did you really bespell someone?”
He winced. “Yes. I had no choice. The appearance of the hound at the docks left me weak, and tonight … tonight I need to be all I can be.”
My stomach turned, whether from nerves or regret, I wasn’t sure. I knew what he was, I knew what he had to do, but that didn’t make it right. It never would.
Head bowed, eyes up, peering at me through his lashes, he said, “I can’t apologize for what I am, Alina.”
I sucked in a breath. “Neither can I.”



Chapter Twenty-eight
I couldn’t think about what might happen. About the fact I might not survive, or how I’d been ready and capable of killing Reign, or how even now the queen’s touch spilled through my veins. None of that changed the now. The now was me standing at the side of the stage, out of sight, but close enough to see the sea of people stretching into the back of the bowl-shaped arena.
Touched came on for their closing session, and Sovereign played the crowd as though he hadn’t had some half-crazed queen’s construct go at him with daggers, and then battled the spirit of an ancient hound for control. Owning the stage, and the music, his glorious voice touched thousands. I’d be damned if he died tonight. Perhaps, because I was meant to kill him, I’d fight to my last breath to make sure that didn’t happen. Did he deserve to be saved? Didn’t everyone, deep down? Reign wasn’t what he appeared to be and I was only now beginning to understand what that meant. Few had the luxury of being known for who they truly were.
I didn’t agree with the delay in getting the arena evacuated, and I had every intention of setting off the fire alarms once the band got into their stride. Reign would hate me, but really, I’d rather he added it to his list of reasons to hate Alina, than left it too long, and served up twenty thousand people on a platter to the queen. And she really was close. I felt her as surely as I could hear her heart pounding in my ears. My body still buzzed with the remnants of my encounter with Reign, the near miss with the hound, and more … When the queen had taken me, patched me up, and sent me on my merry way to kill Reign, she’d somehow rewritten my thoughts, or tried to. It was likely her suggestion wasn’t sticking because I was running on empty.
What if I flip to the dark side again when she comes? Yet another thing it was better not to think about. At least I could think for myself. Free will was a wonderful thing, and I really didn’t want to lose mine again.
Touched finished up a recent hit. I turned away from the performance to search for a fire alarm, or somewhere I could start a fire. Backstage was a maze of corridors packed with event staff and hangers-on. My presence went unnoticed, thanks to Reign giving me a pass to pin to my coat. My pace quickened as the ground and walls trembled. Hopefully, the grumbling was part of the special effects on stage, and not the queen beneath my feet. Were there tunnels under the O2 Arena? In all likelihood. London was riddled with tunnels, like an ant’s nest, only the ants under London happened to be monsters dressed like every human’s fantasy. My pace quickened and my heart raced. I had to get those people out. The arena itself was just a small part of the vast O2 venue. Outside boasted an eleven-screen cinema, plus countless restaurants, bars, and cafés. How was I going to spook the crowd? It would take nothing short of a terrorist alert to clear the place.
“Alina …”
I spun. Andrews wove his way around the staff toward me. His slate-gray suit and dark-blue coat screamed “cop” without him having to flash a badge. Relief lifted a weight from my shoulders. I hadn’t realized just how much I’d wanted to see him again, and how deeply I’d believed I wouldn’t.
Out of breath, he drew me to one side. “Listen, I have Armed Response rallying outside, but they won’t make a move unless something happens.”
“That’ll be too late.”
He winced, and his lips turned down in a grimace. “I can’t authorize them to storm the arena, I don’t have that much clout. I’ve pulled in enough favors as it is, just to get them here.”
“We need to get these people moving. How long does it take to clear a place like this?”
“Twenty minutes. They have emergency evacuation plans in place. The dome is rigged with over three hundred cameras. As soon as anything happens, the alarms will sound. The cameras are how I found you, actually.”
“Can you get me there? To the CCTV room? Maybe I can spot where she’ll come through.”
“Yes, come with me.” He strode ahead, exuding enough authority so the staff all veered out of our way. “What happened …” he called back, “When you went down there?”
“Um, that’s kind of a long and complicated story. The short version is, I screwed up.”
We didn’t speak again until Andrews escorted me into the CCTV control room. A bank of monitors blinked fifty or so split screens back at us. Three operators gave us cursory glances, nothing more.
“Okay, you can see the entertainment village, the entrance plaza, the arena … even the back of house, where we were. Almost everything from here. Up to sixty thousand people in total.” Andrews pointed out each relevant screen. I leaned in close and scanned each in turn. So many people … So many lives. Mothers, fathers, families, and friends. People with connections to loved ones. Connections I’d yet to make and probably never would. I had to save them. Do something important with your miserable existence. I’d show Warren exactly what I was capable of. The entertainment village, with its cinema and restaurants, brimmed with patrons. This dome was an all-you-can-eat draíocht buffet if you happened to be an ugly-ass spider queen that sucked the life out of people. What would she do? She wouldn’t want them to run, so she’d go about this carefully at first, tentatively, like nursing her web. Spiders set traps.
“Any ideas?”
I calmed my thoughts and tried to focus. Think like a fae, Reign had told me often enough. She wasn’t just any fae, she was the queen, possessed by a fae spirit, and starving. “Maybe the loading areas, somewhere she has the freedom to move. She’ll try not to spook the crowd. She won’t want them escaping.”
The camera operators frowned, and cast me sideways glances. They hadn’t yet seen the sparkly daggers inside my coat. I resisted the urge to grin.
“Can you zoom in on the loading bays at the back, behind the arena?” Andrews asked. The operators obliged, and we squinted at the screens. Nothing. I was missing something. “These cameras cover everything? Are there any tunnels?”
“Yeah,” the nearest operator nodded, “The sixty-foot Blackwall Tunnel shaft comes up right through ’ere.” He tapped a pencil at a screen. “You can’t miss it from outside.”
Oh God. “There. It’ll be there. Can we get to it? From inside?”
He looked at me warily. “There’s a maintenance door.”
“Show us.”
We followed the operator to the south side of the dome, where we met with an official who seemed to want to go over Andrews’s ID with a fine-tooth comb before finally opening the side door. The shaft rose up like a silver monolith. Cool night air rushed over us, bringing with it the sights and smells of London. I tugged my coat closed and ventured into the cutout area around the ventilation shaft. Exterior lights flooded a brittle milky glow around us, scattering insubstantial shadows. No spiders. I’d expected … something. “I was so sure.”
“Maybe she’s not coming.” Andrews gazed up at the vents some sixty feet above. The wind whipped his jacket open and tousled his hair. He seemed almost hopeful, but he couldn’t feel her: the impending storm. If she wasn’t here already, she was close.
We walked around the shaft, but if anything there was a disturbing lack of spiders and their webs. Wherever she was, it wasn’t there. A tunnel. It made sense. Returning inside, I quizzed the operator, but he confirmed there were no other tunnels under the dome. He left Andrews and me in the entrance plaza, outside Starbucks. “I don’t understand …”
“Like I said, maybe she’s not coming.”
I gave him a smile; he seemed like he needed it. “She’s coming. There are tens of thousands of people here. She wouldn’t miss this. Especially as I failed again. She’ll want a few words with her progeny.”
Andrews’s keen gaze scanned the flow of people milling around us. Most headed toward the restaurants, but others hung back by the frosted-glass entrance doors. Reign’s spellbinding voice reached us, albeit muffled below the general background din of so many people. Andrews turned toward me, hand tucked in his pocket, “So, what happened?”
“I was wounded pretty badly. She patched me up.” Tapping my temple, I said, “She went to town up here.” Shivers skittered through me, prompting me to pull my coat tighter. “I came here as her tool. It was only when Reign … We, uh, we fought, and he helped me remember.”
Andrews nodded and mustered a weak but genuine smile. “Good.” He lifted a finger and pressed the earpiece in his ear. The team checking in. I hung back, arms crossed, shivers still spilling over my skin, while Andrews gave his team the all clear. My limbs ached and a dull throb emanated around my skull. I didn’t have time to get sick, especially now.
Lifting my gaze I scanned the ceiling canopy above the entrance plaza. Downward lights sparkled. Glossy advertising posters gleamed. The dome represented the modern, and yet the queen was here, ancient and horrifying. Feverish shivers spritzed my skin with perspiration. Rubbing my forehead, trying to ease the dull ache and wipe off the sheen of perspiration, my thoughts wandered. People paid me no mind while I watched them laugh, chat, and argue. I had to fight not to grab them one by one and shout at them to leave now, before it was too late. They wouldn’t listen, and I’d be arrested.
Andrews turned toward me, his face ashen. “Something’s wrong.”
A shout went up from the plaza. A young woman tugged on the glass entrance doors. She tried another. Others joined in, but the doors weren’t moving. Panic plucked at the mood of the crowd. My feet carried me forward without instruction, but even as I drew close I could see the evidence I’d been looking for all along. The glass doors weren’t frosted. What I’d thought to be opaque glass was a blanket of webbing.
Andrews jostled his way through a growing crowd. “Police … Let me through.” He tugged on the automatic doors. They rattled but didn’t open. The mechanisms had jammed with what looked like white cotton candy. I knew otherwise. My gaze trailed higher, into the canopy above us.
Think like a fae. Look up … “Andrews, she’s on the roof!”
He broke away from the crowd and relayed my revelation into his earpiece. “I want Air Support here now. Yes, I know the costs. Do it! The doors are sealed. Check all entrances and exits, and get the cutting gear ASAP.”
All the doors would be blocked. While we’d been searching for her inside, she’d been outside, closing her trap around us. The murmur from the crowd grew more urgent as the plaza filled with people. Before long, once they realized they couldn’t escape, they’d panic.
Andrews watched the crowd, the same thoughts clearly running through his head. He apprehended a few of the staff and sent them to check all the exits.
“I have to warn Reign.”
“Go.” He turned, and then seemed to hesitate, as though wanting to say something, but failing to find the words. “Be careful.”
“Not likely.” I grinned.
Fighting my way through the crowd, Andrews’s voice of calm authority rose up above the noise of the crowd. “I’m a police officer. There’s a team outside working to open the doors. Stay calm. There’s no need to panic. We’ll have the doors open soon …”
On my way to the back stage area, I saw exactly what I’d feared. Crowds swelling around the exits. Not yet panicking. They would soon, and if the doors weren’t opened, people would die. I had to warn Reign. If the concert ended now, the crowd would have nowhere to go. He had to keep them inside, and distracted, at least until the cops got the doors open.
 
 
***


“I need to speak to him.”
The stagehand blocked my path. “You can’t go out there, you can see he’s in the middle of a performance.”
“This is urgent.”
“No, miss. I can’t allow you. I’ll call security—”
I peeled back my coat and produce a dagger. “Call them if you want, I’m going on.” She balked and backed away.
Stepping out of the shadows into the dazzling lights wasn’t as easy as I thought it’d be. I hesitated, and wasted time tucking the dagger back where it belonged. Onstage, the band gave it their all. A wash of fantastic light and booming sound roused my senses and had my borrowed heart racing. I tried to get Reign’s attention, but he was deep in the zone, eyes sparkling, body alive, lost to the music. Another time, I could have watched him perform all night.
A spider scurried across the floor in front of me. Just one, the size of my hand, and not at all concerned by the onslaught of light and sound. I stepped forward, took a deep breath, and in the next steps I was onstage, bathed in light and sound. Throat dry, body trembling, I half jogged forward. The drummer scowled in my direction.
“Reign!” He couldn’t hear me. The music pounded. A waterfall of light slid over us. “She’s here! On the roof!” The band played on, their combined music devouring my shouts.
Reign missed a beat. The band played on, but I saw the drummer glance up at Reign, mouthing “Your cue.” Reign stood motionless, microphone in front of him, lips parted, but he stared out above the arena as though the concert, the crowd, the band, were all forgotten.
“Reign … ?”
He lifted his head, and focused high above the crowd, among the tangled network of lighting gantries and ventilation ducts. I squinted into the lights, desperately trying to make out what had him spooked. The music faded; the cohesive band crumbling apart, and a murmur rose from the twenty thousand strong crowd, the sound like distant waves crashing on a beach. I willed Reign to speak, to say or do anything, and inched forward. “Reign.”
He blinked, and turned his head. His beautiful eyes flooded with crimson. The hound wanted out, and I knew why.
The queen’s brittle laughter rained down from above. The acoustics of the bowl-shaped arena cast her terrible tinkling sound around and over the crowd. Fear snatched a gasp from my lips. There, above, I saw her hooked upside down in the lighting scaffold. Every inch of her glistening black body sparkled beneath the play of lighting. She rocked, back and forth, her claw tipped back legs working at the silken threads of the web she’d cast behind her. She observed those below her with a wicked slice of a smile.
“My time has come, and I shall feed.”



Chapter Twenty-nine
“The final act …” Reign announced, his voice as smooth and sharp as crystal as it rang out across the arena. He smiled, but fear tightened his lips. And those eyes … Concertgoers pushed against the barriers would see how his eyes had changed. Maybe they thought it was an act. Reign played on that; it was the only way to keep the crowd calm.
He glanced back at the band and gave them a nod. Music sparked to life. The drums beat and Reign spun his spell. Light, sound, sparks, exploded over the stage. I backed up, just out of sight at the stage edges, but close enough to see the queen observing Reign and Touched bring the night alive with sound.
“Alina, my sweet thing …” Her voice scratched inside my head, as though clawing at my skull to escape. Flinching, I stumbled back and bumped into a wall. “It is not too late to prove your worth. You are capable. We are the same, you and I. You feel my life in your veins. My heart beats in you. You have no heart of your own, no life. These are not your people, your family. Only I understand you.”
I froze, locking my thoughts and body down.
“Kill Reign. Do it now. The daggers in your hands. Use them.” I lifted the weapons, alarmed to find I had no memory of grasping them. “Yes. Kill him. Fulfill your purpose. He is too volatile, too dangerous, to leave alive.”
No, no. I wouldn’t do this. Unless … unless I could get her to come closer. If I could lure her down, Reign would attack. If I could get close enough, I’d plunge the daggers into her chest. “I need you, Mother.” I ground out the words, forcing them up my throat beside the taste of bile. “Help me.”
“Sweet thing … Do you seek to trick me?”
“No, Mother. I need you … I need your strength. I am weak, sick, this body fails … Give me the gift of your power so I can finish Sovereign.”
I felt her indecision; a moment between seconds. She hesitated, thinking, scheming. Her mind in mine, I knew her wants. She feared Reign, feared the spirit of the hound inside him. Reign’s curse was old draíocht, like hers. He had the potential to hurt her, maybe even kill her. She knew I could get close enough to stab him. Her starved mind had fractured. She was not what she used to be. She cried out for sustenance. To be glorious again. She wanted these people, needed them … She wanted the city of London. She’d weave draíocht through the streets, create a tapestry of life to mimic Faerie, and free the fae. Reign could stop her. He needed to die.
“Yes …”
Black poison surged through me. I dropped hard, knees cracking against the stage. Power whipped up my spine, arching my body and jerking my head back. Broiling draíocht bubbled beneath my skin, plunged into muscle, and rewrote my very being at the molecular level. I tasted her oily perfume on my lips, breathed her petroleum scent into my lungs. She poisoned me from the inside out, but I locked my mind away. She would not have all of me. Not again. When it was over, the band still rocked the stage, Reign’s voice still wove its spell, but I was changed somehow. Changed but me. She didn’t know how stubborn Alina O’Connor could be.
The queen crept down the back of the stage. Light slid off her black body, and licked over her eight skeletal legs. Her shallow coat of hairs glistened moist with poison. Her body twisted, and her all-red eyes fixed on me.
Working to swallow back the bile, I clutched the daggers in hand and strode onstage. Reign saw me immediately this time. Perhaps it was the way I broadcast my intent in my stride. He broke off, mid-note and cast a horrified glance my way. With a tight shake of my head, I tried to convey that this was an act, a ruse. C’mon Reign, see me. The real me. And behind you, see the queen …
The lights rinsed the stage clear, receding to reveal the monster spider hunched at the back. Chaos erupted. Band members burst from their podiums and scrambled away. Horrified screams burst from the crowd. Panic twitched ripe in the air. And Reign? Reign saw her, and me, bearing down on him. I’d betrayed him. Or so he thought. Dashed hope and disappointment twisted his expression. He let go of the reins on his hound. His body sagged, limp with relief. A veil of green vapor rolled over him. In moments, he’d be unstoppable.
“No!” the queen screamed. “Don’t let him turn … Kill him!” She saw my betrayal when I hesitated, and she knew she’d been played. A frustrated cry burst from her. She scuttled forward, bursting through the band’s equipment, her legs rippling like liquid.
“Reign!” I tried to warn him, but caught mid-change, tangled in a web of his own spiraling draíocht, he couldn’t move to protect himself. I lunged, blindly attacking. The queen swept me back with one cutting slash of her legs. I tumbled, landing on my front, just as she plunged one of her lance-like legs through Reign’s chest and lifted him clean off the stage. He dangled like a doll, twitching, limp and useless, impaled on her limb. She took a moment to admire her catch, watching his head loll to the side, and then tossed his body into the terrified crowd.
“No!” Fear, rage, and disgust churned my thoughts into a terrible maelstrom with one sole purpose at its center. Kill her.
Alarms sounded, great wails. I hardly heard them.
“You tricked me!” She pointed her bloodied limb at me, but turned and snatched the fleeing guitarist into her embrace. In a blur, she gathered the man against her chest, manipulating his body, angling him into her embrace where she could hold him firmly. He screamed. I’d never heard screams like it. They were primal sounds, the sort of sound that curdled blood and haunted dreams.
“Don’t!”
“I will take them all,” she hissed and plunged her poisoned fangs into his shoulder. A shudder rippled through her. She groaned, upper body arching with pleasure. His screams died almost immediately. She tore her fangs free, passed the body beneath her, and worked her back legs to cocoon her victim in silk while her hunter’s gaze scanned the fleeing crowd. “More … Yes.”
On my feet, palms itching around the dagger handles, I had to stop her. “Don’t do this.”
“Why ever not? I’ve waited long enough for my time in the light.” She laughed and scuttled forward. I veered ahead of her, blocking her path before she could drop off the stage into the thousands. Her monstrous body reared up, legs clicking. “Silly thing, you cannot stop me. You are a part of me. Get out of my way.”
“No.”
Disappointment showed on her hard face. “I did everything right, created every facet of you, and still you fail me.”
“Happy to disappoint, Mom.” I shoved off my back foot, denied fear its purchase, and ran right at her, where her horrible legs couldn’t sweep me back. She screamed, more from anger than fear I think, and scurried back, but not far enough. I slammed a dagger through her toughened outer carapace, cracking her shell, and plunged it deep inside. A slippery creamy substance spilled from the wound and loosened my grip. She screamed, jerked back, snatched the blade free of my hand, and roared. The sideswipe from her legs knocked mine out from under me. I fell; head, shoulder, and hip slamming into the stage. Her limb craned back over my head. I blinked, and rolled. She punched her leg through the stage where my head had been moments before, and screamed her rage as I scrambled away.
I still had one dagger remaining. I could do this. It wasn’t over yet. Do it for Reign. For Shay. For London.
Soft taps landed on my head, my shoulders. Spiders rained from above, and not just on the stage. The crowd, still trapped, surged and screamed as one. Spiders flowed from their webs and dangled like stalactites from the lighting gantry. People collapsed, trampled by the surging crowd. They were dying. Lives lost. It wasn’t right, it wasn’t fair.
“Stop this. Please,” I begged.
“They are food. Just food.” She tugged her leg free of the hole in the stage floor and hunched down, reaching for the dagger protruding from her underside. “We are superior. I did not deserve to be forgotten in this place. I am glorious.”
“You’re insane.”
A hideous maniacal grin cut into her face. She spilled off the stage, into the crowd. People scattered, desperate to get away. They clawed over one another, eyes wild. She rushed them, knocked some aside, snatched others to her chest, and tore into them.
I’d failed. They were all going to die. What had I expected? I’d failed everything since the moment she’d created me. Failed her, failed myself, failed Reign.
His body lay near the front of the stage. I scrambled down, over the fallen barriers, and dropped to my knees beside him. “Reign … No.” Scooping his head into my lap, I tried to ignore how pale he was, how his lips had grayed. Blood marred his face and matted his hair. His torn clothes hung awkwardly on his twisted body. If I ignored all that, he could have been sleeping. He couldn’t be dead. It wasn’t meant to be like this. I was the one running on borrowed time. I knew I was going to die, but Reign … He had tried to do the right thing. Surely that counted for something?
I wiped my thumb across his lips, sweeping off the blood. “She’s going to kill them all … She’s too strong. We didn’t stand a chance.” I pressed my hand to his cheek. The cool, clammy, touch of his skin told me it was too late, but I didn’t want to accept it. “I thought … I thought I could do something, make a difference, but Warren was right. I’m nothing. I’m not like you. I’m not even real. I can’t beat her.”
Tingles wormed beneath my palm, where I touched his face, and crept up my arm. The numbness I’d experienced during our brief touches wrapped pressure around my upper arm. My stomach rolled and every instinct screamed at me to let go. Dropping the dagger, I leaned over him, both hands clasped on his face, and let the numbness have me. “Take it, Reign. Use it … I give it freely, just please, please wake up. I can’t do this alone.”



Chapter Thirty
Screams volleyed around the arena, but their numbers waned. Broken bodies lay scattered among empty seats. Webs trailed and glided over doors, chairs, barriers. The queen fed somewhere. I could hear her legs clicking, weaving webs. And the rivers of spiders flowed.
The numbness stole feeling from every muscle. It didn’t tingle anymore, just left me adrift, somewhere between awake and asleep, conscious and unconscious. Those moments and places between. I was there, present, but elsewhere.
“Please, Reign,” I whispered against his bloodied lips. “Let it be enough.” When he’d taken my draíocht seconds after we’d first met, he’d done so without my permission, and learned things about me nobody but the queen knew. I’d thought, at the time, that I should have been the one to walk away on that platform. But he knew me for what I was, seen the truth of me from the very beginning. He should have walked away from me. He hadn’t. Instead, he’d watched, learned, and taught me how to be me. And I’d never forget that. This time, I gave my draíocht freely, almost pushed it into him. It had healed him before, it would heal him again. It had to.
An electric current pulsed between us. I’d mistaken it for the beat of my heart, but as it grew, I slowly, carefully, came back to myself. His fingers teased through my hair. I leaned into his touch, seeking it out, and then realized he had to be awake to touch me like that. Eyelids weighted with lead, I dragged them open and found Reign peering up at me. No, down at me. I lay on my back, cocooned in confusion. How … ? He said something, but I couldn’t hear him. How could he be so far away when he was right there in front of me?
“Alina.” Tears brimmed his beautiful eyes. “You gave too much. You gave it all, American Girl.” His smile quivered before he turned his face away and squeezed his eyes closed. Slowly, painfully, he pulled his gaze back to me. “Don’t you know, constructs aren’t heroes.” He moved in close, close enough to kiss. “I wish … I wish we’d had more time.” He trembled, I could feel the shivers in his touch. I watched, fascinated, as those butterfly eyes bled a violent red. A savage grimace pulled on his lips. He fought, but he wasn’t lost to the hound, not quite yet. “I’d have shown you the world,” he said. “I would have let you love me.”
“I don’t think I’m made for love.” So tired … I would just rest a little while. I needed to rest.
He bit back emotion and shook his head. His bloodied hair fell in front of his bright eyes. “You saved me.” A twitch shocked through him. He doubled over, muscles straining, and met my gaze one last time. “Thank you, Alina.”
I wanted to thank him for making me whole, for showing me a world outside my design, but the words detached and drifted away before I could speak them. He fell back, stumbled to his feet, and staggered out of sight. Wait … I wanted him back. Don’t go. I didn’t want to be here, alone. Why was I so cold? Nothing worked right. My thoughts fell quiet, and my body refused to move. I had to get to the queen. I still had a dagger. People continued to die. Eyelids shuttering, I forced them open and urged my lungs to fill and expel, breathe in, breath out … That was important. I had to stay awake. Was I dying? To hell with that. I wasn’t going out without seeing this through. No way was I bowing out before the show was over.
The queen’s shadow fell over me. The lights from above burned her silhouette into my vision. “Alina …” Spiders dripped from her body. Thousands of them rippled around me. Countless legs tickled my exposed flesh.
The queen rocked on her legs, and reached a limb toward me, probing tentatively. “Oh, sweet thing, this would not have happened had you obeyed me.”
I willed my fingers to close around the dagger.
“I cannot make you again,” she said.
The horror of her came sharply into focus. Spiders swarmed over her body, feeding on the blood painted across her torso and face. The dagger still jutted from her underbelly. White blood oozed around it. But it wouldn’t be enough to kill her.
“You failed.” I breathed the words, not managing a whisper, but she heard.
“Failed?” She laughed. “No. This is just the beginning. These people are mine. Once I am done feeding, the fae will come when I call. They will serve, and we will turn this miserable city into our own Faerie. It will be glorious.”
“You failed …”
She made an odd rattling sound in the back of her throat and reached down to scoop me up into her embrace. I could barely hold my head up as she cradled me close. “There is little life remaining in your shell. Not enough to warrant feeding, but I will take you back. You are mine, after all.” She peeled her lips back, revealing her crescent fangs, intent on biting me, swallowing whatever remained of her draíocht in my veins.
“You failed … to kill Reign.”
She plunged her fangs into my neck and shoulder, thrusting them deep. The pain alone jolted me awake, just for a moment, but long enough to plunge the dagger into her chest. Her scream erupted in my ear. She threw me down and loomed high over me. “You miserable creature!”
The hound hit her in the side like a missile. White teeth glinted and hooked claws sliced. They tumbled in a mass of spider legs and beast. Snarls and growls mingled with the sound of bones cracking. Resting limp on my side, I watched through silent tears as the hound ripped into her. She flailed, her legs kicking, twitching, but the hound had her on her back and pinned beneath its huge bulk. It buried its maw into her torso and tore out her milky insides.
Spiders surged, spilled down from the ceiling and scurried in from all sides. They sensed their queen dying, as did I. Her screams rattled, then drowned. Her heart thundered in my chest. The hound clamped its jaws around her throat and whipped its head from side to side, tearing her apart.
Her touch in me flickered and vanished. The constant beat in my ears fell silent. The poison occupying my thoughts dissipated and drained away, lifting a horrible weight from my body. A weight I hadn’t even known I’d been carrying. Mind quiet, body still—I was free.
A few spiders paused on the back of my hand, right before my eyes. Their legs tapped, waiting. Others stopped too, and those that had climbed onto the hound skittered away.
“Leave. Go back,” I whispered. An electric shiver twitched through them. My will and theirs. They too were free. The rivers of spiders withdrew and retreated back into the cracks and crevices. It’s over.
I closed my eyes. It was over, and so was I. The queen was dead. My purpose dead with her. I didn’t have enough life left in me to move. But I’d beaten her. In the end, Warren would have been proud. The wet sounds of gristle between teeth mingled with the cries from those still alive inside the arena. I heard the beat of helicopter blades outside. Andrews would be out there. I had faith he’d gotten the doors open in time. There was nothing more to be done. My part was over. She was dead, and I was dying. Things like her, like me, were not meant for this world.
A snuffling muzzle nudged my head. I forced an eye open and was thankful I didn’t have the energy to scream. The hound blinked red glowing eyes down at me. Lips drawn back over its teeth, it was either smiling, or about to tear my throat out. A whine pitched high from its throat.
“Get away. They’ll kill you, Reign. The police. The people. It’s not safe for the fae anymore.” There would be evidence, witness statements, cell phone videos. This wasn’t going away.
The hound growled low and its blood-red eyes narrowed. I didn’t fear it, not when I already had death breathing down my neck. Maybe that was why it didn’t attack. When I next opened my eyes, it was gone and I was alone as I’d been when I’d first appeared onto the Chancery Lane platform. I didn’t want to go. I’d only just learned how to live. I was free for the first time. My own person. I could be anything I wanted to be. Go anywhere I wanted. I was Alina. Maybe I’d lived more in the last few days than some did in a lifetime. In the end, Warren would have agreed. Even that stubborn bastard would have had to admit I’d made a difference.
Boots hammered. Orders barked. I’d lain there minutes, hours?
“Get the paramedic in here. Clear the area. Check for survivors.”
Opening my eyes, I blinked into the face of one of the Armed Response team.
“A live one here,” he announced, and then moved on. I didn’t have the heart or strength to tell him I wouldn’t be alive for much longer. They should save the others, the real people, not me. I was done. I heard shouts of “alive” and “dead.” More were alive, than dead. That was good. But we hadn’t saved them all.
“Alina! Oh God.” Andrews dropped to his knees beside me. He’d lost his coat and jacket somewhere, and his shirt gaped. His hair ruffled wildly about his face. His wide eyes spoke of horrors he must have witnessed. I wanted to tell him it was okay. It was over, and I was ready.
“Where are the paramedics?!” he bellowed.
I wasn’t even sure I had a body they would know what to do with. I didn’t have a heart to beat.
Andrews scooped up my right hand and a wave of liquid energy rolled over me. For a few seconds, I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think about anything but my hand in his. Time lodged, frozen in the moment. His warmth spilled through my veins, the very rich taste of him danced on my lips, and his thoughts opened to me. I witnessed myself, pale and limp on the floor. The crushing weight of grief pushed down. His grief. And the swell of emotion drowned out the fear; his fear.
He yanked his hand from mine and fell back. Holy shit … I panted, staring up, seeing nothing, because all I could feel, and see, and smell was him. His fear ignited mine. His exhaustion drained me. His life, his loves. The despair for his older brother. The love lost for a younger sister. How was that possible? A lingering sense of grief settled over me, grief for … me.
“W-what … ?” Andrews mumbled.
I blinked back into my moment. My body tingled. Pleasure and pain twitched through me. I breathed hard. I’d taken his draíocht. Panic and elation vied inside my head. I could feel the thrill of his energy working, threading through my broken body, fixing me as it raced. Revived, and very much alive, I turned my head and saw horror etched into Andrews’s face.
“What did you do?” he whispered.
We both knew the answer, but I needed to hear the words, to believe it. “I took your draíocht.” And broke the first law. I tried to think if I’d touched him before, if I’d touched anyone besides Reign, or the other fae. I couldn’t remember. I could barely think beyond Andrews. His memories bubbled in my head. Things I had no right to know; private moments I’d stolen.
He blinked and looked at his hands. I’d never seen such naked horror on someone’s face before. He curled his fingers closed and fixed wild-eyes on me. “I, er …” Clearing his throat, he tried again. “Can you stand? You look … better.” He on the other hand had paled, and he looked as though he might be about to pass out.
As I managed to somehow get my legs under me and stand, he reached out to help, and then thought better of it and backed off. “I’m okay,” I said, not wanting to relive how I’d seen myself near death through his eyes. “Go, help everyone else.” I wavered, but stayed upright. “Go.” I couldn’t be close to him. It was too much. I didn’t want his secrets, didn’t want to hurt him. But I had. One touch. How many other times had I touched him? I needed to know, for his sake. I had to think, to remember. My head was a mess, my thoughts a muddle. “Just go!” I barked.
With an acknowledging nod, he left my side, glancing back once, and not with a smile. I’d taken his draíocht and broken the Trinity Law. But that fact paled in comparison when I witnessed the carnage the queen had left behind. There was no going back to normal after this. The fae would be hunted. And I was one of them. Ducking my head, I stumbled from the arena, out of the plaza and out into the night. The press had gathered. Crowds of people milled about. Ambulance and police vehicles fenced in the front of the dome. Only once I was a safe distance away did I turn. The dome, with its twelve masts, lay draped in a second canopy of webs, its dazzling lights diffused beneath the queen’s blanket. News crews beamed the footage all over the world. She was gone, but her legacy was not.
Turning away, I tucked my chin in and hugged myself. These were my first steps in a new world, a new life. A curious thrill surged through me. Draíocht throbbed anew in me veins. I was free. My steps quickened. I was me. Alina. Out-of-work cub reporter who had somehow acquired a lifetime of emotional baggage in a few days. I broke into a jog, filling my lungs with cool night air. Sirens wailed behind me. The world was changing with every second. I’d survived. I was alive. We’d won. London was safe. I ran, Andrews’s stolen draíocht lending me an unbridled sense of power. Wind in my hair, kissing my face, burning my throat—I ran. My first steps in this new life were all my own.



Chapter Thirty-one
Freedom was marvelous. Until I got cold, and hungry, and very lost. That’s what you get for running headlong into freedom without a plan. Still, it was worth it. In the early hours of the morning I found my way back to my Mile End home, but it didn’t belong to me. I didn’t belong in that life. I stood in the living room and didn’t like anything about the place. How had I ever lived there? It was gray and neutral and bland. Where was the color, the flare, the personality? I showered, changed clothes, and left it behind without looking back. Miles had set up that life. I wanted nothing to do with it.
Without a cent to my name, and only the clothes on my back, I walked with purpose. Sure, I didn’t have a job, or an address, or a birth certificate, or a heart, but that was wonderful. I was a blank slate, and I had big plans. I wanted to go to the movies, to dance in a nightclub, to get drunk and fall over. I wanted to laugh until it hurt. To cry at sad movies. I wanted more chocolate fudge cake, and to experience those intimate things I’d felt with Reign. These were all things people did, right? Thoughts of Reign dashed my dreams somewhat. I didn’t know if I’d see him again, and if I did, because of what I was, I wasn’t sure we could ever be close. I pushed thoughts of him aside and walked until my legs ached and my feet hurt. Headlines on newspapers declared the fae liars and monsters. Photos of the dome draped in web adorned every front page. I heard snippets of radio reports from passing cars. The fae were being rounded up. Some called for them to be sent away to special reservations. New laws were being written. The fae would be excluded from society until they could prove they weren’t out to eat us. Considering they needed humans to live, they weren’t going to be proving they were all sweetness and light any time soon.
And then there was me. Evidently fae enough to feed from Detective Andrews. I couldn’t deny how his touch had revived me. Or how I’d lapped it up. I wanted more. Wanted it like I wanted chocolate cake. But, if I was fae, then I couldn’t risk touching him again. What if the worst happened? What if I accidentally bespelled him? I wondered all of this as I knocked on his apartment door and cursed myself for even being there. I had no idea what time it was or what day it was, just that my feet had carried me back to him.
He opened the door and sighed, looking far from pleased. Leaning a shoulder against the frame, he crossed his arms and bowed his head. “Alina, you shouldn’t be here.”
Okay. I’d expected a hello, at least. “I, uh, I wanted to thank you, for everything.”
His restless eyes flicked up to mine. With a frown, he shoved the door open and waved me inside. I could smell coffee and toast. My stomach rumbled. “I can’t go back to my place. It doesn’t feel right, ya know?” I rambled. “Can I have something to eat? I’m starving.”
He tensed, shoulders squaring before he turned. “You can’t stay here.”
“No,” I said, and laughed a nervous bubbling chuckle. “No, I know … I mean. Honestly? I just wanted to see if you were okay.”
His expression tightened. “It’s been a rough few days.”
“They believe you now though, right?” Why was this so awkward? It hadn’t been like this before. Thanks to my stealing his draíocht, I knew him better than ever. He was a good man. Honest. True. And Sad. So very sad inside.
“Alina …”
“We got her. We survived. Why aren’t you happier?” He flinched as though my words had cut him. “It’s me, isn’t it? Because of the touch. I … I didn’t know that would happen. And, ya know, if it hadn’t, I’d be dead, so thank you.” He looked about ready to chew me out. “I think.”
“Alina—”
“Maybe I should go.”
“Just stop talking for five seconds, will you?” A tiny smile twitched his lips. “The FA still control the fae. They’re still liaising with the police and government. Are they legitimate?”
“No.” That there was a chance the general could still be alive had my skin crawling. Warren had healed quickly. Perhaps the general could too. “They were the queen’s pawns. Maybe not all of them, but enough.”
He nodded, not surprised. “The queen got to Miles. How many others did she get to?”
“I don’t know.”
“What about Under? Are the fae still down there?”
I shrugged and tried to ignore Andrews’s disapproving glare. I should go back down there. Armed Response had tried to get in and failed. Made of draíocht, I could walk right inside. For all I knew, Shay could still be locked up. And then there was the queen’s larder, if she had one. There might be people still inside. I’d go back, soon, very soon, right after I’d eaten. “Uh, are you having breakfast? I really am hungry, I mean peckish …” However I said it, it came out wrong. “Look, this is really awkward. I won’t touch you, okay. So let’s get that out there in the open so we don’t have to dance around the elephant in the room. I mean, it’s not like I don’t want to—wait, that’s not what I meant.” Oh God. Stop speaking. “You’re lovely and everything … I mean, before this happened, I would have, ya know …” I pressed my lips together and breathed in through my nose. I really needed to stop talking. “No more touching.”
He swallowed a laugh, and then a restrained bubble of it escaped his lips anyway. It sounded bitter. “It’s not funny.”
“No, it’s not funny,” I agreed, straight-faced.
“It really isn’t.” He snorted and pursed his lips, holding back more laughter. “I’ve not slept, at all.” The brightness in his eyes dulled. “I can’t for the life of me stop thinking about you. That touch. We’ve touched before—I don’t know how many times. Too many. You took part of me, my draíocht. I can’t close my eyes without seeing you. I’m caught, Alina, whether you meant it or not.” The sound of laughter turned bitter beneath his words. “I saw this happen to my sister. I know exactly what it is. And I can’t stop it.”
His smile was a sad thing, and it broke my silent heart. “I’m sorry.”
“I know.” He sighed. “You should be careful walking the streets. You don’t look fae, but people are nervous.”
I shuffled, contemplating just leaving. It would be the right thing to do. “Look, I’m not even really fae. Nobody knows what I am. The beginnings of bespellment will probably fizzle out.” The look on his face said he didn’t believe me. I didn’t believe me either. I was part queen, for heaven’s sake. “I guess I can’t stay for breakfast.”
“I don’t think it’d be a good idea.”
With a nod, I turned away.
“Alina, look. Besides the whole touching screwup, what you did back there at the dome, nobody really knows what happened, but I do. Thank you.”
I shrugged a shoulder. “I just did what I was made to do.” Hand on the door handle, I paused. If Andrews was falling under bespellment, then the best thing for me to do was walk away and never see him again. But I didn’t want to go. The observant detective had wormed his way into my heart. He was the only friend I had. He’d helped me as much as Reign, maybe more. He didn’t deserve for this to be happening. Neither of us did. “Danny, if you need me, I’ll be in Under.” I opened the door and stepped through. His final words sliced through my soul just as the door closed behind me.
“I won’t need you, Alina.”



Chapter Thirty-two
Under was empty. As I’d expected it to be. The London fae were gone. The Chancery Lane entrance was too risky for them to be seen coming and going. They had scurried into the dark and hidden themselves all over again. Knowing the fae as I was beginning to, they’d hate it in the shadows. It wouldn’t be long before they’d reemerge.
As I looked human, I could walk right in without being spotted as fae. I searched the queen’s reservoir and found no sign she’d ever had a larder full of victims. But I would search the miles of intertwining tunnels that made up the rest of Under. The containment cells were empty. No Shay. I lingered there, listening to the distant rumbling of the subway trains. I really was alone.
“Thought you’d gotten rid of me, did you?”
I yelped. Reign leaned in the doorway, looking every inch the infamous rock star fae with his ridiculous boots, new coat, and perfectly styled messy hair making him appear artfully disheveled. I threw my arms around him and buried my head against his shoulder as he reeled backward, attempting to keep us both upright. His chuckle resonated against my chest, warming me right through to my soul; if I had one. I gripped him so tight, afraid if I let him go he wouldn’t be there, and I’d be alone again.
He gathered me up in his arms, and crushed me against him, so close I could hear his heart racing. He rested his cheek against my head and breathed deeply. Tiny tremors rippled through him and he murmured words I didn’t understand. Fae words, laden with significance. From his lips, the smooth melodic words sounded like promises. I squeezed my eyes closed and listened to his liquescent voice ebb and flow.
When he fell quiet, I whispered, “I don’t want to be alone.”
“We’re all alone, Alina. But you and I can be alone together.” Wetness blurred my vision. I didn’t want to let him go. He smelled wonderful and felt wonderful, and it was all I could do not to crush him in my arms. “I definitely need to breathe though,” he added.
With more reluctance than I cared to acknowledge, I let him go and hastily wiped my eyes. Some nightmare I turned out to be.
Reign hooked a finger under my chin, urging me to face him. “You don’t ever need to hide the truth of you, not from me.”
If he kept that up, I was going to ugly-cry all over his expensive coat. A soft smile curled his lips, nothing like the smiles he gave away for free. A nervousness settled behind that smile. It hadn’t been there before. A flicker of doubt clouded his eyes. I ached to kiss away that hesitation, to burn the doubt from his mind with a passion that both excited and terrified me. I wanted Reign in ways I hadn’t yet come to terms with, and couldn’t acknowledge, for both our sakes.
I settled my hands on his chest and rose up on my toes to kiss his cheek. Tingles danced across my lips. He stilled beneath my hands, already fighting himself. “Will it ever go away?” I asked, settling back on my feet.
“She’s a part of you, the same as the hound is a part of me.” He let go and lowered his hand, careful to step back. I felt that space between us grow beyond what I could see. The two men in my life couldn’t touch me. Andrews wanted to, but it’d destroy him to give in, and Reign, he feared the worst of me could summon the worst of him. He was right, we would be alone together. It would have to be enough. For now.
Blinking back tears, I backed away, needing that space between us, because if I got close again, hound be damned, I would kiss him, and rake my nails down his back, and eat him alive. “The queen’s gone, the fae are gone. I thought I could start a new life, but I’m not human, no matter what my head keeps telling me.”
“No.”
“I might burn out at any moment, right? I’m not designed to live for long, am I?”
“No,” he said again, softer this time.
“I stole Detective Andrews’s draíocht, Reign. At the dome. I was dying, and—”
“You gave your vestiges of life to me, turned me wild, and maybe even helped control the hound, at least enough for me to kill the queen. To live, you needed life. You’re lucky Andrews was there. He’s bought you more time. What you do with that time is up to you.” I sensed he wanted to say more and remember the words he’d spoken to me at the dome as I lay dying, promises of life and love. “You brought me back,” he said. “Thank you, for that.”
I took the thanks with a faint smile. “I wasn’t about to let you die. You don’t get to go out like that. Only the good die young, right? And, Sovereign, I don’t think you’re classified as good, or that young."
His smile bloomed, brightening his face and chasing away the severity in his eyes. “You’re beginning to know me, American Girl.”
“Andrews thinks he knows me. When I took his draíocht, I got inside his head. Among a lot of other things, I saw how he hates the fae. He’s not the only one.”
“Perhaps it’s for the best. There are aspects of the fae that should be destroyed.”
I’d feared as much. He’d said there were worse things out there besides the queen. “Will you tell me about the fae, and Faerie? All of it?”
“What are you going to do with the information?”
“Help get the truth out, I think. I’m not entirely sure yet. This whole being in charge of my own destiny thing is a lot to take in.”
“The reporter still wants her story, huh.” His smile softened. It was genuine, and real, like the impossible feelings I had for him.
I grinned. “What can I say? It’s in my DNA.”
“I’ll help you,” he resolutely agreed. “I can’t exactly go back to my day job.”
I held out my hand. “Deal.”
He curled his fingers around mine, sparking of familiar tingles. “Deal.”



Epilogue
Kael, the General
Their laws are laughable. Love isn’t the worst we can do. Their minds are pliable in our hands. We twist their dreams, distort their desires, make them ours. At least now they look upon us with deserved respect, albeit born of fear and suspicion. Control the fae, no more free-roaming rights; no more positions of power. We, the Fae Authority, agree to these conditions; they appear to need reassurance to keep the masses calm. Their contracts are as worthless as the paper they’re written on. We do not follow their laws, but we’ll pretend to … for now. The pitiful humans of this forgotten world cannot fathom the danger waiting in the dark, seeking the light. We’ve been buried too long. The death of the queen is proof enough. We cannot live among them, on their level. Such a notion is folly. This leaves only one solution. Rule them, as the gods we are. They will worship whether they want to or not. There is no choice for them to make.
We take their choices from them.
We own them.
Our time is now.
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