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			This one is for Grandfather Barrie,

			who has read all of my books,

			and deserves a page just for him.

		

	
		
		
			
				[image: Painting of two young riders in purple uniforms clashing midair on giant birds during a stadium competition, one rider on a white, eagle-like creature, another rider on a dark teal bird  raising a sword toward. They clash near a wooden goal structure draped with purple banners, with distant riders circling on other winged mounts above a packed arena and colorful rooftops and banners under a bright blue sky.]
			

		

	
		
			Prologue

			 

			Kion

			Pinion-upon-Keat, Victory Field

			July 2024

			Two Years Earlier

			Kion Locke hated a lot of people. An extraordinary amount of people. A jaw-droppingly, shockingly large number of people.

			He hated people who had sex while wearing socks. He hated children who smeared their sticky fingers all over upholstered furniture. He hated dogwalkers who strutted around with more than two dogs at once, he hated the giggling pixies who seemed to have a penchant for tugging at his ears in a desperate ploy for attention, he hated the irritatingly friendly hobs who snuck into his room to clean, and he especially hated the crowds of glossy-haired women who threw themselves at him simply for his prowess in the NCL.

			Which would be flattering, save for the time that one literally burned his summer house down when things went sour.

			And yet, somehow, there was nobody he hated more than Taissa Cho. Especially during games.

			Especially now.

			Kion leaned forward on the giant back of his stymphalian bird, his muscular thighs straining as he veered the enormous creature left, hurtling along the edge of the arena to the raucous cheers of onlookers. He shot past two of his teammates, his eyes on the looming wooden siege tower in the middle of the Wyverns’ side of the field. There was a sharp ticking in his mind that reminded him of a bomb’s countdown.

			In a way, it was.

			Because if he lost this game, he would be bloody furious.

			And, like a bomb, Kion Locke tended to explode. Violently. With casualties.

			He was on the brink of it now. This game was going like absolute shit. The Knockers, their defense, were off their rhythm, allowing the Banallan Wyverns’ offense to slip through the cracks toward their siege tower.

			Plus, it didn’t help that in the fifteen minutes they’d been playing, fucking Taissa Cho had already stolen two sparkling draconian jewels from its highest tier. She’d also snatched hearty handfuls of weapons from the bottom levels, which the Wyverns’ three Knockers now wielded as Kion swooped closer.

			A shining axe. A golden sword with a gem-encrusted hilt.

			A…slingshot?

			Please. Kion smirked. That pathetic thing must be from the bottom level of the siege tower, where the most useless armory was stashed. The player wielding it half-heartedly shot a stone at the white-haired Óríon as he overtook Kion and dozed aside the boomerang-wielding lad. Óríon’s stymph shot bronze beak–first into the soft underbelly of the wyvern’s dark, scaled body. The wyvern shrieked, veering away. As it sought shelter from the stymph’s attack, the two other Knockers dropped back apprehensively, leaving an open path toward their tower.

			“Go!” roared Óríon, lifting one hand from his saddle to urge Kion forward. It was only thanks to the simple Communication glyph inked on Kion’s left forearm that he could hear his teammate so clearly over the din of the game and the cheers of the Monday night crowd below. As Kion nodded sharply, Óríon angled into a nosedive, set on pursuing the retreating Wyvern Knockers for as long as possible—anything to make the opening last.

			“Let’s go,” he urged Cato, and his stymph cawed—a hoarse, rasping sound—in answer. It was only thanks to his Balance glyph that Kion didn’t tumble from his saddle as they hurtled forward, so fast that the circular walls of the arena, laden with glossy advertisements for this and that, became a muzzy blur. The looming wooden siege tower with its five levels approached so quickly that Kion had to fight hard against vertigo, instead leaning forward in his leather saddle, intent on those three draconian jewels glittering at the top. A rainbow aura sparkled around their smooth edges as they reflected rare bursts of sunlight through the heavy clouds of the Pinion-upon-Keat afternoon.

			Kion narrowed his eyes, his fingers itching underneath his riding gloves. According to the rules, he could only take one jewel at a time, but nothing could stop him from snatching a few of the weapons stored in the lower tiers of the tower. That was the Robbers’ job, after all. They were the only two players on the team who could reap the benefits of the tower without being handed a purple card.

			“Swords, Cato,” he urged through the Bonding glyph connecting him and his steed. “We need swords.”

			“No shit,” his stymph snapped crabbily back. His voice, scratchy and deep, resounded in Kion’s own skull.

			His stymph knew the routine well. Cato shot through the third highest level of the tower, just below the holding tier. Kion leaned over so that he could grab one sharply honed sword and one small dagger from the pile.

			Reaching over his shoulder as they exited the level, Kion secured both weapons in the holster on his back, making a mental note to arm his flanking Knockers. Although all riders were banned from harming the Wingeds, slicing and dicing the players was fair game. The Wingeds would take care of the Wingeds—as seen with Óríon’s stymph’s attack on the wyvern.

			Up, up, and up, toward the mottled gray sky, the hallmark of a typical English day. He was grateful for his Shielding glyph, knowing that without it, the cool air would be tearing at his unprotected eyes. Just a bit farther…

			A disgruntled shout from behind him had Kion turning his head and gnashing his teeth in fury as he saw Taissa—always Taissa fucking Cho—triumphantly soaring back from his team’s side and distributing weapons to her teammates, giving Mr. Slingshot a real sword to fight with.

			Great. Just great.

			Kion cursed Taissa thoroughly, and violently, in his mind. At least she hadn’t managed to get the last jewel.

			It was only a matter of time, though. “Fucking fuck,” he muttered, and he swore that—even from across the field—she looked up and winked at him.

			Coquettishly.

			Kion whipped his head back around as if he’d been burned, breathing heavily as he snatched the draconian jewel and vehemently cursed carriwitchet’s rules. This game would go much faster if he could grab more than one jewel at a time. Cato plunged into a fast descent, hurtling down the tower at a breakneck speed just as Taissa turned back on her wyvern, making for the last jewel on his team’s tower. If she got that, the game would be over.

			Disastrously.

			Baring his teeth, Kion felt his blood begin to simmer with the thrill of the game. It was like a drug, rushing through him as Cato’s wings flapped against the air, executing a perfect barrel roll to avoid the scrape of talons.

			“Go, go, go,” Kion urged through gritted teeth as Cato flew faster, harder, bronze beak gleaming as it aimed toward their side of the pitch like a compass pointing north…

			Where Taissa and her small, scaled steed were tearing for his tower in a textbook aileron roll followed by a beautifully steep and sudden turn, the rider and the dark wyvern shooting like a bullet through his Knockers, avoiding their defenses with that brilliant fucking maneuver that made his breath catch a little in his throat.

			She was glorious…

			She was gloriously horrible.

			Ah, fuck.

			Her fingers had closed around that last draconian jewel. Kion growled low in his throat.

			He would not lose to Taissa again. Not today. Sensing his urgency, Cato crossed the border of the Stymphs’ side of the field just as Taissa began to swoop away from the tower, chased by Kion’s furious Knockers.

			As a Robber, Kion might not be able to play flagrant defense without risking a purple card, but he could “accidentally” cut Taissa off just as she approached the border of the two halves of the field.

			“Let’s go, Cato,” he muttered out of the corner of his mouth as Taissa executed a wingover tactic, her eyes blazing as she turned her steed one-eighty degrees, narrowly avoiding two bladed feathers shot toward her head by another stymph. Kion could practically hear the on-site healers below shifting in anticipation.

			Furiously, he cut across the field, anticipating the point of the border Taissa would go for. If he could get there at exactly the right moment—not too fast, not too slow—he could ram into her side.

			Afterward, he’d act very apologetic in front of the ref, who was circling the arena on his bloody ridiculous cockatrice.

			Here. Now. Taissa was only breaths away. Kion gritted his teeth and prepared for impact.

			Moments before the collision, she turned her head, and their eyes met.

			Hers were heavily lashed, flecked with gold, slightly angular—like a fox’s, but twice as cunning. They sparkled, as if to say, Hello there.

			And then Kion was accidentally ramming straight into her…

			Or he should have been. That was what should have happened.

			But today was not Kion Locke’s day.

			Instead, rider and wyvern separated. Taissa leapt into the air, her long, brown plait whipping as she jumped up while her steed plunged down. Kion was left to tear through the empty space where both had once been, with Taissa high above him.

			For a split second, she hung there suspended, and he stared—cold with horror and awe—at her, keenly aware of the audience’s gasping even through his Focus glyph. It was if the world froze as Kion gaped at her, at the way her arms were held out as if she were about to dive, the draconian jewel glittering in her right hand, and at her bare neck, its delicate slope unhidden by her floating hair…

			And the symbol shimmering there.

			A small sign resembling a wishbone. Small and dark, inked onto her golden-beige skin by someone’s qyl. He knew that symbol…

			Realization staggering him, Kion’s eyes flared wide just as the world restarted, just as gravity finally took back over. He watched as Taissa dove downward, headfirst, toward her awaiting wyvern in a move that would have been completely implausible…if not for the illegal Luck glyph etched on the nape of her neck.

			As Taissa raised the jewel in victory, swarmed by her teammates on the Wyverns’ side of the field, Kion turned toward the referee, perched upon that horrible cockatrice.

			And he smiled.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			 

			Taissa

			Two Years Later

			May 2026

			Banallan, Scotland

			Taissa Cho, the once-revered Robber of the Banallan Wyverns, national carriwitchet sensation, and the most popular athlete to ever grace the walls of fans, has gotten rather good at yelling at the happy-eyed youth to get off my lawn, right this moment, or I’ll make you regret it.

			It is a talent she’s been carefully honing ever since her luckless ban from the Wyverns, which sparked a deeply concerning midlife crisis for Taissa at the tender age of twenty-two. During that transformative period, she morphed into a crotchety old crone trapped inside the body of a twenty-four-year-old witch.

			Gone are her days of soaring triumphantly around a cheering arena, replaced instead by a crumbling cottage in Banallan (carriwitchet money dries up fast, especially if one had to bribe reporters with hush money) and angrily crocheting scarves on the porch while eyeing the neighbors’ children with suspicion, lest they encroach upon her territory.

			(Which they do. Frequently. Dirty little rats.)

			In the past two years, Taissa has crocheted thirty-seven scarves. And throughout the creation of each, she viciously imagined strangling a certain captain of the NCL Stymphs with the neat, colorful acrylic rows of cable, suzette, waffle, and cluster stitch.

			For the past two years, Taissa Cho has lived in if onlys.

			If only she hadn’t let her carriwitchet coach force her into wearing the forbidden Luck glyph.

			If only she had demanded a more subtle place to have it inked (her back, her armpit, her torso, her buttocks—literally anywhere besides where it had been).

			If only Kion Locke hadn’t caught sight of it and chosen to completely destroy her life.

			If only any other National Carriwitchet League team would have taken her after the scandal.

			But they hadn’t. And so, she turned to scarves. And she has become rather certain that one day, the UKHC Bureau of Unconventional Homicidal Instances will descend upon her cottage, and her unholy piles of scarves will be labeled as murder weapons.

			That Kion Locke’s gravestone will thusly read: Kion Locke, October 1996–May 2026 Death by Scarf. Oopsies!

			Taissa just hadn’t expected today to be the day she brutally murdered him.

			All in all, however, the day starts off as it always does. Taissa wakes up and—over a nice cup of tea—wallows in her complete and abject misery before dragging herself to her front porch, where she furiously flips through the papers for NCL headlines and delights in certain tidbits of information. Such as, and especially, the fact that the Pinion-upon-Keat Stymphs are still predicted to epically fail this season (although how they can fail even more than they already have is a mystery to Taissa).

			The photograph on the page is one of the entire team. Taissa glares at Kion Locke, standing next to the pretty Samara Heaton and the bespectacled James Ridgeshaw IV.

			From what she remembers, James Ridgeshaw was a fantastic player, taking the position of the Bailer. When a player is knocked from their mount in carriwitchet, they and their Winged must wait in the holding tier of the siege tower to be tagged back into the game. The Bailer is the only one who can stage these rescues, and Taissa can’t count the number of times James whizzed by her fast as lightning, grinning smugly.

			But nobody in this photo is smiling, not even mischievous-eyed Knox Tanaka, one of the offensive Dozers. Instead, he looks almost as depressed as Taissa feels daily as he stands next to one of the defensive Knockers, a girl that Taissa remembers as Isla Adaway.

			Taissa can’t help it. Her eyes drift to Kion Locke, towering over the rest of his teammates with his ridiculous height, hands behind his back and dark eyes flashing. How did she ever think he was fit? He’s a monster. A sharp-jawed, tousled-haired monster.

			With one fingernail, Taissa scratches out his eyes.

			(Ha.)

			Perhaps for her, the game is over, but her hatred of Kion never will be. It’s a very particular flavor of hatred. It’s what you end up with when love goes sour.

			She used to have posters of him plastering her wall. He’d been her idol, Kion Locke had. Everything she wanted to be, he was. Everything she wanted to do, he did. To her, he was a god.

			And when she joined the NCL at eighteen, she sought him out like a self-destructive, stupid young moth seeks an aloof, cruel flame who would, in his words, never waste a precious fucking minute on mentoring a simpering muppet.

			She still remembers that moment so clearly. It was the annual NCL Gala, honoring present players and welcoming new ones. Taissa was wearing a dress her mum had bought her: a blue and white floral sundress that she felt pretty in. It was her debut, and she was a bundle of nerves.

			Taissa spotted him immediately. Of course she did. Besides being inducted into the NCL, this was what she was the most excited for…meeting the incredible, extraordinary Kion Locke. Her hero, leaning against a pillar in the huge ballroom, smartly dressed with a glass of champagne in one hand. It was unfathomable; it was everything she’d ever wanted and more. Taissa walked over, heart bursting in her chest. She barely heard the dropping of a champagne flute from somewhere behind her, the sharp shattering of the glass. Perhaps it was an omen of what was to come.

			When he first looked up at her, she didn’t recognize the flash in his eyes as disgust, mistaking it for interest. Stupid. With a shaking voice, she introduced herself, and possibly rambled on about how extraordinary she found him, before timidly asking if he would consider showing her the ropes around the league. Mentoring her, if he had the time or the inclination.

			Locke shook her off with an irritation that cut her to the bone, snarling those words she still remembers. And the rest of the night she spent in a teary blur, even throughout her induction ceremony. What was supposed to be the greatest moment of her life.

			Does it still sting? Of course not.

			(Fine, yes, maybe it does.)

			But Taissa takes great comfort in the fact that shortly after she was expelled from the Wyverns, the Stymphs embarked on a losing streak of most epic proportions, fumbling their place in the NCL Major League and sinking all the way toward the bottom of the Minor League underneath the Dunanaird Cockatrices.

			The Cockatrices.

			They’re worse than the team with the rooster-wyvern hybrids.

			(Taissa had always struggled to keep a straight face while watching those overgrown chickens.)

			And this particular article declares that they’re on the brink of being dissolved, thrown into the carriwitchet rubbish and disbanded forever. On top of that, they’re about to lose one of their Robbers: Samara Heaton has just announced her pregnancy, and will be leaving the team to protect the baby from an already risky sport where injury itself is part of the game. So the Stymphs are a player down and on the verge of collapse. Delighted by this splendid prediction, Taissa cheerfully yells for little Abigail Williams to stay the hells off her lawn if she knows what’s good for her.

			A shift working at the local grocery store follows, with interludes of acute embarrassment as customers either recognize her or fail to. (She’s not sure which is worse. Maybe the third option, where people recognize her in a confused, vague sort of way and stare, trying to figure out where they know her from. Or the fourth option, where they recognize her and pummel her with verbal abuse. Or the fifth, where they call the paparazzi on her and then images of her crying behind a skip bin make their rounds on social media.)

			Scran Mart is, politely put, the bane of Taissa’s entire existence. She’s made to wear a hideous yellow apron, for one, and to stand for hours on end listening to tinny pop music and breathing in the smell of the pork scratchings that her manager, Donald, is constantly eating. It’s not a posh shop, not at all. No, Scran Mart has a selection of fresh produce equivalent to the field of a medieval farmer during the bubonic plague.

			Dirty, wilted lettuces.

			Carrots so misshapen that they would give urologists nightmares.

			And don’t even get her started on the aubergines.

			Scran Mart’s real profit comes from the dirty magazines available for purchase behind the counter. (You’d think that with the rise of modern technology, nobody would want to suffer the acute embarrassment of purchasing pornography in public, but this tiny corner of Banallan is far away from the city and full of old perverts who don’t know how to navigate the wonders of the aethernet.)

			Taissa tried to get a job somewhere else. Literally anywhere else. Including a breastaurant. But Banallan is loyal to its team, and spared no disgust for its “cheater.” Scran Mart was her last hope, and Taissa has the lurking suspicion that Donald took her on for some less-than-noble reasons.

			Like sniffing her hair whenever he gets the chance.

			So this is what has become of her. Selling copies of Faeries & Freaks while desperately trying to ignore the covers, listening to Donald devouring bag after bag of pork scratchings, and fending off his blatant attempts to smell her hair.

			“Did you hear?” an elven male, with delicately pointed ears and absurdly beautiful features, slyly asks her now as she scans the barcode of his Irn-Bru. Behold: a customer who wants a juice instead of pornography. For this, Taissa decides to humor him. (Reluctantly. If she had it her way, she would go all shift without saying a single word to anyone.)

			“Did I hear what?” she asks warily.

			The elf leans closer, and Taissa thinks that he must be from the Wintertides. His hair is a pale white, like fresh snow, and the humid air of the shop’s turned just a touch colder in his presence. Elves, although they mostly reside in the UKHC, have their own boundary lines and rulers within it, their own courts based on the seasons.

			“Everybody’s saying that the Dragons will take the Wyverns’ spot as rank one this season. Did you know?” A smarmy smile tells her that he knows exactly who she is and is delighting in this little exchange.

			(Ah, the fourth option. Terrific.)

			“Mm,” she replies flatly, ignoring the painful squeeze in her stomach that comes with any mention of her old team. Everything she’s lost flashes before her eyes in a brilliant burst of gold, quickly ripped apart to shreds by the smug, grinning face of Kion Locke. “Your total is—”

			“Smile,” says the male, raising his phone and snapping what’s probably an extremely unflattering picture of her. “I’m DMing this into @washedupcelebs on Cauldron. Oh, and @cancelledcrones.”

			At the mention of the cursed social media site, Taissa’s mouth twists in disgust. That’s where the majority of the death threats came from during the scandal, spamming her inbox, every picture she’d ever posted: even the one mourning the death of her father.

			That was what broke her. The vile words underneath the photograph of her and her da, his crooked grin marred by the comments below. Telling her to kill herself. Threatening to do it themselves.

			(There was one very interesting comment detailing a step-by-step ritual to summon Arawn, a death deity. Final step: Tell him to smite you down and spare you the shame of living, u stinky bitch, the user had written. Kion Locke had liked it. Because of course he had.)

			As the elf taps away on his screen, Taissa feels her lips curl into a snarl. It is only by imagining Sansa, her little wyvern, standing behind her, that she avoids flinching as Worst Customer of the Week smirks gleefully. If Sansa were here, she’d bite the elf’s head off.

			If Sansa were here, she’d bite Taissa’s head off for not standing up for herself.

			(“I’m not the only one with teeth!” her wyvern would cry. “Use them!”)

			Oh, she’s so tempted to take out her qyl. The silver, magical stylus resembling a feather is in the brown, faux leather holster strapped over her jeans, around her thigh. Witches like her are conduits to magic, and her qyl aids her in completing that magical circuit. Taissa could draw a Level Two Combat glyph, a circle with a slash through it, on her skin and leap over the counter with all the deadly grace of an assassin. Morgana help the male if she chose to use a Level Three.

			It’s the way of magic to have levels. All glyphs—from Protection to Combat and everything in between—have different versions of themselves. Level Ones are the simplest: minor sensations, nothing deserving of jazz hands, easy symbols any witch, warlock, or mage could master. Level Twos, well, those are small miracles. More swoops and squiggles and overall concentration are required. Level Threes…Level Threes are most certainly deserving of jazz hands. Hardly anybody can master Level Fours or Fives, unless it’s part of their profession.

			(For example: A Level One Luck glyph can help you find your missing sock from a few months back. A Level Two can make sure you get top marks on that alchemy exam. A Level Three can win you an entire carriwitchet game, unless you’re found out by Kion Locke. A Level Four can grant you the lottery. A Level Five can reunite you with your long-lost twin, who happens to be in possession of a staggering inheritance, and is ever so eager to purchase you a sprawling mansion on the tropical island of your choice.)

			(Usage of Levels Four and Five are highly monitored by the Department of Magical Regulation.)

			The male would never see her attack, fueled by the Level Two Combat glyph, coming. But that’s a surefire way to be sacked, and Taissa needs this job.

			So instead—

			“Give me your phone,” she hisses, but the male dangles it just out of reach.

			“This old thing?” he croons. When she snatches for it, he laughs, stepping back. Her elbows hit the counter with a dull thunk. “Sorry, luv, no can do. I got photos to submit. Besides, they have, like, hundreds of photos of you already but I’m sure they’ll consider adding one more to the pile. There’s that one of you crying behind a skip. It’s my favorite—”

			“Oh, fuck off, you pointy sod,” says Taissa, a little less than pleasantly and very loudly.

			Sansa would approve.

			Donald, waddling over from his perennial perch near the pork scratchings shelf, sends her home early with a half-hearted speech about being disappointed in her but not very surprised, no, not very surprised at all. (This is not an unusual occurrence, to be fair. The customer is not the first to harass her at her job, and he definitely won’t be the last. If only Scran Mart had some semblance of HR—but she’s well aware that the shop’s willingness to have a social pariah ringing up deformed aubergines only goes so far.) All the while, the elf smiles mockingly at her and takes some more photos.

			Taissa sends a vulgar gesture his way. It’s one she invented herself, and it’s quite good. The elf, however, looks more confused than anything.

			One miserable car drive later (good old Drucilla the Dacia is beginning to heave her last breaths), and Taissa’s rather regretting her outburst as she stares down at the bills on her kitchen table. No matter how shambly the cottage is (no, the microwave, washer-dryer, and bathroom sink do not work…yes, there is a family of rats living somewhere in her walls, and no, she does not want to think about it), the cost of living in Banallan is expensive. She could have left during the fallout; she could have gone to another Hidden City in Scotland, like Glascolm or Dunanaird. She could have even gone to Pluenn in Wales, Ballyford in Northern Ireland, or Great Hartwich in England. Why remain in the city where her ex-teammates still reign, where everybody hates her?

			The answer is simple, really. And so, so stupid.

			She’s holding out hope. That she’ll be asked to return, to play again. That one day there’ll be a knock on her door and it’ll be the NCL Wyverns, begging for her to come back. Maybe even Aster, wearing her half of their ridiculous friendship locket again, grinning like nothing ever changed.

			Morgana, she’s an idiot.

			Throat tight, Taissa shoves the pile of bills off the table. Fine. So she can make do with skipping breakfast and lunch, maybe picking up more shifts at Scran Mart and hiding her face underneath a hat. The one thing she won’t do is ask her mum for help.

			After all, Estee Cho isn’t much better off than she is, even after selling the house. All that money she’s using to travel the world, but even that’s begun to run low. Taissa’s childhood home wasn’t a mansion. Sighing hard, she bends down to pick up the bills, trying to ignore how uneven the kitchen’s wooden floorboards are. Overdue payments, rude elves, and the lingering smell of pork scratchings on her clothes. This is her life now. After throwing the papers back onto the table, Taissa stomps into the garden and the late morning air.

			The small vegetable patch behind her bucolic cottage was her mum’s idea. Estee is of the firm opinion that there’s nothing a few hours spent elbows-deep in a sea of damp, loamy soil can’t fix. And despite her daughter’s protestations (Taissa loathes eating vegetables, much less bringing them into existence), Estee marched right into Taissa’s garden armed with a spade, a shovel, and a boatload of good intention. Thus had Taissa’s vegetable patch been born (rather forcefully, in her opinion—her mother was quite ferocious in her shoveling), and despite her initial protestations, the ridiculous thicket of kale, Swiss chard, and tomatoes has grown in the rich Scotland soil—and has grown on her.

			Nothing relieves the ever-bubbling cauldron of anger inside of Taissa’s chest more than brutally ripping stubborn weeds out of the ground, wringing them tight in her gloved fist, and pretending that they’re the necks of various people—Coach Frasier’s ruddy one, Referee Stoughton’s pale one, and Kion Locke’s stupid, thick one.

			Aside from the violence Taissa likes to enact against her weeds, the garden is a peaceful place, dappled with sunlight and painted in shades of green. Dark emerald moss blankets speckled stones. Overgrown grass surrounds her vegetable patch, and a weeping willow is home to a family of chittering squirrels. The looming forest of pine seeps, somewhat, onto her yard.

			Creatures from the forest—golden-haired and finely dressed gruagachs, snub-nosed bumpy-backed hobyahs, and even the occasional fomorian—like to watch the spectacle of Taissa’s bloodthirsty weeding with amused eyes, half-hidden in the woodland shadows. The higher-level Protection glyphs she etched into the trees with her qyl shortly after her move-in prevent the more unsavory creatures—those of the Unseelie court, such as the ogreish fomorian currently beadily eyeing her, as well as the people-eating hobyahs—from actually trespassing onto her private territory, but nothing stops them from laughing as she shreds a weed to pieces. It’s a cacophony of chuckles ranging from the sound of chiming bells (those would be the kindly gruagachs) to hoarse cackles (those from the lumpy hobyahs and the fomorian). Taissa sends the Unseelie a wary glance. These wild faeries are far more deceitful and dangerous than their modern counterparts: Those who choose to live in the forests of old tend to lean toward the ancient ways. They are the ones that might enchant you to dance until your feet are bloodied; they are the Fair Folk, who are every bit as tricksy as a feral fox and every bit as sly as a winding snake.

			A trickle of sweat drips down Taissa’s temple as she digs back into the soil. She fervently imagines the day she wreaks her vengeance upon Coach Frasier for that Level Three Luck glyph. It’s a worn-out fantasy, riddled with wrinkles from its age, but Taissa cannot stop her mind from shooting in that direction.

			She hadn’t wanted him to put that glyph on her. She hadn’t needed it, hadn’t needed any luck to beat the Stymphs. She was Taissa fucking Cho, for Morgana’s sake. She could execute an aileron one-handed with her eyes shut. She’d beaten every carriwitchet record at the age of nineteen. And her bond with Sansa, her wyvern, was unrivaled.

			Which was why it was so fucking debilitating when they stripped her of that Bonding glyph, ripping it from her chest like a leech off skin. Even now, she can hear her own scream: hoarse and unending, joined by Sansa’s cries of pain and terror as her witch was taken from her, as that same glyph was burned from her scales.

			It was like losing a limb, losing Sansa. Like having her heart wrenched out of her broken rib cage. Like being plunged into the darkest, coldest winter after four years of vibrant summer. It was like dying in the most horrific ways. Suffocating, drowning, bleeding out.

			She bonded to Sansa at eighteen when she first joined the NCL, a bright-eyed rookie with a head full of dreams. Sansa was a runt, and the other players had opted for the larger beasts with fierce tempers and pounds of deadly muscle, scorning the little wyvern as useless. Coach Frasier was utterly unimpressed by Sansa and had been on the verge of selling her back to the breeder when Taissa laid eyes on the tiny wyvern in the stable’s stall. When the Winged turned those huge, luminous eyes back onto her, Taissa knew. Immediately.

			This was her wyvern.

			Coach Frasier protested, of course. He did a whole song and dance about how Sansa wouldn’t last the season, how she was cranky and unreasonable, how she’d bitten a handler so badly that he’d had to go to the hospital. Taissa didn’t care. Sansa was already hers, in her heart.

			And, perhaps more important, Taissa was already Sansa’s.

			The Bonding glyph only secured that, and gave her and Sansa a channel to speak through. She’ll never forget the sound of Sansa’s voice ringing through her head, bright and happy, with the sort of quick humor that only a wyvern could possess. The riddles she posed to Taissa before each game never failed to make Taissa laugh.

			“Walk on the living, they don’t utter a mumble. Walk on the dead, they mutter and grumble.”

			“Leaves?” That particular riddle was one of Sansa’s easier ones, but Taissa was still rewarded with a happy nuzzle from her wyvern and the ability to ride her throughout the match.

			That particular part of the game is where carriwitchet derives its name. In order to mount their steeds for the match, each player has to correctly answer a riddle posed to them by their Winged. It’s an old, old custom. The sport, after all, comes from Ye Olden Days of magic and mayhem, when warlocks would ride cunning Wingeds into battle against rival armies.

			This battle tactic was amply used in the First and Second Seelie-Unseelie Wars; the Great Elven Conflicts of the fourth, fifth, and sixth centuries; the Undead Horde Incident; as well as—bizarrely—the Audacious Bannik Uprising of Rus.

			Why witches chose to ride steeds such as dragons and wyverns into battle against poor Russian bathhouse faeries who simply wanted better (and more modest) lodgings is far, far beyond Taissa.

			The Wingeds had been wild then, not bred and domesticated as they are now. So in order to prove themselves worthy of riding upon the Winged’s back, a witch had to demonstrate their wit through the solving of a carriwitchet. But then the Wingeds, much like magic itself, began to die out, hunted by humans and their ilk. It was why the glyph-warded Hidden Cities had been established, to offer a refuge for the magical. Yet by that point, the Wingeds were little more than hunting trophies hanging on human walls. In a conservation effort, more were bred, but they were not as wild—nor as ferocious—as before. Oh, most certainly they were violent, especially during the games, but the Wingeds of old could topple mountains with their bellows.

			The idea of Sansa doing something like that was always incomprehensible to Taissa. Her small wyvern was more likely to get distracted by a passing butterfly (her favorite snack).

			How dare Coach Frasier give her to someone else?

			To Elise, of all people?

			For Morgana’s sake, it was Taissa that had finally broken through to the aggressive wyvern, Taissa who spent hours gambling her limbs to bond with the violent, sharp-toothed creature. Elise urged Taissa to pick a new steed, Elise had shot her dirty looks and muttered under her breath about “dirty runts,” Elise doubted that Sansa could be anything great—and now her ex-friend was reaping the benefits of Taissa’s hard work. It sickens her to her stomach.

			Now, as she rips through the soil, a gaping hole in her heart where Sansa once occupied, she is entirely unaware of the soft footsteps approaching her. Unaware that things are finally diverging from her usual, depressing schedule. Taissa is only cognizant of how badly she misses her wyvern. She hopes, oh so dearly, that Sansa has been noshing on Elise, that stuck-up, preening, vain piece of—

			Her scrabbling, angry hands freeze in the dirt, falling very, very still amongst the Swiss chard. A shadow has seeped across Taissa’s vegetables, and her blood runs cold as the sun is blotted out from above her.

			The shadow clears its throat. Impatiently.

			Who the fuck, Taissa thinks very calmly as she shucks off her gardening gloves, is this?

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			 

			Taissa

			It isn’t her mum. It can’t be. Estee is in a French Hidden City for the week, set on eating every croissant in sight, meaning that Taissa has a lovely respite from the motherly nitpicking (“yes, Mum, I’ve been eating my fruits”) and unless little Abigail Williams has suddenly become brave enough to trespass all the way into her backyard, this “visitor” is nobody friendly.

			Her stalker fan from a few years back, intent on stealing more than just her knickers? The elven male from the shop, offended by her insults? Her brain tartly suggests that no, it is actually an assassin, a murderer, who likes to kill twenty-four-year-old women as they angrily garden.

			The shadow clears its throat. Again.

			(An impatient murderer. Oh, great.)

			In one swift movement, Taissa is grabbing her qyl from its holster and leaping to her feet. As quickly as she can, she scratches a Level Two Combat glyph onto her exposed forearm just as her eyes began to raise toward the intruder.

			She looks up.

			It’s worse.

			Oh, it’s so, so much worse.

			She looks at him, and it’s like she’s back in the stadium, her blood thrumming with that potent mix of joy and anger as she swoops and soars upon Sansa, the wind whipping through her hair.

			She looks at him and it’s like she’s eighteen again, locking eyes with him for the first time across the gala’s ballroom after loving him from afar for two whole infatuated years.

			That unapproachable, unsmiling face is the same as it has always been, even back when she had his posters on her wall. Like his features were carved from unforgiving stone by a sculptor with bitter hands, an artist who wished to carve a violent tempest of a man. His eyes are dark slashes glaring at her above his aquiline nose, his mouth—the bottom lip slightly and perpetually bee-stung in a way that’s incongruous with the scowl it’s currently twisted into—set above a sharp chin and a neck that she has imagined wringing many, many times.

			“Hello, Cho,” says Kion Locke in that gruff, cold voice. She’s heard it cussing her out, shouting in frustration across the pitch to his teammates, roaring at the refs…but never, ever greeting her. She’s staggered by confusion—literally. Taissa stumbles back, feeling the world shake beneath her feet.

			She’d wanted, so badly, to know him.

			He’d made sure that never happened.

			Confusion replaces fear. And now, he’s…

			In Banallan.

			In her garden.

			Saying hello.

			After ruining her life, after ripping it apart and setting it afire. Standing over her patch of greens, the sun shining behind his head like some kind of ridiculous halo, his arms folded, his formidable brows slashed downward like he’s the one who’s been ambushed in the midst of his cathartic gardening therapy.

			The audacity.

			It’s like she’s been rammed by a Knocker, the way the breath rushes out of her, the way she feels like she’s falling, falling through thin air.

			Does he know how completely he broke her?

			Does he even care?

			“You didn’t answer your front door,” Kion is saying rather accusatorily in that thick South London accent, but by now, the Combat glyph is darkening to black on Taissa’s dirt-smeared skin. It floods her body with adrenaline and a burning desire to see Kion Locke fall straight onto his arse (although, admittedly, that’s probably not completely the glyph’s doing).

			Violence thrums through her like a song. Kion’s features slowly sharpen in wariness as somewhere in the woods, a group of gruagachs giggle. A few have drifted into the yard—the hob-like faeries are of the Seelie court, and the Protection glyphs don’t dispel the small beings in their traditional green and red finery, although Taissa does very much wish that the glyphs had kept Kion Locke out.

			Kion’s eyes finally snap to the glyph. “What the—Are you bloody kidding me? Don’t you dare use that,” he warns, low and menacingly, but Taissa doesn’t much feel like hearing him out just now. “At least listen to why I’m here—”

			Here. In her garden. In the one space that’s been safe since he ruined her life.

			Is he here to take this away from her, too?

			“You have five seconds to tell me what you’re doing here,” she rasps. “And if I don’t like the answer, I will use the glyph.”

			“Five fucking seconds isn’t enough—”

			“You have two left.”

			“Merlin’s sagging balls,” hisses Kion, “you’re counting too fucking fast.”

			“Aaaand that’s five.”

			“For fuck’s sake, Cho.”

			Taissa hates the way he’s looking at her, like she’s the one being unreasonable. “You ruined everything for me, Locke,” she chokes out. “Excuse me if I don’t want to listen to your half-arsed apology.”

			Because that’s surely why he’s here. It’s the only reason Taissa can think of for his sudden, bizarre appearance. His guilty conscience (which she’s surprised he even has) is catching up to him. Well, she’s not interested in hearing it. Apologies fix nothing.

			Unless his I’m sorry comes with a fat wad of cash, she’s got no time to spare for him.

			But Kion snorts in disbelief, though there’s no trace of amusement on his face. Just cold, hard anger. “You think that’s why I’m here? To say ‘sorry’?” His eyes narrow and he continues, heedless of the rage boiling within her. Growing and growing. “I didn’t ruin your life. You did. Single-handedly.”

			“Go fuck yourself, Locke,” she hisses, beginning to tremble. “Go fuck yourself with a big, bulky broomstick. You’re the reason I have to sell Irn-Bru to foul Wintertides elves—you’re the reason I can’t even see Sansa anymore—”

			“Come off it. You want to know why your life is a sad disaster, Cho? Look in the bloody mirror.”

			For a moment, the silence between them is so thick that it could suffocate fifty grown men. All Taissa can hear is a high-pitched screaming in her mind, much like the angry whistle of a burning teakettle.

			Right. That’s it.

			Later, Taissa will reflect that she should have risen above this little moment of gaslighting like a beautiful angel. Alas, she is instead prone to fits of violence more befitting a devil.

			(Sansa really would be proud of her today.)

			As the enraged screaming in her head grows louder, Taissa launches herself at him with all the fury, all the crazed rage, of a wounded wildcat. Kion shouts, reaching for his own qyl in his own holster, but Taissa tackles him before he has a chance to arm himself, hurtling over her beloved vegetables with a speed and strength made possible only through the ancient symbol burning on her arm.

			For her, it happens in slow motion—her palms smacking straight into his shoulders as his eyes widen in disbelief, the way the wind generated by her attack stirs his dark, wavy hair, the way his stupidly, ridiculously high cheekbones have begun to flush with a deep, dark sort of anger underneath his five o’clock shadow in a way that would be frightening to anybody but Taissa.

			She’s faced him on the field.

			She’s beaten him.

			And in her mind, this vegetable patch is the final, ultimate war zone. He’s crossed into her territory. Isn’t it enough that he’s trampled her heart? Does he need to trample her vegetables, too?

			There’s also the part of her that’s convinced this is all some bizarre dream, that she fell asleep in the dirt while wading through those vivid fantasies of revenge. Best to live it up before she wakes, and murdering Kion Locke is entirely inaccessible to her again.

			Yet any notion that this isn’t real quickly dissolves as the rest of her body collides with his, slamming into him like a wrecking ball, her forehead knocking against his so hard that she doesn’t see stars, but galaxies. With a roar of rage, Kion is toppling backward, his arms pinwheeling in a frantic and humiliating motion that is the most beautiful thing Taissa’s ever seen. He hits the ground.

			Hard.

			Taissa lands on top of him, forehead banging against his again. She wheezes as his elbow digs into her stomach—wheezes directly in his face. As the cosmos fades from Taissa’s vision, Kion’s expression is one she’d love to have framed: shock mixed with great disgust, fury, and bewilderment.

			Straining to maintain the upper hand, Taissa straddles his waist and rips her qyl back out of her holster. She presses the feather’s sharp metal tip onto the hint of clavicle visible underneath his tight black shirt.

			“I could draw a Level Four Pain glyph onto you,” she pants. She took the time to perfect that Level Four specifically for this reason. And her skill with glyphs made it easy. “Or perhaps you’d prefer a simple Pixie Pox glyph? I think the symptoms would be a most cruel and unusual punishment.” Boking pink glitter, for one, if she uses the Level Two iteration. “Some might even say karmic.”

			Oh, she’d just love to see him boke that shite.

			Both glyphs are forbidden, of course, by the UKHC Department of Magical Regulation, but she’s long past caring. No magic will ever deliver to him the pain he inflicted on her.

			A vein is pulsing rather pugnaciously on Kion’s sweat-dampened forehead. His cheeks are even more flushed than they were before. “Yes, you do like forbidden glyphs, don’t you, Cho? You haven’t changed at all,” he sneers up at her.

			She flinches but compensates by pressing her qyl into his forehead and, with gusto, begins to draw the Pixie Pox glyph.

			It has a rather complicated series of loops speckled with small diamonds—

			“Oh, piss off,” growls Kion, and with a heave of strength, shoves her off him before she can truly begin. Tumbling away from his hard body, Taissa rolls onto the grass and leaps to her feet just as Kion rises to his. His black jeans are streaked with grass stains, she notes with immense satisfaction. And he’s breathing hard, his chest rising and falling unevenly. His eyes are flashing with something that looks like hatred but has somehow surpassed all that hatred can be.

			Impressive.

			“Be glad I didn’t get my scarves, Locke,” spits Taissa.

			Kion looks briefly puzzled before evidently deciding he doesn’t care enough to ask more questions. Taissa steels herself, drawing her shoulders back as she eyes the warlock’s lithe body up and down, hoping that her disdain burns in her eyes as much as it burns in her pounding heart.

			“By the way,” Taissa adds, breathless with fury and the overwhelming need to throttle him, “I hate you.” Truthfully, she has never been so soul-baringly honest in her entire life.

			“You,” he snaps back, his knuckles white around his qyl, the pointer finger of his other hand jabbing at her, “are fucking unbelievable—”

			“And you’re a burnt-out Robber who tanked his team to the bottom of the Minor League and can’t even manage to crawl his way back up above the Cockatrices,” Taissa fires back.

			To her great pleasure, she sees him flinch. It’s subtle—a stiffening of his shoulders, a bobbing of his throat—but she knows her arrow has struck true. She knows him, in the way only rivals on opposing teams can. That relationship (more of a hatredship, really) is just as, if not more, intimate than a marriage.

			After all, they’ve seen each other drenched in sweat and panting, trembling with exertion, grunting and groaning and crying out in ecstasy. Seen each other at their most vulnerable: sobbing tears of joy, shouting in fury or triumph or panic until their voices gave way, spouting the dirtiest words known to man. Kion’s favorite cuss word?

			Fuck.

			Oh, Taissa knows everything about Kion Locke: his favored defensive move (a barrel roll, followed by a tuck-and-drop), the way his eyes grow glassy with a victory, the way his upper lip curls and his brows lower when he’s anxious. His favorite restaurant (Taste of Delhi in Pinion-upon-Keat), his favorite club (Rules), his taste in women (leggy, blonde, and certainly not Taissa Cho…not that she remotely cares anymore), and the exact type of cologne he favors (Atlantis, something tropical and not entirely unappealing).

			Know thy enemy.

			She most certainly does. Although some of her knowledge had been acquired from her heyday as one of his infatuated fans (see: taste in women, cologne preference), once their rivalry was established, it was impossible not to learn more. Their names were paired together for years, in magazines, in tabloids, in commentaries, on social media. At one point, their known rivalry was so intense that when one thought of Taissa Cho, mention of Kion Locke soon followed. It began at that gala, but burst into flames when Taissa broke the first of Kion’s NCL records. And then another. And then another.

			He’d been great, once. And so had she.

			But now they’re standing off in her garden, one disgraced and hated, the other the absolute laughingstock of the NCL.

			Both very inclined to murder.

			Kion looks like he’s slowly and painstakingly gathering the scraps of his already-tattered patience. A muscle is ticking ferociously in his jaw; his hand seems to be trembling around his qyl as he re-holsters it.

			“You know, I came all the way up from England to Scotland on a perfectly fine Thursday afternoon when I could be doing literally anything else, to ask you one question. One bloody question, Cho, and your first instinct is to knock me flat on my arse and spit in my face,” he says, in an almost conversational tone belied only by the way his accent has become thicker, nearly to the point of non-intelligibility (the way it does when he’s close to flying into one of his famed temper tantrums).

			“I’ve not spat in your face,” says Taissa, offended.

			Kion looks like he’s about to choke on his own fury, swatting away the whispering sprites. “This is the part when you ask what the fucking question is.”

			Taissa glares right back at him. Her head aches something fierce. With her initial reaction to scratch the tempestuous Combat glyph onto her skin, she’s been doling out punches first and thinking later. Or, really, not at all.

			Kion Locke. Here. In her garden. What’s this “one bloody question” he came all this way to ask?

			“I’m flattered,” says Taissa slowly, “but, see, marriage isn’t really in the cards for me right now.”

			“I’m not asking you to marry me!”

			“Oh,” mutters Taissa, being deliberately obtuse because she knows how it’ll incense him.

			And then, because she also knows it will make him absolutely lose his mind, she shrugs, turns around, and begins walking toward her cottage. She feels the Fair Folk’s stares on her back from the forest, but nothing burns more than Kion’s enraged glower as it sears a hole through her spine.

			Let him glare. Whatever Kion Locke has to ask her isn’t worth a minute more of her time. Yes, she’s curious (of course she’s curious), but that curiosity weighs nothing in comparison to the deep, deep well of resentment sloshing around inside of her.

			Seeing him here, in the flesh, brings it all back in a gigantic wave, even more than cruel Cauldron posts or snide remarks ever can. Because of him, it’s been years since she played carriwitchet, since she felt like she could live, really live. Because of him, she lost Sansa…

			And she’ll never forgive him for it.

			“Cho!” hisses Kion from behind her.

			She looks over her shoulder at him. Just a bit. For a moment, standing there near her tomatoes and kale, he looks almost lost. Forlorn. Something passes between them, just briefly. She knows he feels it, too—how the memories dangle between them like winter cobwebs, sparkling and delicate, yet cold. This isn’t the first time they’ve stared each other down from across a field. Calculating the other’s next move. Scouring for weaknesses.

			She’s found his. For whatever reason, he needs her.

			And she has no plans on helping him.

			Taissa smiles sweetly at Kion Locke.

			“Get the fuck off my lawn,” she says. The sprites giggle as she stomps back toward her cottage.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			 

			Kion

			Look.

			It’s not that he’d thought it would be easy.

			Taissa Cho has never once made anything easy for him. Not a single time.

			But was it too much for a lad to hope that he wouldn’t be the victim of an assassination attempt at two o’clock in the afternoon after sitting in a cramped train car for hours on end? Kion grits his teeth as he pounds his fist into the weathered green door of Taissa’s cottage. “Cho!” he bellows. “Open the bloody door!”

			Merlin’s balls. It’s been two fucking years since he’s seen her, two years since that match against the Banallan Wyverns. Some seven-hundred-and-twenty days providing ample time for self-reflection, but she hasn’t changed a jot. Stubborn, infuriating, deliberately rude and violent. Not to mention her lingering predilection for illegal glyphs. Where the hell did she learn a Pixie Pox glyph? Those aren’t the sorts of glyphs that were taught in the Witcheries of the Hidden Cities. Unless Scotland has a very different curriculum than England.

			Kion knocks again, even harder. This cottage isn’t at all what he was expecting. When he’d filched the address from a buggy website, he’d anticipated some swanky apartment complex. Not a tiny, cobblestone cottage in the middle of Nowhere, Banallan, with a disgustingly picturesque little front drive and a vegetable patch. A vegetable patch.

			When he’d seen her in it, tearing up weeds like they’d personally offended her, his heart had stopped in his chest. Her long, curly, dark brown hair, her freckled skin, the way her lip juts out when she’s mad. He hadn’t thought he’d forgotten all those little details about her, but the sight of Taissa in the flesh had done something deeply disturbing to that organ nestled deep in his rib cage.

			It was resentment, of course, making it beat harder.

			“Cho!” he calls again, stepping back and running a hand through his hair. His eyes catch on a glyph carved just to the side of the green door—a spiky glyph, one against trespassers. Even were he to knock the door down, he won’t be able to get into the cottage. He groans, leaning his forehead against the door.

			Hells. Why is he even here? Who knows how long Taissa had been using Luck glyphs? Who knows if she’s even a halfway decent player without them? Nobody thought so, no team would have her after it all went down. But this is his one last shot. He’s become a desperate man these past two years. His team is somehow at the bottom—the bottom—of the NCL Minor League.

			And a part of him still grudgingly believes that Taissa Cho was one of the best Robbers in NCL history. That’s why he’s come. For another chance. One last shot.

			Kion takes a deep breath, reminding himself of that. “Cho,” he says through the door, absolutely certain that she’s listening intently from the other side. “Look. I’m…sorry about that whole Wyverns business.” He forces the apology out through his teeth. It is, even to him, probably the least sincere apology he’s ever heard in his life.

			There’s something like a snort from inside the cottage.

			He grinds his molars together. “I’m here because I have something to offer you.” Let him put it like that. The thought of telling Taissa Cho that he needs her makes him shudder.

			Silence from behind the door. But he can imagine her tilting her head, narrowing those eyes.

			His forehead, still against the door, aches from her collision. Just say it, thinks Kion. Just say it, right now, and see what happens. You’ve got nothing to lose. Not anymore.

			Right. Fine.

			“Look,” he says, “I want you to come and play for the Stymphs.”

			A dead, dead silence meets his ears. Kion presses himself harder against the door. “Cho,” he snaps, growing impatient. “Did you hear me—”

			A moment later, the door is swinging open, and Kion is tumbling inside, staggering into a small foyer that smells like thyme and honey. He barely manages to catch himself as Taissa slams the door shut again and stares at him, her arms crossed, her lips thin. He can tell that she’s shocked, shocked to her core, even though she’s pretending not to care.

			She’s Taissa Cho, for fuck’s sake. He knows her like he knows that autumn is followed by winter.

			Breathing hard, Kion stares down at her. Other players used to underestimate Cho because of her, and that runt wyvern’s, small size. Kion never had. It’d be stupid to. She’s like a lightning storm contained: all flashing eyes, all crackling electricity as she glowers right back up at him. When time ticks by and she says nothing, Kion gives up.

			“Will you just bloody say something?”

			There, in her glare, is a spark of victory. He curses himself. He’s all but admitted that he needs her and has given her the upper hand. Kion suppresses a frustrated groan as her lips curl into an unpleasant smile.

			“Would you,” she says in that warm Scottish brogue, “like a cup of tea?”
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			It’s a fucking stalemate, that’s what it is.

			Kion sits at the kitchen’s wooden table, staring Taissa down over his mug of chamomile. She’s staring right back, slowly stirring a sugar cube into her own cup, an impenetrable wall of willful nonchalance. A small clock hanging above the fridge ticks the time past.

			It has been seven minutes and twenty-four seconds.

			Taissa seems inclined to keep the deeply uncomfortable silence going until one of them drops dead from old age. Clearly, she’s hoping it’s him. The way she’s frowning just confirms it.

			His teammates always said that the only person grumpier than Kion was Taissa Cho. He’s starting to see how right they were.

			“You remind me of a hedgehog,” he mutters, because she’s worn him down and he’s bloody exhausted and also deeply uncomfortable, and the silence shatters into millions of jagged pieces.

			Taissa sets down her spoon. “Why,” she says, very slowly, “do I remind you of a hedgehog?”

			“Prickly and small,” is all Kion snaps back, incredibly fucking furious that he broke the silence first. What happened to his resilience? Shredded to nothing by Cho and her fucking sugar-cube-stirring, that’s what.

			Her brows pull together and she leans forward across the table, drumming her fingers on its wood. Something in her face tells him that it’s time.

			“Locke…I don’t understand. I don’t understand why you’re really here.”

			“I told you—”

			“No. You’re up to something, Locke. You don’t want me to join the Stymphs. You can’t. Is this some sort of joke? Are there hidden cameras on you?” She begins to rise, like she intends to pat him down in search of any. Kion scoots back before he can stop himself.

			“I’m not lying to you.”

			“I just—”

			Is her voice wavering? Kion grimaces. Okay, yeah. So he can see that the fallout has been bad for her. When he first came in, there had been a pile of bills on the table. She’d hastily swept them away, but not quickly enough. And there are dark circles underneath her eyes, plus the faint smell of…pork scratchings?

			Only depressed people eat those things.

			“I just,” Taissa says again, this time steadier, “don’t believe you.”

			Kion eyes her for a long moment before pulling out his qyl from its holster.

			“What are you doing?”

			“Truth glyph,” he mutters, tracing the swirling symbol onto his forearm. “Level One.” When it darkens to black, he looks back up at her. Taissa’s eyes are wide. Nobody can lie underneath Truth. Not even in its simplest form. He can feel his tongue loosening, magic binding him to absolute honesty. If it were its Level Three version, he’d be spilling his secrets here and now, unable to control his oversharing. Level One allows him more control. And he doesn’t exactly know many upper-level glyphs. Didn’t pay enough attention in class.

			There’s only one Level Four he knows. And the memories of what it did still haunt him.

			Technically, he’s not supposed to use any level of Truth in the absence of a magistrate official. Technically, what he’s doing is very illegal. But technically, he can pay a fine and be done with it all. He’ll call Lionel, have him pull some strings. “Ask again. Ask why I’m here.”

			Her voice is scratchy. She’s staring at the glyph, a funny expression on her face. “Why…why are you here, Locke?”

			“Because I need you to come and play for the Stymphs.”

			Fuck. Kion grimaces, having said need instead of want. He’s revealed his desperation. He’s given Taissa the upper hand.

			“That’s enough of that,” he grumbles, scribbling the Nullifying glyph over Truth. Its effects diminish, then disappear.

			Her eyes are wide and shining. For a moment, she says nothing. Just stares at him, her breathing quickening. Uncomfortable, he shifts in his seat.

			“Cho. For fuck’s sake, say something.”

			Her lips part. Nothing comes out.

			Merlin. Has she gone catatonic? He snaps his fingers in front of her face. Nothing.

			“Cho.”

			It’s like watching a computer reboot. Her expression rearranges itself from shock to cool amusement. Even her glittering eyes dim. Taissa leans forward, and Kion knows he’s in trouble.

			“Okay. Why do you assume I’d want to come and play for your shite team, Locke?”

			So she’s going to make this difficult. More difficult.

			Kion pushes aside his chamomile and suppresses the urge to bash his head against the table. “No NCL team will take you; you’re all but unofficially blacklisted from the league. But you’re dying to play. Don’t think that I can’t tell.” He smiles unpleasantly. “Gardening, Cho? Really? You’re itching to be in the skies, not on your knees in a patch of dirt.”

			Her eyes flash. “For your information, you absolute numpty, I happen to like gardening.”

			“Maybe.” Kion sniffs, shrugs, and leans back in his chair. “But do you like it more than carriwitchet?” He watches as Taissa picks her spoon back up in a clenched fist, like she’s considering gouging out his eyes with it.

			“Oh, I liked carriwitchet,” she snarls. “No—I loved it. The game. My team. San…Sansa.” Her throat works, she looks away for a long moment. Kion stiffens in his seat, clenching his jaw.

			“Do you know what it feels like?” Taissa asks quietly, looking back at him. “When they tear your Bonding glyph off you? Do you have any idea what that feels like?”

			Almost in answer, the glyph on his chest burns, nervously. Sweat beads on his forehead; itchy shivers roll down his spine. “That’s not the point, Cho.” Thinking about it is one million times worse than the idea of getting his bollocks chopped off.

			She looks back at him for a long, long moment, her face still and steady save for the burning expression which Kion knows means that she despises him and wishes he would die immediately of the fatal illness of being a “numpty.”

			Enough of this.

			“Let’s not pretend you haven’t already made up your mind,” snaps Kion, shoving his chair back and standing up, suddenly deeply uncomfortable. “So we’ll go on and cut this short, yeah? You say you’ll be coming to play with us, thank you; I say you’re welcome, I bought you a train ticket to Pinion, you start packing—”

			To his ire, Taissa hasn’t moved an inch. Instead, she stares down at her tea, stirring it with a carefully blank expression She speaks down into the chipped mug, her voice now steady. “Maybe the more pressing question: Why do you want me to come play for your shite team?”

			Kion falters. Is she really going to make him say it?

			“The Stymphs used to be Rank Three in the NCL Major League,” Taissa continues with a foul look toward him. If he were a lesser man, that look would probably have killed him. “Just below the Dragons. Sometimes you’d even move up to Rank Two. How in Morgana’s chubby arse did you drop all the way to Rank Six in the Minor League? I’ve watched the games, you know. I always knew you were shite, Locke, especially compared to me, but wow. You’ve truly outdone yourself. I’m amazed. It’s fumble after fumble. I almost feel sorry for you, but then again, I don’t.”

			His throat works, his fists curl at his sides.

			Yeah. Fine. It’s true.

			His team has gotten—bad. Incredibly fucking bad.

			Impossibly, depressingly, humiliatingly, devastatingly bad.

			Not long after that disastrous Wyverns match, their losses piled up. In each game for the past two seasons, they were knocked down a spot until they became the bottom-feeders they are now. Coach Royd quit the moment they lost to the Cockatrices.

			Once, they’d been an unstoppable force, a tight-knit team. A family, as much as Kion originally hated to acknowledge the warm, absurdly fluffy feelings he gets from simply being with his teammates.

			But then they got a case of the Blunduns. The most basic skills of their sport became impossible to them. Worse than rookies. Nothing has been able to shake them out of it.

			So now, they’re just pathetic, shoddy excuses for players, constantly at one another’s throats. The constant arguing isn’t helping their performance, either, but aside from duct-taping everybody’s fat gobs shut, Kion doesn’t know how to stop it.

			He hates it, the arguing.

			He hates how his family is falling apart.

			Metal scrapes against porcelain. Will Taissa ever stop stirring that godsdamn tea?

			“I hear that your other Robber, Samara what’s-her-name, has a bun in the oven. She can’t play, not without risking the baby. So you’re desperate for someone to replace her,” says Taissa nastily, “and you know that I’m the best there is. Probably other players already turned you down. So you need me, because—let me guess—you’re about to be tossed out with the rubbish. Dissolution. Your club owner, Dodds, isn’t happy. Probably wants to start fresh with a new team.”

			She sets down her teacup and stands, arching a brow.

			“Maybe,” he mutters.

			“But you were right earlier.” She takes a step closer to where he still sits. “Yes, Locke. I want to play carriwitchet again. I want to be on the pitch. I want it—badly. I would kill for it. I would die for it. But ‘need’ and ‘want’ are two very different things. The Stymphs need me. I don’t need them. I don’t need you. You ruined my life. Why should I save yours?”

			Her voice is shaking again. Kion resists the urge to scoot his chair back, instead folding his arms trying to ignore how violently his left eye is twitching. “What are you saying?” Trust Cho to speak in ridiculous circles.

			“I’m saying that you should show me how much you need me,” she says sweetly. “And then, maybe, I’ll consider joining your sorry excuse for a team. Until then, I won’t waste a precious fucking minute of my time on you.”

			She hurls the words at him like a javelin. Kion is startled by the vehemency in her voice. Like there’s a deeper meaning to the words she’s saying. Something, a memory, prods at the back of his mind, but he can’t grasp it. It slips through his fingers like water.

			“You’d be paid,” he grits out, but she shakes her head. “What, Cho? Just tell me. What do you want?”

			“I want you to kneel.”

			Kion must have misheard her. “Kneel?” he chokes out.

			“You know. On your knees. In front of me. Begging.”

			“Absolutely the fuck not!”

			Taissa says nothing. Just looks at him, waiting. Taps a foot on the ground. That’s one thing about her that he remembers: She’s always moving. Always doing something with her hands or with her feet.

			“Are you mad? I won’t bloody do it.” His skin is itching. “I won’t. Pick something else.”

			“Down, boy,” says Taissa, now smiling a bit, very unpleasantly. “How badly do you need me? How far will you go to save your team?”

			Kion takes a thin breath through his nose and tries to mentally count to ten. “If this is because of what happened—”

			Rage suddenly contorts her delicate features. “Of course this is about what happened,” she spits, jerking away from him, striding toward the small, circular kitchen window above the sink. Her back to him, he can only see the soft reflection of her face through the paned glass. It’s crumpled. She doesn’t know, Kion realizes, that he can see her. There’s an odd, sinking feeling in his gut.

			Right, yeah. So he hadn’t bloody known that the Wyverns would kick her to the curb, that she’d be shunted away from the world of carriwitchet, left to weed vegetables in a tiny cottage. At most, he’d thought he’d win the game. That she’d be given a purple card or suspended for the season.

			Regardless, it doesn’t matter.

			“I’m getting really fucking sick of you acting like this is anybody’s fault but yours.”

			Not as she whips around to pin him with a look of scathing repulsion. “You know nothing, Locke. You know absolutely fuck all.” She jabs a shaking finger toward him. “Kneel or get out. That’s my bargain. I mean it.”

			“You’re trying to humiliate me,” Kion growls back, but shit, he can tell she’s serious. Her eyes are narrowed in the same way they always were on the pitch as she stared him down, and her mouth is a thin line.

			Damn it. Damn it, damn it, damn it.

			That’s her victory expression—that harsh, determined face she used to make when she was only inches away from bringing that final draconian jewel over the boundary line. His team needs that fire, needs one more sliver of hope, or they’ll be irreparably broken.

			Then his career will be over, ending on the lowest note possible, a flaming pile of rubbish. Kion Locke will be remembered as a great fuckup, a tale of caution for athletes who get just a bit too cocky and make the whole thing go balls-up. He’ll be like Taissa: living in a ramshackle house with bills he can’t pay and nothing to do but weed a vegetable patch.

			But worst of all, his teammates will hate him. His family, the one he found in the NCL Stymphs, will despise him. It’s his job, as captain, to hold this club together, but it’s impossible to stop it from ripping apart at the seams. If the team is dissolved, he’ll lose them all.

			And he’ll be alone.

			Again.

			Fear twists in his stomach like a knife. In his mind’s eye, he can see the South London orphanage, the dirty corridors and spiteful matrons. For fuck’s sake. He’s a thirty-year-old man, long past the age limit for the Waywardly Home. Yet he can still feel the rough hands of the other boys, pushing him down the stairs, kicking him in the stomach, pulling on his hair, slapping his face. Hurting him. Bad.

			Before he joined the Stymphs, he’d never known what it was like to be touched without cruel intent. Not until James had shaken his hand that first day and clapped him on the back. The scars all over his body are proof of that.

			He closes his eyes, refusing to think about the Waywardly Home any longer. He gets enough flashbacks as it is.

			No. Kion won’t lose them. He’ll climb back up to the Major League even if he has to do it by the skin of his teeth.

			Even if he has to kneel in front of Taissa Cho to do it.

			Every single muscle in his body rebels, spasming in protestation, as he lowers himself to the uneven wooden floorboards. His knees hit them with a morose thud. Taissa’s brows raise, just slightly, as she stares down at him. Waiting. Apparently for matters like this, she can have the patience of a saint.

			He’s never seen her so calm. It’s disorienting. It’s wrong.

			“And what’s the magic word?” she asks, voice flat, and Kion fervently wishes he were dead.

			“I’m on my knees.” Grant a man some mercy.

			“Magic. Word.”

			For the love of the Hidden Cities. “Please,” Kion rasps slowly, dragging out the terrible word, his voice hoarse with unsuppressed rage.

			Taissa’s eyes glitter. Hunger ravages her face for a fleeting moment: an avaricious appetite that disappears as quickly as it appeared, tidily swept away back underneath a rug of supposed uncaring. She steps toward him, and before he can jerk away, she’s patting the top of his head in the most condescending way known to man. And much harder than necessary. Fuck, Cho. He fights back a flinch.

			“Well, since you asked so nicely.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			 

			Taissa

			“Ticket?” the dour-faced clurichaun conductor asks, smelling faintly of alcohol. His eyes are rimmed red, and there’s an old, crusty lipstick stain on the side of his pale, freckled face. No doubt the faerie spent his whole night at some club or another and is now reaping the consequences of a brutal hangover at his day job. It’s impossible to blame the poor man, though: Taissa has never once met a clurichaun who didn’t have a borderline-concerning addiction to chaotic nightlife.

			The train is scheduled to leave Banallan Station on the hour, bound for Pinion-upon-Keat in England. Extremely regulated high-level Unseen glyphs cover its entire exterior, hiding it from any prying lacker eyes, along with a few other sorts of glyphs. The trains of the UKHC work differently from their UK counterparts.

			For one, they fly.

			It would be too complicated, too tedious, to etch glyphs into every single train track, to carve out the space for them within the world of the lackers. So the trains of the UKHC take to the spacious skies instead, which provides noticeably fewer complications. (Except for the occasional wayward plane, jet, hot-air balloon, and large flock of birds.)

			Sitting in a small passenger coach across from Kion and bouncing her knee in anticipation, Taissa silently hands the clurichaun her slip of parchment, the ticket that Kion so graciously bought for her. She’s brought a pair of suitcases with her. How depressing that her life in the cottage could be packed neatly up into two bags. How depressing that it only took her a couple seconds to decide to leave it all behind.

			(Oh, fine. Yes, she’d known she’d take Kion’s offer the moment he uttered it. The chance to play carriwitchet again—Morgana, she’d have chopped off her left leg if he’d asked her to. But she’d enjoyed toying with him, anyway. Sue her.)

			As the clurichaun checks Kion’s ticket, Estee Cho’s warm voice crackles in Taissa’s ear through the cellphone she holds.

			“But the vegetables, darling, the vegetables,” Estee is lamenting. “Who knows the state they’ll be in without you? You get an abnormally large number of weeds! And have you contacted the landlord? You know, I think putting in the patch added considerable value to the house. Don’t let him tell you otherwise. Stomp on his toes if he does.”

			Taissa refrains from pointing out that the vegetable patch in question is only a small square prone to nibbles from wayward rabbits, and the occasional meager harvest by a hungry ghillie dhu. (Many a potato has gone missing courtesy of the leaf-clad faerie Taissa had once spotted making off with a handful of her root vegetables.)

			“This move,” Estee continues, suddenly sounding suspicious. “It’s all so very sudden. Are you sure this is a good idea? Will I have to bail you out of jail for killing Kion Locke?”

			“Possibly,” admits Taissa.

			“I would, of course, but I’d rather not have to waste any money on that terrible boy.” There’s a slight shifting on the phone line, and Taissa can just imagine her mother angrily pacing in her hotel room. “You know, maybe you should murder him. Somebody ought to put him in his place. I saw this fascinating documentary about this lacker murderess a few nights ago. She was a genius. So here’s what you should do: Cover his clothing in cow pheromones and lure him into a bullfighting ring. Oh, and make sure he’s wearing red.”

			Taissa grins. Estee is the only one, these days, who can make her smile, really smile. “Okay…And where, exactly, shall I get cow pheromones?”

			Across from her, Kion looks bewildered.

			“You know, the documentary skipped over that part.”

			“Right.”

			“I would assume that you get them from bodily flu—”

			“Mum.”

			“What? It’s science, hummingbird.”

			“I am going to hang up now.”

			“Wait, Taissa.” Estee takes a deep breath, evidently collecting herself. When she speaks again, she’s serious. It’s a disorienting thing for Estee Cho to be. “Darling, are you sure this is a good idea?”

			Her smile slips. “Mum,” she says, massaging her temples, “Mum, please, it’s carriwitchet.”

			A long pause. Estee, of all people, knows what the game means to Taissa—knows what she lost when it all ended; knows what she would give to gain it back.

			(Her soul. She’d sell her soul.)

			It was Estee who enrolled her in those first riding lessons at the Witchery. It was Estee who later insisted on Taissa trying out for the school’s carriwitchet team, convinced that Taissa needed something, anything, to do with her absurdly high energy. At the age of eleven, Taissa had no hobbies except for being offended when people told her to get some, but as soon as she stepped onto that pitch, she was in love.

			Carriwitchet is the most heavily gate-kept sport, thanks to the strict regulation of winged beasts by the UKHC’s Department of Magical Creatures. The DMC is wary of allowing everyday folk to purchase Wingeds, trusting only highly trained breeders, handlers, coaches, and other authorized folk (including board-certified carriwitchet players) to treat them in accordance to UKHC law—and to be treated well in turn.

			(The occasional Winged, after all, discovers an appetite for human flesh.)

			The Witchery’s carriwitchet teams had used hippogriffs. Taissa can still remember running her hands over those downy feathers for the first time, breathing in the smell of the stables, suddenly wanting to excel at riding more than she’d wanted anything in her life.

			So she did. She became the best rider in the entire Banallan Witchery.

			And when she made the school carriwitchet team at twelve, it was the greatest joy she’d ever known. She was like Kion Locke, she remembers thinking, the first athlete—before her—to ever make an NCL team at eighteen. Her first carriwitchet crush.

			(Truly embarrassing, now, that.)

			Although she never officially glyph-bonded to the old Witchery hippogriff she’d rode, Taissa had loved ancient Faulk with every inch of her heart. Only NCL players, the pros, are awarded the honor of the sport-specific Bonding glyph with their Winged. Which is why only witches and warlocks can play carriwitchet—they’re the only ones who can use glyph-magic, the only ones besides Wingeds whose skin is tough enough to tolerate the inking of that ancient runic sorcery.

			It’s supposed to be a lifetime link. When the player retires, the Winged does, too.

			They’re bonded, and nothing breaks that bond.

			Except in extenuating cases…like Taissa’s. Her and Sansa’s bond was broken. Taissa had been shunted off and replaced by Elise. She scowls and once again itches to leap over and murder Kion Locke. Across from her, he’s watching her with an inscrutable expression. She raises her eyes to his and mouths, Bugger off.

			He makes a sound of irritation low in his throat.

			So many ridiculous growls. What does he think he is, an animal? Taissa rolls her eyes as Estee sighs. “I’ll sort out the house for you, hummingbird.”

			“Are you sure?” But with a sinking heart, Taissa knows she is. Her mum’s solution to Da’s death? To keep busy. Busy, busy, busy. Even two years later. “I could—”

			“No, no. Let me. But we’ll give it a few weeks. You’ll have a home to run back to if you take my advice about the cow pheromones…”

			Seriously considering it, Taissa says her goodbyes to her mum before ending the call and setting down her phone just as the train begins to rumble. Trying to ignore the Warlock Annoyance that is Kion Locke, Taissa peers out the window as the wheels begin to turn, as the train begins to roll out of Banallan Station. The tracks only go so far. In a few hundred feet, they stop completely.

			Excitement—that familiar thrill of finally being in flight—tightens Taissa’s stomach as the train gains speed, the station rushing by in a blur of stone-gray, surrounding Scots pines becoming smears of rich green against the cloud-smudged sky, which looms closer and closer as the train rises into the air. She digs her fingers into the cushion of her seat as their carriage, with a mighty thunking sound, slants vertically as the rest of the train drags it upward.

			Oh, no.

			She’s forgotten, between the call with Estee and all the talk about cow pheromones, to strap on her takeoff seatbelt. With an angry screech, Taissa goes flying from her seat, tumbling down right onto Kion’s lap for the second time this day. Her hands scrabble at his shoulders, desperate to find a grip, while Kion looks back at her coldly, with no amusement.

			“You are ridiculous,” he grits out.

			With another thunk, the carriage evens out, and Taissa rolls off his lap, hitting the floor hard. With what little dignity she can gather, she drags herself back up to her feet, huffing a curly lock of hair out of her eyes.

			“Oh, leave off,” she grumps back, settling down into her seat and looking out the window. The Hidden City of Banallan is a landscape of rolling greens and misty grays beneath them, and for a moment, Taissa pretends that she’s atop Sansa, soaring through the air, the wind whipping her face, tugging at her clothes. Her lips quirk upward at the fantasy, and when she glances back toward Kion, his expression is too knowing for her liking. Hastily, she flattens her mouth and crosses her arms as Kion reaches for his backpack and pulls out a weathered notebook.

			“What’s that?” asks Taissa, trying to sound bored, tapping her fingers on her knee. She actually has a rather good inkling of what it is, and her interest is very much piqued.

			Kion seems to be grinding his teeth. “A book of plays,” he grumbles. “And no, you can’t see it.”

			There’s a flash of pink in the corner of her eye, outside of the compartment’s glass doors. Frowning, Taissa glances toward it, but it must have been a trick of the light. Turning back to Kion, she stiffens. “Locke, come on. I’m joining your—”

			“—‘shite team,’ ” he snaps. “Yeah, Cho. I’m aware.”

			“Then let me look at it,” she retorts sharply, crossing over to his side of the compartment, and sitting down next to him, returning his offended stare with a scathing one of her own. Kion runs his tongue over his teeth, and—evidently deciding that the hour-and-a-half trip will pass faster without Taissa plotting his imminent demise—angles the notebook so she can see it, too.

			His handwriting is atrociously neat, but his drawings are terrible. Taissa squints at the three misshapen circles. “Are those supposed to be your players?” She tries to ignore how hard her heart is suddenly pounding. This, hunched over a play, analyzing it…This is where she’s been trying to get back to for two years.

			This is where she’s meant to be. Even if it means dealing with Kion Locke.

			“It’s a Solomonari Formation,” he mutters, “so, obviously.”

			She rolls her eyes before looking back down at the blue ink. The Solomonari Formation is an offensive setup for the Dozers, a sly tactic used to clear the opposing defensive Knockers out of the Robbers’, or the Bailer’s, pathway and allow them to reach the siege tower. All three Dozers ride in a triangular formation, with the apex rider dropping back at the last moment while the two other riders shoot past them. Each aims for a different target, the back left rider suddenly shooting right, and the back right rider shooting left. The setup is the Vic Formation, but the execution is starkly different, in an attempt to confuse the opposing defense.

			“Your arrows are crooked.”

			Kion makes that irritated noise from deep within his throat again.

			Behind the crude drawing of the Solomonari Formation is a sketch for the Stymphs’ own defense, a Trigon Formation—one Knocker positioned in front of the siege tower, the two others farther out, one on the left and one on the right. Three other deformed blobs shooting across the field toward the opposing side seem to be the Robbers and the Bailer, flying in a diagonal line, an Echelon Position. The Dozers’ Solomonari Formation, paired with the Echelon, offers maximum coverage for the offensive players.

			All in all, it’s a very good play. From what she remembers, the Stymphs have done it before, and have done it well. Her brows knot. Yet somehow, they’re at the bottom of the Minor League. She’s heard speculative whispers that it’s a bad case of the Blunduns. While not a curse in the magical sense—even lacker athletes are afflicted with them from time to time, although they call them the Yips, or the Twisties, or something—the Blunduns might as well be dark magic. Professional athletes suddenly brought down to the level of fumbling amateurs. Nobody knows what exactly causes it, since cases vary. Taissa frowns, looking at the plays.

			She doesn’t notice how close she is to Kion, or how the skin around his eyes has gone tight with irritation. All that matters is this piece of paper, this puzzle. Carriwitchet. “You tried this last season.” Taissa leans farther in, scanning every inch of the paper, jittering her knee. “It’s a good plan, but you were really very shite.” She’s watched his games. She’s watched all the carriwitchet games while angrily crocheting. It’s her favorite way to torture herself.

			“Yeah.” His response is short.

			“What happened?”

			“Considering our rank, I think it’s pretty fucking obvious what happened,” Kion bites out just as the compartment door slides open. There’s a flash of light as a giggling, pink-haired teenager takes a photo of them on her phone then darts away before Taissa even has the chance to blink.

			“Fuck,” hisses Kion, getting up to peer out of the compartment, but Taissa is certain the teenager is long gone, judging by the speed she was running. She watches as he yanks the glass door shut again. “Recognized.”

			So that was the flash of pink she’d seen earlier. Taissa considers being annoyed, then decides that she’d rather reserve her annoyance for Kion.

			“Aren’t you used to it by now? The photos, the paps…It’s all part of the game.” Taissa flips to the next page of the notebook. Whatever play Kion had drawn is now angrily scribbled out, with raised, bumpy ink marring the page and small holes in the paper. Kion has—even still—thousands of fans. His face is splashed all throughout the Hidden Cities: on the covers of magazines, on posters, even on stationery.

			Hers had been, too, once. Maybe even more than his.

			And after The Scandal, her fame had reached new heights: infamy.

			For a few months, she’d tried valiantly to weather it, tried to stay in her grand apartment, tried to blackmail and bribe her way into the papers’ good graces. They took her ample hush money (of course they did) but then that stupid journal, Complete Carriwitchet, went and ran the stories, anyway.

			They interviewed “anonymous” ex-teammates about her volatile temper and supposedly massive ego. (It was Elise, of course it was Elise. Taissa suspects that even Aster said a few choice words, a blow that nearly pummeled her into the ground. So much for friendship.) They sent paps to take unflattering photos of her crying in her favorite bar over a giant tankard of beer that they definitely photoshopped to become larger. They even went so far as to phone up her exes, who were only too happy to run their mouths about all of her flaws. (According to Jamie Hewett, she did a variety of hard drugs and spent her nights clubbing with clurichauns and taking part in their massive orgies. Funny, as she’d broken up with Jamie after finding him entangled with not one, not two, not three, but four of the party-prone faeries. In her bed.) She turned down all interviews offered to her—she’d had to, unless she wanted to see Sansa hurt.

			Those threats meant to keep her in line were not empty.

			“I am,” Kion shoots back. “Used to it, I mean. But—” He cuts himself off, but the way his black eyes burn into her is nothing less than deeply accusatory.

			Oh. She sees. Taissa slams the notebook shut, trying to ignore how her stomach drops.

			“But I’m here,” she finishes sharply. “Is that it? You can’t take being seen with me?”

			He never could, even before her fall from grace. In all her time playing in the NCL, Taissa had never gotten used to it: just how much Kion Locke despised her, how much he was seemingly disgusted by her. Their hatredship went past his snub when she’d approached him for the first time.

			It escalated into squabbles on the pitch and bad-mouthing each other to reporters.

			And then it escalated some more.

			But that wasn’t Taissa’s fault. No, no. She vividly remembers that first game; how thrilled she was to be playing against him, how she smiled timidly at him from across the pitch (even after he refused to waste a “precious fucking minute” on her). How he had snarled in return. That was fine. Expected, really.

			But it wasn’t just that. It was off-field, too.

			It was the time he rolled his eyes all throughout her speech as she accepted Player of the Year. And once, she went on a few casual dates with the NCL Dragons’ Everest Huang. But then Kion, who was close with Everest (apparently, he had no problem befriending other players on other teams) valiantly “informed” him that she had dormant Pixie Pox. Everest dumped her soon after that, evidently terrified of being afflicted by glittery bokes.

			With all of that shite, he’d left no choice for her but to launch a campaign against him, too. And if his romance with the Summertides princess, Chasca, fizzled out, well, that had absolutely nothing to do with Taissa acquiring an exclusive interview with Unseelie Weekly and spinning a beautiful story about how she’d just recently spotted Kion Locke romancing an elderly troll and how brave he was for challenging biases against the Unseelie (specifically of the geriatric and jaundiced variety).

			And if someone hired a caricature artist to draw incredibly ugly renditions of Kion’s face and then sent them in to Complete Carriwitchet, well, she knew nothing about that, either.

			“Listen, Cho,” Kion bites out now. “That kid is going to post that on whatever the fuck social media they use, and then the tabloids will be running their mouths like motors. There’s nobody, nobody, in the UKHC that won’t know I’ve recruited you.” He sits back down heavily, wracking his hands through his hair. “You were supposed to be our secret weapon, our surprise. Now every single team in the Minor League will be watching your old tapes, preparing themselves for your return.”

			Taissa falters, unsure whether to be placated or remain offended. So it’s not out of personal revulsion that he doesn’t want that photograph coming out—it’s strategic.

			Our secret weapon.

			So he admits it: that she’s good. More than good. The best. Vindictive pleasure is a warm buzz in her veins as she imagines single-handedly digging the Stymphs out of the Minor League, no thanks to Kion Locke…

			But then that pleasure is quickly replaced with rising indignation as Kion adds acerbically, “Assuming that you hadn’t been using Luck glyphs the whole time.”

			A tidal wave of rage closes over Taissa’s head; she doesn’t even have the chance to gasp for air. Trembling, she slams his damned notebook shut and hurls it back toward him with unmitigated violence. To her immense disappointment, he catches it deftly with flashing eyes.

			“I only used that glyph once,” Taissa growls, rising to her feet and stalking back to her side of the compartment. “And if you wanted to hide me, Locke, all you had to do was ask me to use an Unseen glyph. But you always had more brawn than brains. Hit one too many times by a Knocker, we’ll say.”

			“You—” Kion is throttling the playbook in his hands, looking like he’s half inclined to rip it apart. “My brain is perfectly fucking fine, Cho.”

			A muscle in his jaw is twitching so violently that it reminds her of a dying insect.

			How fascinating.

			“Debatable.”

			He mutters something unsavory under his breath, half shutting his eyes and obviously pretending to sleep. But she can clearly feel him watching her through his slitted gaze.

			Suddenly weary, Taissa ignores his antics and leans her head against the window, watching the rolling clouds and fantasizing about breaking the glass and hurling a certain man away from her, forever.

			The rest of the train ride is very, very long.

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			The Stymphs’ Nexitory is an oblong, sleek glass building built adjacent to the pitch—it’s the kind of building, thinks Taissa, that screams, We might have been relegated to the Minor League, but we used to have loads and loads of money!

			As she climbs out of Kion’s car—a sleek black Porsche, of course it is—Taissa fights the urge to sprint over to the neighboring field of green, breathing in that familiar scent of freshly mowed grass. Her heart nearly pounds out of her chest as her eyes move to the two siege towers stationed at opposite sides of the pitch, the massive wooden structures stretching toward the sky, the cloudy English sky. Morgana. She nearly falls to her knees right then and there.

			Once, this would have been enemy territory, but now…

			Home.

			She is home.

			The enormity of this, all of this, hits her like a speeding semitruck.

			She’s going to play carriwitchet again. In this moment, Taissa is already soaring amongst the clouds, as light as a roc’s feather. Nothing can possibly bring her down.

			Except Locke.

			To her absolute chagrin, Kion is less than inclined to let Taissa go sprinting and whooping onto the carriwitchet pitch of the NCL Stymphs. Instead he catches her by the arm before she can go skipping about lah-dee-dah, and half drags her inside the Nexitory. He does indeed bring her mood considerably down.

			She has no interest in appreciating the glossy marble floors or the cloying air-freshener scent of the building where she’ll be living with the rest of the team, not when she longs to be outdoors.

			And she has absolutely no interest in being herded into the swanky office of the club’s owner, Bill Dodds, and being faced with his aghast expression as a golden-haired elf hurries in behind them, stilettos tapping on the polished birch floor.

			Still clad in her baggy jeans, muddy from the garden, and her equally grass-stained white tank top, Taissa suddenly feels incredibly out of place. And the way Bill Dodds is currently spluttering and gaping at her, like a fish on dry land, isn’t helping, either. (Nor is the way his eyes are bugging out.)

			“What is this?” he demands in a posh accent, standing from his mahogany desk, and looking like it’d be a much better idea for him to sit back down with his flushed neck and trembling white mustache. Taissa’s eyes slide sideways to Kion as the blonde elf hurries to the white sofa on the side of the office, tapping away at a tablet with perfectly manicured purple nails, chewing on a glossy lip.

			Did Kion not tell Bill that he was recruiting her? Her brows draw together.

			Some welcome this is.

			“This,” says Kion calmly, “is Taissa Cho. She’s going to be taking Samara’s place this season as my other Robber. I’ve already had a contract drawn up. She’s signing it this afternoon.”

			Bill dabs his forehead with the cuff of his gray suit. “No. Absolutely not. The last thing this team needs, Kion, is a known cheater—”

			“Nice to meet you, too,” snaps Taissa, disgruntled and unable to help herself. She has drawn her qyl out of its holster and fiddles with the metal stem, rolling it between her fingers and considering inking another Combat glyph onto her arm.

			Kion shoots her a warning look and she angrily shifts her weight where she stands on the tufted checkered rug.

			“You gave me one more season to save this team, Bill,” he snaps back. His right hand seems to be twitching from the effort of not pointing accusatorily at Dodds. “One more season to save the Stymphs from dissolution. To do that, you made it clear that we have to claw our way out of the Minor League, and I believe that Cho can help us.”

			Taissa stares at the office’s expansive window overlooking the pitch to make sure pigs (at least, the ones without wings) aren’t flying. Kion Locke defending her. She never thought she’d see the day.

			“By Merlin! Think of the press, Kion!” Bill Dodds explodes, slamming a fist down into his desk. On his white walls, framed photographs of two smiling, rosy-cheeked toddlers in snowsuits—grandchildren?—rattle. “The last thing we need is for Complete Carriwitchet to have another excuse to call this team a ‘piece of twitching roadkill milking its last sorry breath.’ ”

			“Rather specific,” grumbles Taissa.

			“It was very harsh,” murmurs the elven woman quietly, still tapping away on the tablet. “That particular headline, unfortunately, traumatized our dear Bill.”

			Taissa fights back a smirk and decides she might like this elf. The small flowers woven into her light hair tell Taissa she hails from the Springtides, or maybe the Summertides.

			“Bill.” Kion’s voice is as taut as a frayed wire. Danger sparks in the singular syllable. “It’s not like we can sink any further than we already have.”

			The owner’s mouth works furiously like he’s a cow chewing on a piece of cud. His sharp blue eyes move from Kion to Taissa, and back. “That business with the Luck glyph,” he finally says, stare drilling a hole through Taissa’s forehead. “Nasty. A complete disgrace to the league.”

			As she fights back a flinch, for a brief, exhausted moment, she considers relaying the full story. Here, in this office, setting the record straight. But what’s the point? The NCL Board didn’t believe her. Her own teammates didn’t believe her. Only her mother, and she’d been sworn to secrecy with an Untold glyph to protect Sansa. So Taissa just shoves her fidgeting hands into the pockets of her jeans and juts out her chin.

			“Let me play,” she says. “You won’t regret it.” (What she really wants to say is, Or I’ll make you regret it, but the stakes are high enough that she holds her sharp tongue. Just this once.) “Neither will your team’s coach.”

			There’s a beat of silence. Bill slowly sits back down in his chair, glancing to Kion, who’s suddenly gone stiff. “Coach Royd isn’t here, dear,” he says, very condescendingly, to Taissa. “He quit last season and we’ve had some, ah, trouble finding a new one. I thought Kion would have told you.”

			The bastard most certainly hadn’t. She whirls to him. “There’s no coach?”

			He’s staring straight ahead, not looking at her. “I wouldn’t say that, exactly,” he replies, tightly.

			It’s like she’s in a horror movie, like that terrible music before the jump scare has begun playing.

			Oh, fuck no. Absolutely not. His intensity in studying the plays on the train suddenly makes a dreadful sort of sense.

			“Please do say you’re shitting me,” says Taissa, who has never said please to Kion Locke once in her life. He grimaces. Visibly. “Locke,” she hisses. He cannot be her new coach. She refuses to believe it. Taking orders from him as a captain is bad enough. As a coach?

			It’s a nightmare come to life.

			“He’s not shitting you,” says the elf with a sigh. She sounds like she truly does empathize with Taissa. “Sorry, love.”

			Great! (She’s going to boke.)

			Bill leans forward at his desk. “You are, obviously, free to leave if this upsets you, you know.” A pointed smile curls his thin lips. “That, I think, would be the best course of action.”

			So keen to get rid of her. Taissa’s spine stiffens. Right. Well, this is…an unfortunate development. The worst development in the history of developments. But as her grandmum would have said, Keep the heid.

			Taking a deep breath through her nose and again resisting the urge to scratch another Combat glyph onto her arm, Taissa looks back out the window toward those two beautiful siege towers. Imagines herself soaring toward them, snatching a glittering draconian jewel from the highest tier. Landing, cheeks flushed, to the thunderous applause of fans. Arguments rise to her lips, but she never gets the chance to utter them.

			Because—

			“Bill, Bill. Wait. Don’t tell her to leave,” the elven woman suddenly says, rising to her feet, staring down at something on her screen.

			He frowns. “Niamh?”

			“Look at this!” She hurries to his side, passing the tablet to him. Taissa glances at Kion, frowning, but he’s eyeing Niamh’s tablet with a surprisingly knowing expression. And he does not look happy.

			Foreboding curls up in Taissa’s stomach. Whatever this is, she knows she’s not going to like it. Not one bit.

			Bill Dodds takes the device in his hands, clumsily zooming in on something. “I fail to see how this matters,” he says, clearly annoyed.

			“Bill, this is the first positive headline we’ve gotten in two years.” Niamh grins, clapping her hands together, the gauzy ruffles of her pink maxiskirt swaying with the movement. “Similar articles are already cropping up elsewhere: Wily Witch, Seelie Spectator, even The UKHC MorningStar. People are talking, and the word ‘roadkill’ hasn’t once been uttered!”

			The elf cackles (Taissa expected her laugh to sound like the tinkle of bells and blinks in disorientation) in delight, grabbing the tablet back and twirling toward Taissa and Kion. “And it’s all thanks to you two!” With a flourish, she turns the tablet so they can look at the image splashed all over an article from Inquire UKHC.

			No.

			No, no, no.

			The photograph is of Taissa and Kion, pressed together in the train compartment. From the angle of the picture the playbook is nowhere in sight, and it looks like Taissa’s head is leaning on Kion’s shoulder as he stares directly into the camera with a furious slant to his mouth. Taissa, on the other hand, looks somewhere between bemused and exhausted in the picture. Flattering.

			The headline above reads, Spotted! Stymphs’ Captain Kion Locke & Former Wyverns’ Star Taissa Cho Get Snuggly…Rivals in a Romance? Read On!

			“Fucking hells,” groans Kion.

			“Language,” warns Bill.

			“Isn’t this great?” squeals Niamh.

			“Wipe it,” says Taissa in absolute horror. “Get this taken down. Right now.” Now she’s really going to boke. “I don’t care who you have to bribe or extort or murder to do it. This needs to be squashed.”

			There’s a faint chime. Niamh turns the tablet back around, clicks something, and grins. “And here come the emails…”

			“Kill it,” Taissa repeats, wringing her hands, “kill it with fire—”

			“Slander,” Kion growls. “Defamation. Get a lawyer in here, Bill. Fuck—” He drags a hand down his face. “I knew this would happen. Now everybody will know we’ve recruited her. We won’t have the element of surprise anymore.”

			“Unless,” murmurs Niamh, smiling like she’s a five-year-old girl and it’s her birthday, “unless, unless, unless…”

			“I don’t like the way you’re saying ‘unless,’ ” says Taissa.

			“For once, we’re in agreement,” grumbles Kion.

			“No, listen!” There’s an excited gleam in Niamh’s eyes. “Does the headline say anything about Taissa joining the team?”

			“It says something even worse,” Taissa mutters.

			“The answer is no,” Niamh corrects. “And the rest of the article doesn’t say anything, either. Inquire hasn’t even entertained the possibility. They’re too busy speculating about whether or not you’re dating!”

			“Which we are not.” Kion looks like he has a headache.

			“Well…” Niamh thoughtfully taps her chin with a manicured nail. “You could be.”

			Taissa chokes on her own spit. “Excuse me?”

			“Keep going, Niamh,” Bill says slowly. He’s rubbing his chin thoughtfully.

			“If you want to keep Taissa’s recruitment a secret—at least until the first match—there’s a way to do it. From a PR perspective, of course.” The elf beams, and sunshine sparkles, literally, on her skin. Summertides, then. “The papers already think you two are dating. Let’s give them more of that! An excuse as to why you were spotted together. I’ll arrange dates, outings. You two can go out for some ice cream, the movies, maybe even to karaoke…”

			“Dates,” repeats Taissa, her voice sounding like the croak of a frog. “As in—dating. Dates. Those kinds of dates.” Maybe if she says the word date enough, it’ll lose meaning. So far, though, it still feels like sandpaper on her tongue.

			“Fake,” Niamh clarifies, but then she beams. “Unless you’d like to make it official? That would make my job so much easier.”

			“I would rather jump into a vat of hot oil.”

			“Oh, my. That doesn’t sound very comfortable.”

			“You can’t be serious,” Kion has stalked over to Bill’s desk and is now snarling, fists planted on that perfectly polished mahogany. “This is the maddest, most pointless, deranged idea in the entire fucking world.”

			The club owner looks absolutely unfazed. He’s smirking. “And yet, you know it will work.”

			Kion slaps his desk, pushing off with a groan of frustration. Niamh is beginning to frown.

			“I don’t understand the problem. You get to keep your secret, and we all get an influx of good press! And you know what comes with press?”

			Taissa hesitates. “Money,” she whispers, just as Kion says, “Headaches.” Their eyes meet. She feels her cheeks heat. She knows he saw her stack of bills in the kitchen. Bills she can’t pay off.

			At least, not yet.

			Niamh is right. Good PR brings public interest.

			Sponsorships.

			After the fallout, she lost her brand deal with Neit—the biggest sportswear and shoe company in the Hidden Cities. For the brief time she had it, she raked in quid just by wearing a pair of their trainers out. And she’d snagged that deal right around the time she was involved with Everest Huang. That short-lived relationship gave her enough popularity and relevance to interest the Neit execs.

			(Why her massive athletic accomplishments on their own hadn’t been enough to land her a Neit deal was due to a fun little thing called sexism. Something especially present in the good old sport of carriwitchet.)

			If she were to get involved with Locke after years of their rivalry…people would be very interested. Even as despised as she is right now, the money would come. Quickly. She could have enough money to pay her bills twice over and to help her mum out.

			And maybe the idea of the world hating her a little less is enticing, too. Fewer photos of her crying behind skip bins sounds like a good thing. Hm, yes. A very good thing.

			“Okay,” she says, her mouth suddenly dry. “I’ll—we’ll do it.” As Kion swears under his breath, she glares at him. “It’s our only choice, you numpty. And you right well know it.”

			“Sod off,” he says, which she and Niamh take to mean, Yes, you’re right.

			The elf claps, still sparking with sunlight. It’s as if she’s standing underneath a giant spotlight. “Perfect!”

			Bill rubs at his closely shaved white beard and shrewdly eyes Taissa. “To be clear, my dear: I still don’t want you on this team. We have perfectly fine reserve players, any one of which could have taken Samara’s place without bringing a boatload of scandal—”

			“They’re not going to be half as good as me,” interrupts Taissa, angrily tapping her qyl against her knee. “And you know it, old man.” Reserve players for the lowest ranking Minor League team? They’ll be worse than the worst. She, on the other hand…Well, she’s a joy and a talent, if she does say so herself. And she does.

			“Cho,” Kion hisses out of the corner of his mouth.

			Bill is sneering, but he holds up a pale hand. “Let me finish.”

			Taissa’s eyes narrow.

			“Any one of them could have taken your place, but for some reason, Kion sought you out—a disgraced retiree who hasn’t played in years. Why?” He gestures to Niamh, who’s typing away furiously, nodding along to his words. “Because he’s madly in love with you.”

			“…madly…in…love,” repeats the elf, fingers flying across the screen. “Oo-la-la.”

			“Oi,” Kion snaps darkly, refusing to look in her direction, “that isn’t the least bit true—”

			She tries to ignore the small sting of hurt at the revulsion layering his tone. “It’s for the PR stunt, you numpty.”

			“It will be put in her contract,” Bill rejoins calmly. “This ‘union’ needs to benefit this team for as long as possible. Financially and on the field. If it doesn’t, she’s out. You need to sell it well. You can’t even tell the others on the team that it’s fake.”

			Taissa watches as Kion visibly blanches, then scowls. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me. I won’t hide shit from my own team, Bill.”

			“Do I look like I am ‘fucking kidding’ you? No. You pull this on me without any warning? Fine, Locke. But that means you play by my rules.” He smiles in a way that reminds Taissa of a desperately hungry wolf who has been starving in a barren forest for far too long—and is finally locking eyes with trembling prey. “And my rules are these: From now on, you two are in a romantic relationship. You are filled with joy at the sight of each other. You hold hands and swoon and do whatever it takes to convince the world—including this miserable excuse for a team—that you are head over heels in love. Think of this rule book as a holy text. Shirk it and you will be punished.” A pale finger points at Kion. “You’ll lose your ‘secret weapon.’ ” The hand moves to Taissa. “And you’ll never, ever play again.”

			“Bill,” seethes Kion—

			“No,” the club owner snaps. “Enough. I won’t listen to any more of your angry yodeling.” Bill stands, flicks an imaginary speck of dust off a shoulder, and strides for the door. He glares at Taissa as he stalks past her. “And for your information, I am not old. I’m a perfectly respectable sixty-two.”

			Niamh glances between Kion (who’s breathing heavily over the abandoned desk) and Taissa (who’s clenching her qyl so hard that the sharp metal feathers are very close to drawing blood). “Bill has a meeting. I-I’ll give you two a moment.” The Summertides elf hastens from the office, softly closing the door behind her.

			For a long moment, neither speaks.

			And then they both do. At the same time.

			Angrily.

			“You cannot ruin this for us,” Taissa hisses, just as Kion bites out, “I will not be kissing you.”

			Silence falls again as, equally baffled, the two stare at each other.

			Then—

			“You don’t need to say it like that,” Taissa snaps, at the same time that Kion growls, “I’m not going to ‘ruin’ anything.”

			Again, a silent stalemate. Taissa opens her mouth, but then clamps it shut as she sees Kion’s lips part, too. She glares. He glowers.

			Impatiently, she gestures for him to go first. Rolling his eyes, Kion wracks a hand through his hair.

			“The last thing I want to do is date you.”

			“Good,” she grumps back. “We’re in complete agreement. You’re horrible.”

			“And you’re a menace. But we’ve been backed into a fucking corner.”

			“I told you, Locke. I told you to use the Unseen glyph.”

			“Not until it was too late,” he bites back acerbically. He looks like he wants to punch the wall, but that might just be his resting face. “Fat lot of help that was.”

			Well, she’s glad he didn’t think of doing an Unseen himself. Taissa needs money. Badly. She never wants to give another hour of her labor to Scran Mart ever again. This could work, in a painful and ironic sort of way.

			“For the record,” Kion adds, “I’m not lying to my team about this. About us.” As Taissa opens her mouth to protest, he gives her a look sharp enough to cut steel. “At least not today. We figure out these shit specifics later, yeah?”

			“If it means getting to delay pretending to be ‘filled with joy’ at the sight of you, I’m all for it,” Taissa retorts with faux sweetness.

			Kion glares.

			Taissa glares right back. Oh, she’s certain that Dodds and Niamh will forcibly squeeze PDA out of them sooner than later, but until they’re held at qylpoint—so to speak—she most certainly will not be holding Locke’s hand.

			A moment later, a flicker of motion in the corner of her eye has her turning back toward the window. Outside on the pitch, silver-and-purple-clad riders have taken to the skies upon the massive, bronze-beaked, sharp-feathered stymphs.

			Oh.

			Taissa inhales sharply, drawing closer to the glass, pressing a hand against it. Only a thin panel separates her from that sport, her sport.

			Tears rise to her eyes, and she hastily blinks them away as Kion comes to stand at her side.

			“Right then,” he says and sighs. “Let’s go meet the team.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			 

			Kion

			“I’d say it’s nice to meet you,” a windswept Brontë Rihowl says, dark arms folded as she leans against her brown-feathered stymph and eyes Taissa with cheerful dislike, “but I feel like we’re already well acquainted. Oi, remember when I broke your arm?”

			Her looming Winged, Icarus, makes that terrifying clicking noise in the back of his throat, that noise that means he’s laughing. A few of the other stymphs, like Óríon’s clever-eyed Valsa, join in, no doubt filled in on the exchange through the Bonding glyphs of their riders.

			As coach and captain, Kion should probably say something like, Enough, knock it off, but he just doesn’t feel like it. Instead, he feels like watching Taissa as her cheeks flush pink. That’s always a precursor to her temper, which is just as notorious as his. For once, he doesn’t blame her. That particular break had been bad. Kion remembers it now, even after all the years between that moment and this one.

			They were playing on Banallan’s Virtue Field. Taissa was speeding along on her wyvern back toward her siege tower. Brontë—dozing a path for Kion on the Wyverns’ side of the pitch—saw an opportunity and rammed into Taissa, hard enough to overwhelm the other girl’s Balance glyph. Taissa fell through the air, caught only last-minute by her panicked Winged, landing on its hard, scaly back at a wrong fucking angle.

			When he saw her fall, Kion shot down after her, convinced he was about to watch Cho shatter into a million different pieces, trying to reach her before she did. His hand was still outstretched desperately toward her when her wyvern caught her.

			He still thinks about that game, sometimes.

			How she was swarmed by medics, her face so pale and screwed up with pain. How her little wyvern had cried for her, shielding her from the hungry cameras with her wings. How Kion leapt off Cato as soon as the stymph was low enough to the ground, racing over to the scene with a pounding heart. He was shooed away, but he hadn’t been able to fucking breathe until word came that she was okay.

			And no, he doesn’t bloody know why his morose mind likes to dwell on that particular scene so often. Stop asking.

			“Fond memory for you, Brontë?” Taissa snaps back now.

			“Oh, yeah,” the other witch replies with a grin. Kion can tell that Brontë is only ribbing, but to those who don’t know her—like Taissa—it seems like she’s raring for a fight.

			His other teammates stare at Taissa with gazes ranging from hard (Óríon) to confused (Adriel) to shy (Mahina) to curious (Isla) to amused (Knox) and wary (James). The nine monotonous reserve players stand slightly back, watching the proceedings with some ambivalence.

			They know how irrelevant they are.

			Knox Tanaka has his head cocked; angular amber eyes crinkled in the corners. “So you’re the other Robber?” he asks in that thick, Mancunian accent of his. He’s like Kion. Neither of them grew up in the Hidden Cities, neither of them had known that they were even warlocks until the Witchery had come calling. Neither of them fully fit in with the other players in this gate-kept, rich-person sport. Neither of them ever will. “Our new Samara, then, yeah?”

			Not even a shadow of nostalgia flits over Knox’s mischevious face at his mention of their old teammate. Unlike the rest of the Stymphs, Samara had never found—or really tried to find—friendship in her teammates. Respect, sure, but Heaton had been more preoccupied with her posh lawyer boyfriend than the Stymphs’ after-match parties or dinners out. To each their own, Kion supposes, but he’d bloody well take Heaton’s casual indifference over Taissa’s sullied reputation and infamous temper.

			That infamous temper begins to show itself now as Knox adds, “Thought you’d been banned from the NCL.”

			“Not officially.” Kion notes that the scowling Taissa is fidgeting more than usual, shifting from foot to foot, tapping a hand on her thigh. She’s angry—and nervous. He fights a smirk.

			Knox rocks back on his heels. “Not officially,” he repeats. “I like it.”

			White-haired Óríon rolls his icy blue eyes heavenward and mutters something in Icelandic, and then something in English, which sounds a bit like tosser. Knox shoots the other Dozer a derisive grin. The two have been at each other’s throats more than usual lately. One reason why their offense has been so “shite,” as Taissa would put it.

			“Did you say something, old man?” asks Knox.

			Óríon, who is thirty-two to Knox’s twenty-five, looks at Kion like he’s seeking permission to murder the lad. As subtly as he can, Kion mouths, Later.

			The Icelander seems placated.

			For now.

			Out of all his teammates, Óríon is the most mysterious. Kion knows only two things about his past: that he’s from the Hidden City of Vesturbær, and that he was also at one point on the run from the Icelandic government. Probably he still is.

			Isla clears her throat. Even after three years with the Stymphs as a Knocker, the small redhead is still painfully shy. “Welcome,” she mumbles, blushing as Taissa turns her attention onto her. That’s right, Kion remembers—Isla had been a massive Cho fan, although she’d finally taken down that ridiculous poster after the scandal. He’d seen it stuffed, tearstained, into the recycling.

			If he’s being honest, it hadn’t felt good to see that.

			“Yes, ah, hello and welcome,” James—Kion’s best mate—says slowly. Posh twat, thinks Kion affectionately. His light green eyes are sharp and wary behind his tortoiseshell frames, and his shoulders are tense, but he’s obviously making a decent effort to be pleasant. James sticks out a deep umber hand toward Taissa. “James Ridgeshaw the Fourth. Bailer. Pleased to…officially make your acquaintance. I’m not sure if you remember me.”

			“I do.” Taissa seems to relax minutely as she takes his hand. “I’m Taissa. Taissa Cho.”

			“We know who you are,” Adriel says, now looking less confused and more annoyed. He stands with Mahina, who’s listening carefully to the exchange. Each word is quiet, layered in steel as Adriel looks accusatorily at Kion. Many people assume that Adriel, with his soft brown curls, pink-tinged cheeks, and heavily lashed eyes, is gentle. Kion has never made that mistake. Adriel is like a deadly sword sheathed in silk. “But Kion didn’t tell us you were joining the team.”

			“Well, there’s a lot he didn’t tell me, either,” Taissa replies through her teeth.

			Kion sighs inwardly. Right, yeah. Fair fucking point. But only because he’d had a hard enough time dragging her onto that train without her knowing that Coach Royd had scarpered. Kneeling, for Merlin’s sake.

			Kneeling.

			He’ll find a way to get back at her if it’s the last thing he does. There will be plenty of opportunities, after all, especially with this cock-up of a scheme.

			Dating.

			Taissa Cho.

			Somewhere, up there, Merlin is laughing at him.

			“In fact, Kion left out many things. Like,” Taissa continues, “the fact that he’s your coach.”

			Kion grimaces as the reserves start muttering amongst themselves.

			“Oi,” he snaps to them. “You lot can go.”

			The nine other players give him scathing looks and finally fuck off, stomping away with their Stymphs—whom they’re not glyph-bonded to. Reserves don’t have the privilege of bonding since they’re often shuffled between teams, and a good thing, too. The poor Wingeds. These reserves are actually the worst fucking players he’s ever seen, but what would anyone expect from the team at the very bottom of the Minor League? All the other reserve players the Stymphs once had have long since quit, taking fallback spots in other teams at the beginning of the last season. Bloody headache, that.

			Mahina catches Kion’s eye. “Have you taken her to the stables yet?” his best Knocker signs, her small, light brown hands darting through the air like little birds. Adriel doesn’t need to translate for him. He learned BSL for her. Of course he had. It’s how she speaks.

			“Not yet, no. I thought I’d introduce her to the team first,” he replies.

			Mahina nods, but there’s a troubled look in her warm brown eyes. “You used to ride a wyvern,” she signs to Taissa, with Adriel now verbally translating for her. “I read once that you also rode hippogriffs. But have you ever ridden a stymph before?”

			“No,” replies Taissa, glancing circumspectly at the beasts, “but I do imagine it’s different.”

			Kion bites the inside of his cheek. “Different” is a massive understatement. True, every Winged has its pros and cons—pros and cons that even out the playing field. Riding a dragon, for example, doesn’t immediately ensure victory: While large and powerful, dragons are also prone to muscle cramps mid-game—sometimes leading to them being grounded—and require vigorous halftime rubdowns. And riding a cockatrice doesn’t always ensure defeat—although they look bloody ridiculous, and have a hard time balancing their heads on their bodies, what cockatrices lack in dexterity, they make up for in sheer determination to please their riders. But going from a wyvern to a stymphalian…well, that’s a big bloody difference. His eyes meet Knox’s, who looks like he’s holding back a laugh. Although to be fair, that’s nothing new. Knox is always stifling ill-timed snorts.

			Taissa will be used to the smooth, flat back of a wyvern, where saddles can easily be harnessed, and riders don’t have to fear getting cut by the knifelike underside of stymph feathers. Wyverns are also, admittedly, more aerodynamic than stymphs, too, with less time required to reach full speed—even less time than dragons, whose four legs add extra weight in comparison to the wyverns’ two.

			Stymphs, on the other hand, can’t just bloody take off like wyverns, requiring patience from the rider as the beast garners momentum and altitude by approximately fifteen seconds of hard flapping. Once risen, the stymphs’ ability to glide is really what had once pushed Kion’s team to the Top Three of the NCL Major League. The rider needs to be strong, well equipped to maneuver those soars and also deal, competently, with their drag.

			Drag. Wyverns, he knows, have less of it: something to do with their wings, the smoothness of them. And although stymphs’ wings act as an airfoil and somewhat reduce the turbulence, the friction, that comes with flying, they’re still heavy and uneven with layers of feathers in comparison to the wyverns’. Although this is fine for the stymph if it was flying alone, for a rider on its back, the beast’s wing slots—meant to smooth over airflow—can only do so much. Level One Balance and Agility glyphs inked on the rider can help mitigate the effects of drag, but Taissa’s been spoiled by riding beasts who cut through the air like a hot knife through butter.

			Stymphs ride air currents like boats bumping around on a choppy ocean.

			And he remembers Taissa’s old uniform. Standard fare, really. It was the color of her team, black and red, with the usual breastplate, kneepads, ribbed gloves, qyl thigh holster, and heavy boots all players wear. Her former playing number, 18, was painted on the back of it in white. But compared to the gear of the Stymphs, all that leather is as light as a snowflake.

			To protect riders against the sharp undersides of their steed’s feathers, every NCL Stymph uniform is reinforced with arachnis silk, imported from Greece’s Hidden Cities, where humanoid spiders make a profit off their near-indestructible silk. But unlike other forms of silk, arachnis weighs a fuck-ton.

			And then there’s the temperament.

			Stymphs are…well, he’ll put it this way, using yet another understatement. Stymphs are different than wyverns. But at least they’re not as distractible; Kion remembers Taissa’s Winged once leaving mid-game to chase a butterfly. Regardless, Taissa is going to have one hell of a learning curve.

			He’s almost looking forward to it.

			On the pitch, Mahina’s eyes find his. With sharp, darting movements and a concerned frown belying a very worried tone, his teammate signs: “What have you gotten her into?”
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			Apparently, he’s gotten her into some deep shit.

			Literally.

			“Cho,” Kion snaps out in warning, just as her foot plunges into a pile of stymph droppings. He closes his eyes, grimacing as Taissa’s enraged curse—some Scottish euphemism he’s never heard before, something involving a numpty and a boggin—echoes inside the Nexitory’s stables.

			The stables are a mammoth warehouse of domed rosewood walls and a soft grass ground. In the center, a towering tree the size of a small skyscraper stretches toward the latticed ceiling, home to the giant stymph nests settled upon its branches. The handlers bring a variety of materials for the stymphs to build their nests with, everything from heaping piles of sticks to old tires, telephone wires, and magazines.

			The amount of times Kion’s glimpsed his own face peeking out of Cato’s monstrosity of a nest is ridiculous. He swears Cato rips out Kion’s photographs as décor just to torment him.

			Horrible bird, he thinks fondly.

			“Ah,” says Knox, standing beside Kion, pursing his lips and staring at Taissa’s foot, “that is very unfortunate.”

			Isla giggles behind her hand. She and Knox were the only ones out of the team who had wanted to tag along after the introductions on the pitch, and Kion isn’t such a fool as to not see the remnants of hopeful, starry-eyed admiration for Taissa on Isla’s heart-shaped face. He knows that Isla joined the NCL because of Cho—because she was following in the path of her idol, her—as Isla once put it—“first girl-crush.” If Taissa lets his youngest player down again, Kion doesn’t know if she’ll be able to take it. He clenches his jaw.

			“Unfortunately,” Knox continues pleasantly, “our stymphs have a fiber-heavy diet.”

			Kion narrows his eyes as Taissa slowly, deliberately, removes her ruined trainer from the pile of white poo and turns to look at him, like it’s all somehow his sodding fault. For Merlin’s sake, he’d tried to warn her.

			But that’s how it goes with Taissa, isn’t it? Everything, even things done of her own bloody volition, are somehow his fault.

			“Leave off,” he grumbles, exasperated. They aren’t here to argue. That will most certainly come later. But right now, they’re here so that Taissa can find a stymph, but with the way she’s cursing the pile of droppings, her bonding with one of the birds is seeming less and less likely by the second.

			Up above, in the tree—nicknamed Yggdrasil by the team for decades, ages before Kion joined—a stymph peeks out of its nest at the very top, red eyes glittering, and clicks out a dark laugh. When Taissa’s glower finally moves away from Kion, pinning instead on the stymph, the bird rises from its nest and shakes out its sparse feathers that are gray with age. The feathers’ undersides gleam sharp silver beneath the cool light of the stable as the stymph launches itself into the air, swooping downward past the other nests, past the branches of Yggdrasil, and straight toward Taissa.

			Bloody hells.

			Kion knows this stymph. The pale white scar on its giant bronze beak and that hint of pink, bumpy skin underneath those sparse feathers tell him all he needs to know.

			That thing’s been dubbed Cronus by the handlers. They insist that he tried to eat his own children as they hatched—and nearly all the stymphs in the stables are his, including Kion’s own Winged, Cato. Cronus is a giant, cantankerous, murderous old man in bird form, and he’s headed straight for Taissa like he wants to kill her. Wind stirs Kion’s hair from the approaching bird’s attack.

			Ah, fuck.

			“Get down!” bellows a handler in his mid-fifties who has been lingering behind them, undoubtedly eavesdropping on their conversation. Cronus cackles as Isla flings herself to the ground, her stymph—Jemmy, a small albino—shrieking in alarm from the tree as her father shoots toward Taissa with his talons outstretched…

			And is promptly shocked by a flash of white.

			The gray-haired handler—Markus—has his qyl out, a jagged Level Two Voltaic glyph darkening on the palm of his other hand, which is pointed toward Cronus. The stymph veers away, cawing in hoarse pain and rage. Kion’s jaw tightens as Isla climbs back onto her feet, joined by a winded-looking Knox.

			“Markus,” he snaps, “was that completely necessary?”

			“I used to ride that bastard in reserve,” grouses the older man, shaking out his hand. “Trust me, it fucking was.”

			“I’m not too convinced,” he warns. Cronus is violent, yeah, but the Voltaic glyph? It’s not dark magic, but it well verges on it, and seeing it wielded against one of the club’s stymphs doesn’t sit right in Kion’s stomach. And there’s that scar on the old bird’s beak, a scar that shouldn’t be on a Nexitory stymph who only made it as far as practicing on the reserve team some two decades ago. For as long as Kion’s been with the NCL Stymphs, about twelve years now, the players and handlers have spoken of Cronus with both revulsion and fear.

			This, though, is the first time that Kion’s seen—with his own two eyes—something like this happen. Usually, Cronus is content to sit high above the other stymphs, in his humongous nest, casting an evil eye over the carriwitchet players and occasionally trying to shit on their heads from afar.

			Something about Taissa incensed him.

			Kion supposes he can relate.

			“He was headed straight for her,” Markus protests, scowling furiously. “I know that beast. He would have—OI! WHAT ARE YOU DOING?”

			Alarmed, Kion’s head whips back toward Taissa to see her slowly approaching Cronus, who’s landed some meters away, blinking dazedly, momentarily grounded.

			“Well,” Knox says as Isla gasps, “that’s an interesting turn of events.”

			“Cho,” Kion grits out, convinced he’s about to see his newest recruit shish kebabbed, “get back here. That bird isn’t right in the head. There’s a reason he was retired from reserve playing.”

			And that reason is his homicidal tendencies.

			Damn it, she doesn’t even look at him.

			“Cho,” he repeats, starting forward, only to be gently tugged back by Isla, who’s watching Taissa and Cronus with a thoughtful expression.

			“Wait,” she whispers. “Watch, Kion.”

			What’s she thinking? He can already see the headlines. Taissa Cho Eaten by Giant Stymph. Grieving “Boyfriend” Kion Locke to Read Eulogy.

			Fuck. Making a speech is the last thing Kion wants to do.

			Taissa’s directly in front of Cronus by now, slowly raising a hand toward his beak. His beak.

			Cho, you moron.

			His shoulders are so tense that they ache, and every single muscle in his body wants to lurch into action, wants to haul Taissa back toward safety. Damn it, this is worse than when she fell from her wyvern. In Yggdrasil, the other stymphs are chittering amongst themselves. Hidden somewhere in the monstrous branches, Cato’s voice nudges into his mind, sounding amused.

			“I hope you know that my father is going to tear this girl limb from limb.”

			His stymph is right. Cronus’s scarlet eyes flare, the last dazed remnants of pain skittering out of sight as Taissa slowly places her hand on his beak.

			“I can’t watch,” groans Knox, mournfully pressing his face into Kion’s biceps. It’s a testament to Kion’s affection for the lad that he tolerates his hysterics for a few more seconds before shoving him off. Knox instead drops to his knees, covering his eyes with his fingers. “Oh, mercy, mercy, just tell me when it’s over…”

			Cronus emits a high, piercing vocalization, wings jerking, chest feathers puffing with indignation. The stymph’s eyes are wide with fury as he jerks away from Taissa, sharp feathers angling toward her. Kion watches without breathing as the old bird feints forward, jabbing his sharp beak into the air, a clear warning that Taissa would be smart to heed.

			But what does Taissa do?

			Does she back away like any person with half a brain would?

			No, of course not.

			Of course not.

			Instead, she snorts, somehow sounding both unamused and entertained at the same time. A talent, thinks Kion, and then abruptly rolls his eyes.

			“You’re full of shite,” Taissa snaps at Cronus. “And I don’t mean figuratively. If you don’t want anybody to step in your precious dung piles, do a jobbie somewhere else.”

			For Merlin’s sake. Kion pinches the bridge of his nose. He’s reached a new level of exasperation that he didn’t even know existed. “Cho,” he grits out one last time, a commendable final effort. But she’s too busy putting her hands on her hips and staring Cronus down.

			The Winged, of course, can’t understand mortal language without the Bonding glyph—but somehow, Cronus seems to have gotten the gist. The other glyph-bonded stymphs, like Cato and Jemmy, must be translating for him. His sharp talons dig into the grass, and that formidable beak snaps again.

			“Oh dear,” Isla says, finally sounding frightened out of her wits. “I-I actually do think she’s going to die, Kion. Do something—”

			“Oh, yes, you’re so scary.” But Taissa’s hard voice softens as she looks down. “That Voltaic got you good, didn’t it?”

			Cronus hesitates, and Kion follows Taissa’s gaze toward Cronus’s left foot, where one talon is smoking, blackened, and burned. Scowling viciously, Kion whirls on Markus, who sneers.

			Back before Cronus, Taissa is slowly drawing out her qyl. Cronus squawks, furiously this time, lifting into the air with a flinch, powerful wings creating gusts of wind that nearly knock Taissa down as the stymph hovers. His talons are face-level with her now, and Kion is mentally calculating how quickly he can sprint over and knock Taissa aside when she reaches out and pats his uninjured claw.

			“Oh, you poor baby,” she croons, staring up at him. Evidently baffled beyond belief, Cronus seems to forget his plan of attack. “You poor, ickle, wickle baby.” In one fast, fluid motion, Taissa is gently etching a glyph into Cronus’s injured foot. Even from here, Kion can tell it’s a Healing glyph, a Level Two Panacea.

			The glyph can be used for healing almost anything, from Level One paper cuts to Level Three broken bones and whatever the hells a Level Five would constitute. Near-death? The Level One base resembles a knot, with one loop and two ribbons, but it only gets more complicated from there. Only trained healers have learned Level Four and Five Panaceas, but even then, applying it correctly takes a load of concentration. Things still go wrong.

			It’s a testament to the strength of the Wingeds—even now, so domesticated—that their skin can tolerate the potent magic used by witches. Other beings besides witches and warlocks can’t be exposed to the glyphs without devastating consequences.

			As Taissa steps back with a flourish, the damage to Cronus’s talons begins to heal, the burnt bone becoming dark, wrinkled bronze again. He squawks, this time in soft confusion, before settling back on the ground before Taissa.

			The old Winged’s eyes are very wide. Kion holds his breath as the giant stymph approaches Taissa hesitantly, as Taissa smiles and reaches out to stroke his massive head. As Cronus…bows it.

			“The fuck?” mutters Markus.

			But then, before Taissa’s fingers can even graze his feathers, Cronus’s head is snapping up and he’s squawking in the witch’s face, wrinkled black tongue jutting out as Taissa’s hair blows back in the mighty gust. As she staggers back, Cronus looks to Kion and the others as if to say, Fuck you all, and your mums, and your grandmums, too, and then he’s taking off, wings flapping furiously as he rises into the air, and flies back to the highest perch on Yggdrasil.

			For a long moment, nobody speaks.

			And then Taissa’s turning back toward them, her face set in determination, eyes blazing.

			Fucking hells.

			Absolutely not.

			“No,” Kion says immediately, just as she points to the insane old Winged glaring at them from his nest and declares that that’s the stymph she wants.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			 

			Taissa

			“Locke, he’s perfect,” Taissa insists as the prick unceremoniously shoves open the door to the Nexitory flat she’ll apparently be staying in, not looking back at her even once. “Did you see how quickly he dove toward us? Think about what he could do on the pitch.” Visions of glory drift through her mind’s eye (winning the World Cup, being decked in medals)…

			“He tried to eat his own children,” growls Kion in response. Soon after the Winged had flown away, Kion—surprisingly pale about the face—snapped that they’d return tomorrow for her to find a stymph. “My stymph included. The handlers had to restrain him. We call him Cronus.”

			Oh. So she hadn’t know that. But…

			He’s still perfect. Strong, powerful. Angry.

			And there’s the little fact that Kion doesn’t want her to bond with him.

			That makes Cronus basically irresistible.

			“Well, I can excuse child-eating,” Taissa says defensively as Kion flicks on a light switch and she steps into the flat. He shuts the door behind her.

			Pristine white marble counters and the humming, sleek refrigerator of the kitchen greet her as her sock-clad feet shuffle on the smooth flooring (she’s long abandoned her poo-ridden trainers in the bin). Someone has kindly set her bags in the living room, where a dark leather sofa sits on a soft gray rug before the telly. The flat’s window looks right out onto the pitch—she’s a floor or so above Bill Dodds’s office.

			Swanky, she thinks, comparing it to the cottage she’s spent the last two years in.

			To her surprise, part of her misses the hominess of that little house, the warm lighting and the cozy mess she left strewn about, all things that made it, well, a bit of a home. The Nexitory’s lodgings are cold and still in comparison.

			“And where’s your flat?” she asks Kion as he folds his arms, lingering by the door. A dark look comes into his eyes. Taissa grimaces. Great. “I suppose it’s right next door, then?”

			“Directly across from you,” he mutters back. “Brontë is to your left. Knox is to your right. Isla, Adriel, Óríon, James, and Mahina are on this floor, too. Reserves don’t live in the Nexitory.”

			“About Mahina,” says Taissa, and watches as Kion immediately stiffens. Does he think she’s about to insult the other witch? He’s protective of her, she realizes. Are they…

			It doesn’t matter.

			“I want to learn sign language.”

			Kion glares at her. She glares right back, more of a knee-jerk reaction than anything.

			“What?” Has she said something wrong? With the way he’s seething at her, it seems so. Taissa frowns, bewildered.

			Kion’s lips are thin. “If you really mean that,” he bites out, “that’s great, Cho. But if it’s performative, you can fuck off.”

			“What…” Taissa blinks, staggered, moments before her utter confusion is replaced by rising fury. Morgana. Kion always assumes the absolute possible worst when it comes to her. Although she hates it, a small part of her heart shrivels up in hurt.

			But she’ll be damned if she lets him see that.

			“I’m not performing, you complete toad arse!” she snarls. “If we’re going to be a team, I want Mahina to talk to me, not through Adriel. I thought you’d help. Clearly, I was wrong.” Breathing heavily, she watches as Kion blinks, something almost like regret (if she took out her contacts and then squinted at him with her astigmatic eyes) crossing over the planes of his face.

			Tightly, he replies, “Lots of people have said they want to learn it. A few of the reserves. Bill. Edward, the team medic. Niamh. Our old coach, Royd. Guess what?”

			Taissa falters.

			“None of them ever did,” Kion finishes, mouth tight. “None of them ever even tried. They made a big, bloody show out of wanting to, but it came to shit-all. And based on what I know about you, Cho, you like to take the easy way out.”

			“That’s not true,” she protests, her stomach doing that stupid dropping thing again, but Kion doesn’t seem to notice, or care. He’s turning away.

			“If you’re serious about it, Adriel is your best shot. His sister signs. He taught me, and the others. He’s the third door to your left.” Kion hesitates with his hand on the doorknob, glancing at her over his shoulder. “Look,” he grumbles. “Tomorrow we’ll go back to the stables. Find a stymph for you. Until then, newbie, don’t do anything stupid.”

			“I haven’t the foggiest what you mean,” snaps Taissa, who already has an intricate and slightly stupid plan in place. “Now leave me alone. I have things to do.”

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			In the steamy mirror of the bathroom, Taissa traces the tiny splotch of black on her breastbone, the remnant of her Bonding glyph with Sansa. The warlock who removed it with a Level Four Burning glyph had missed a spot. It’s small, tiny and insignificant. Yet the little mark is everything to Taissa.

			After the procedure, her skin had been red and raw—even now, after dozens of Panaceas, there is a slight burn scar, for the injury had gone deeper than just her skin.

			Not even magic can remove the pain of being ripped away from Sansa.

			Sometimes (so rarely that it might as well be never) Taissa feels, for a moment, the echo of Sansa’s presence. For a split-second, she’ll hear the whisper of Sansa’s wry little voice, or a huff of steady, sleepy breathing during the night. And she’ll wonder, touching that little scrap of the Bonding glyph, if their connection hadn’t been broken entirely.

			More likely she’s imagining it.

			Taissa’s hand falls to her side and she slips into her pajamas before padding out into her bedroom, where she’s put away her belongings. Her beloved crocheted scarves are strewn across the bed, and her old NCL trading-card albums from her childhood are more tidily arranged on the white wall’s shelves. Maybe to torture herself, Taissa grabs one of them (a tiny book, with a ridiculous polka-dot cover she used to adore) and flips through the laminated pages until she lands on the card she’s looking for. She pushes up her glasses, slightly foggy from the steam of the bathroom.

			There’s Kion, eighteen and glorious, in his team’s purple-and-silver riding gear, photographed atop the same stymph he rides now, Cato. His playing number, 11, glitters silver on the cardstock where it’s splashed above his triumphant pose. One of his arms is raised in victory, hand holding a shining draconian jewel, and his dark hair is mussed and windswept. This card, out of all of them, has the most signs of wear, with worn edges and a creased surface. She carried it everywhere with her. To her riding lessons, then to her tryouts, practices, and games.

			Thirteen-year-old Taissa was ridiculous.

			Twenty-four-year-old Taissa sticks her tongue out at Kion, slams the book shut, and shoves it angrily back onto the shelf.

			She doesn’t know why she’s kept it.

			Earlier in the evening, she’d knocked on Adriel’s door. It was Óríon who came out into the hall instead, from his own flat across the corridor, his muscular arms crossed.

			“Adriel is not here,” the man said. “He has gone out. Probably will not be back until late.” Óríon was very tall, with hair so white he could almost pass for a Wintertides elf, and eyes colder than snow. And he was looking at Taissa with so much grave hostility that she was pretty sure he could give Kion a run for his money. “You are a mistök. You being here, it will only cause more trouble.”

			Taissa snorted disdainfully. “I don’t think that you can possibly get into any more trouble than you’re already in.”

			“More trouble would be dissolution,” he replied with a frown. “And you will distract him. Already he thinks about you too much. Nei. I do not like this.”

			Already he thinks about you too much. “Wallows in loathing, does he?” Taissa asked, but to her chagrin, Óríon simply stepped back into his doorway, looked her dead in the eye, and shut the door in her face.

			Charming.

			Now, Taissa quietly slips back out into the corridor and closes her own door shut as quietly as possible, extremely aware that Kion is probably lurking in the flat across from hers. The low-level Stealth glyph she inked on her wrist in the bathroom has taken effect; she’s also etched on an Unseen one, with the lightest touch of magic so that it will have faded by the time she enters the stables. Until then, no wandering eye will see her as she creeps through the Nexitory, set on achieving her goal.

			She opts to take the complex’s stairs rather than the lift. More subtle. The stables are on the bottom-most floor, and although technically part of the Nexitory, they’re more of a building connected to it, and accessible through the ground level. Thanks to the simple Stealth glyph (and her bunny baffies), Taissa’s footsteps hardly even echo on the concrete stairs. It seems that no matter how fancy the rest of the Nexitory is, stairwells are the same everywhere. Cold and dank and gray.

			Out of the stairwell, and onto the ground floor. The door connecting the stables to the Nexitory is hidden in a maze of glossy white floors and walls laden with framed news clippings—Ncl Stymphs Take 1967 World Cup!, Terry Dodds to Pass Legacy to Son, Bill!, Ncl Stymphs Sweep Championships!, Kion Locke Named Carriwitchet Prodigy—and paintings of stymphalian birds in all their glory, some from Ye Olden Days. The stymphs in those paintings have a sharp, cunning look in their eyes that these bred ones lack…

			All except that old one.

			Cronus.

			It’s why she wants him so badly. The others, they’re smart, yes, but something about Cronus is different. He has that fire from the paintings. But there’s more than just plain old violence to him. He’d stared her down, and for a moment, she hadn’t been able to tell if he was man or beast. There was a complexity to him, some power and intelligence that the others lacked. That awful handler knew it, too. It was why he used a Voltaic glyph instead of something weaker.

			Taissa would like to use a Voltaic glyph on him. See how he likes it.

			Still trying to retrace her steps to the stables, she seethes in growing frustration. It’s a relief when she finally reaches the gigantic wooden door at the end of one of the corridors. She thought she’d gotten lost.

			High-level Protection glyphs ward the entire entrance, but now that Taissa’s joined the team, the glyphs should recognize her as a player. Carefully, she twists the cold golden knob of the door…and steps inside, her fuzzy baffies touching the grass just as her Unseen glyph wears off.

			This late in the evening, the stables are quiet. No handlers are in sight. The Wingeds have already been fed and are nesting in Yggdrasil, most sleeping, some not.

			Cronus is not.

			She can see him, at the very top, just a smudge of a bird from so far away. She’s not fooled, though. He’s watching her, just as she’s watching him. He’s the only one with red eyes, the others all have varying shades of blue and purple. Those small scarlet orbs glitter in the semidarkness of the stables.

			“You ruined my shoes,” says Taissa loudly and very, very grouchily. They were decent shoes, after all. “Now I have to wear these. They’re my only pair.” She shakes one of her feet, the bunny-shaped slipper nearly falling off.

			From the tree, something that sounds suspiciously like a vindictive cackle cracks through the air. Cronus shifts, standing in his nest. She hears the flap of his gigantic wings and a caw of warning.

			“Oh, come off it,” says Taissa, striding for the base of Yggdrasil. Other stymphs are watching her now, too, either in confusion or curiosity. One of them is shaking its head frantically at her. She cranes her neck, looking up. “You know why I’m here, you old fart.”

			Traditionally, the witch chooses the Winged. Even if Sansa hadn’t loved Taissa right back from the start, she still would have had to bond with her. Taissa’s never thought very much of that rule. Especially after she was forced to leave the Wyverns, when she knew Sansa was given no choice in the matter of bonding with Elise, whose own Winged had been horribly injured in a stupid stunt that Elise never should have tried.

			Elise had a track record for being careless with her steeds. And for Sansa to be forced to bond with that horrible, nasty bitch…It makes an angry fire burn in Taissa’s chest. If she were a lesser woman like Elise, she could make Cronus come down and have someone restrain him.

			But she, contrary to popular belief, is not a prick.

			And she doesn’t take the easy way out.

			(She has been stewing over that particular insult for hours now.)

			So that’s not why Taissa has come back to the stables. Not to wrestle that glyph onto the angry old stymph, but to make him want to bond with her. Although she’s quite sure he already does. That fire in him. She sees the same flames whenever she stares too long in the mirror. It’s a hunger to play.

			There’s a magnificent swoosh of air, a blur of gleaming bronze and flashing red, and then Cronus is landing in front of her. In the tree, his children squawk amongst themselves. Taissa looks down to his formerly injured foot where not a mark remains, and gives herself a mental pat on the back. Although far from one of the most difficult glyphs she’s learned, the Panacea has been the most necessary for her to excel (and survive) in a sport where violent Wingeds and weapons abound. Her eyes drift back to Cronus’s beak, his scar. No creature bred in captivity for a cushy NCL club should ever be scarred, especially if they’ve only ever played as a reserve. She’d bet anything that it was Markus who did it; she’d overheard him mention he used to ride Cronus.

			Cronus’s head is tilted, and he looks like he’s considering pecking her to death. “Save that for the pitch,” she snaps, folding her arms, rapidly tapping a finger on her biceps. “I want to glyph-bond with you.” Even without the glyph, she has the strange feeling that Cronus understands her. “I want to play carriwitchet with you.”

			The stymph in Yggdrasil that shook its head at her caws, probably as if to say: Are you absolutely mad?

			Maybe. But Cronus’s eyes have narrowed. He’s scratching at the ground with one crooked talon, almost thoughtfully. His head cocks more, then straightens.

			“It must feel dreadful,” says Taissa, “being cooped up in here all your life.” Do the handlers even allow him the DMC’s mandatory sky-time? “Watching your children be picked for the team, and never you. If I were in that situation, I’d probably try to eat them, too. Maybe with some whiskey sauce.”

			A screech of outrage from the nests of Yggdrasil. Cronus’s feathers ruffle, almost like he’s trying not to laugh. He’s staring at her face now with a little less hostility than before.

			“And then there’s Markus.” Taissa draws out her qyl. Cronus rears, wings drawing back like he’s planning on shooting those knifelike feathers at her. She tries not to balk. Morgana. It’s been conditioned into him, this fear of qyls. Her voice gentles. “I’m not going to hurt you. And if you were my steed, you’d be under my protection. Markus wouldn’t be able to do anything to compromise your ability to play. If he tried, it would be well within my rights to hurt him right back with my qyl…or my fists. How do you like the sound of that?” She tucks the qyl away.

			Cronus calms, but only slightly. He’s begun to pace, back and forth in front of her.

			Taissa raises a brow. She knows exactly what could be the cherry on top. “Remember, you’d get to attack other Wingeds. That’s right. During practice, you’d get to skewer your own kids.”

			Is it just her, or does he brighten considerably at this?

			“But not just them. During real games, you’d be up against cockatrices, pegases, rarins, griffins…If we get back up into the Major League, you’d even have the chance to take on a dragon.”

			The old stymph stops pacing and stares at her. There’s a very bright gleam in his eyes. Taissa grins. She has him now.

			Oh, Kion’s going to eat his words.

			“So,” she whispers. “Will you do it? Will you bond with me?”

			From Yggdrasil comes a symphony of hoarse clicks. The stymphs who are awake are flapping their wings, cawing amongst one another…laughing at their father who, for a moment, seems to shrink in on himself. Just for a moment, but it’s enough that Taissa’s heart cracks a little in her chest. She knows what it’s like to be despised.

			In the stymphs’ laughter she hears Coach Frasier’s voice as they stood before the NCL Board, whiny and pitchy, begging for his lies to be believed. I didn’t know anything about it! She’s—she’s clearly unstable, look at her.

			That’s not true!

			She hears Aster, whispering with Elise, both sending dirty looks her way. She sees Aster’s neck, bare from the droll, matching friendship locket they’d bought together after a fantastic game, back when they were laughing and flushed with happiness, convinced they’d be friends forever.

			What a lie.

			As his children dissolve into hysterics, Cronus looks at Taissa for a long, long moment. Maybe he sees the same kindred fire that burns inside his ancient body reflected in her. He blinks once, then twice.

			And then the old stymph dips his head into a short, curt nod. Taissa’s lips spread into a slow smile, relief and excitement flooding through her veins like the most potent drug, heady and addicting. “We’re going to have so much fun, you and I,” she whispers to Cronus just as the doors to the stable slam open, and Kion Locke strides in.

			“Oh, good,” she says as Kion shouts her surname, stalking toward her. His wavy hair is damp and messy, falling into his eyes, where a disbelieving anger burns. “Just in time. You can draw the Bonding glyph on us.” It’s one quirk of the Bonding glyph, that it must be inked on by another person. She’d planned to wait until morning to tell Kion the extraordinary news and see the look on his face, but now is even better. Yes, now will do very well.

			“What,” her captain seethes, stopping a few paces away from Cronus, “in Merlin’s balls are you doing?”

			Taissa spares a glower toward Yggdrasil, where Kion’s stymph must have tattled to him, mind-to-mind, about the goings-on of the stable. Snitch.

			“What does it look like?” she retorts. “I’ve chosen Cronus, and Cronus has chosen me.” She gestures to the qyl holster over his gray joggers and tries to ignore how nicely they fit his hips. She’s already ignoring how nicely his tight white long-sleeve tee fits over his chest.

			(It is getting difficult, balancing all these things to ignore.)

			“I won’t take any other stymph, Locke, I won’t. So either you bind us or I play the entire game on foot.” It happens, sometimes. When a rider fails to answer their steed’s carriwitchet correctly in the beginning of the game. Either they can sit out, or they can still technically play—but not on their Winged.

			(In the Pherrex v. Hippogriffs game of 1973, the Pherrex Bailer—unable to ride his winged white tiger—had instead sprinted across the field, dodging attacks from the hippogriffs, scaled the tower by hand, and tagged his players back in.)

			A muscle in Kion’s jaw is twitching in a very interesting way. She watches it curiously. “I can tell you mean that.”

			“Good.”

			Cronus snaps his beak toward Kion impatiently. He glares at him. “And I can tell that the two of you will get along well.”

			“Yeah. We will.” She tastes triumph on her tongue; she knows she has won.

			“Ruddy kindred souls, the two of you.” Kion sighs through his nose for a long, long moment before slowly drawing out his qyl. Cronus balks, flapping frantically.

			“He won’t hurt you,” says Taissa to the stymph, who’s back to looking wary. “Look, he’ll do me first. It won’t hurt.” She turns again to Kion, who suddenly seems very interested in a point above her head. “Right. Let’s get on with it, then.”

			“Cho,” he says, Adam’s apple bobbing strangely, voice scratchy with irritation, “you know where the glyph goes, don’t you?”

			Oh. Right. She glances down at the shirt she’s wearing: a worn-out baggy 50 Centaurs shirt, the crowd of fifty half-horse rappers posing dramatically on the black fabric amongst striking lightning bolts. As Kion glowers at Cronus, Taissa jerks the loose V-neck collar of her shirt down, exposing her sternum, and—her face flushes—the valley between her breasts. She wonders if he can see the faint burn marks where Sansa’s glyph used to be. She wonders if he cares.

			Kion’s jaw muscle is doing that weird twitching thing again. Disgust, Taissa realizes. That’s what that is. Complete and utter disgust.

			Her throat suddenly aches. Taissa’s eyes flick up to meet Kion’s. They’re darker than she’s ever seen before.

			“Go on,” Taissa mutters, but her heart isn’t in it.

			“Stand still.”

			“I am, numpty.”

			“No,” he growls, “you’re bloody moving.” Kion’s hand darts through the air and, quick as a whip, closes gently around Taissa’s hand. His skin is calloused, warm. Taissa’s fingers freeze. She hadn’t even known she was fidgeting, tapping her thigh.

			There’s a reason why Estee calls her “hummingbird.” Ever since she was young, she’s…moved. Frequently. Frantically. Frenetically.

			But now, she stands still.

			Time stands still as she stares up at Kion.

			His black eyes have small flecks of green-brown in them that her tiny trading card has never been able to capture. There’s so much about him that it can never capture. The warmth of his olive skin. The slight stubble along his jaw. The bump on his nose, like it was once broken and never quite set right: a rarity in the magical community, but Locke has always been singular.

			His hand runs up her arm, coming to rest on her shoulder. Taissa closes her eyes as the cold tip of his qyl presses into her breastbone. His breath stirs a wayward curl on her face; he brushes it aside.

			Fixes her glasses.

			Bewildered, Taissa cracks open an eye, just as Kion begins to draw.

			Magic is a lot like fragrance. She doesn’t notice her own, so accustomed to it as she is. When she etches glyphs onto her skin, all she feels is a slight tingle, there and then gone.

			But Kion, his magic, it’s like that cologne he favors, Atlantis.

			Tropical and sweet, slightly salty, like a summer breeze on a sun-drenched island. It seeps into her skin like the brush of cool seawater, flowing through her veins like soft, lapping waves as he draws the Bonding symbol. It’s so potent, so rich, that she doesn’t notice how his other hand is still on her shoulder, how his thumb is slowly moving back and forth.

			Taissa trembles as he finally steps back, the glyph completed. She remembers this feeling from last time, with Sansa: It’s like she’s a boat, setting down an anchor. When Cronus receives his matching glyph, it will be as if that anchor connects with the seabed, tying them together. For now, she is floating, haplessly, on a current of magic.

			“How do you feel?” asks Kion, voice rough. His thumb rubs the glyph, as if to make sure it won’t budge. She worries he can feel the faint roughness of the underlying burn’s scar tissue and flushes.

			“Fine,” she mutters back, looking anywhere but his face. His magic is heady. If she’s a little unsteady on her feet, it’s the bastard’s fault completely. Nothing to do with her. Taissa fixes her shirt as Kion turns to Cronus.

			“I’m going to put the glyph on you now,” he says slowly. “I’d appreciate it if you don’t bite my hand off.”

			Cronus makes that odd, hoarse laughing sound as Kion approaches his mighty beak.

			“Go on,” says Taissa, “give it a chomp, there’s a good lad.”

			The look Kion gives her is worth its weight in gold.

			The stymph’s red eyes lock on Taissa as Kion settles the tip of the qyl against his beak, drawing the loop and lines of the Bonding glyph. Taissa holds her breath as that anchor within her finally hooks into something—Cronus’s soul.

			She feels it—anger and bitterness first, in a tidal wave that’s followed by smaller ripples of…sadness. Loneliness. A pent-up frustration, a longing to take to the skies, to leave the stables. To prove to his children that he’s more than just a joke. Cronus is shifting impatiently on his feet. His offspring have stopped laughing.

			Kion’s qyl stops moving.

			(And for one moment, just a singular moment, Taissa can almost swear she feels another presence, small and faint, brush up next to her. Smelling of leather and summer rain. Sansa always loved flying through squalls. But it can’t be her old wyvern, jealous and saddened, that Taissa senses near her. It can’t.)

			The moment the Bonding glyph is completed, Taissa falls to her knees, suddenly overwhelmed with the burst of sensation that is Cronus. A fierce ache to fly. Crotchety and stubborn in equal measure. The booming, resounding sound of a thunderclap. The minute change in the air before lightning strikes.

			The old stymph wobbles on his feet, staring at her in what she can suddenly tell is surprise and gratitude, the smaller nuances of his emotions now as clear to her as glass. She can see past his rage, past his bitterness.

			A voice, gravelly and riddled with hoarse marks of age, floats into Taissa’s mind like dark mist.

			“Hello, Taissa,” rasps Cronus. “Does this mean I can ‘skewer my children’ now?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			 

			Kion

			Kion loves early mornings like these: when the pitch is sparkling with dew, the air smelling like the rich earth and just a hint of last night’s coldness, the sky cloudy but not too cloudy—with just a bit of sun trickling in. He tilts his head back, breathing in deeply, letting the scent of grass and fresh, clean air fill his lungs. These days, he comes out early, an hour or two or sometimes three before the others, intent on finding a way—just one bloody way—to beat the Blunduns out of himself like a goblin with a club. It’s become part of his routine, but today, there’s just one difference.

			The difference is currently making a scene of her unhappiness. Cho seethes silently next to him on the pitch, her hands shoved deeply into the pockets of her new uniform. No white number is splashed across her back yet. Players can choose any number not held by another player on the team, and Kion expected her to take her old 18, but apparently, she hasn’t decided yet.

			What she has decided to be, though, is pissed off.

			She was pissed off from the moment he knocked on her door this morning, and she’s pissed off now, glaring at him like he kicked a puppy or ran over a bloody unicorn. Fucking hells. Taissa Cho is apparently not a morning person.

			“Why are we out here, Locke?” she demands, rubbing one of her eyes with a fist. Before he can reply, she scowls. “No. Let me rephrase: Why are we out here, when I could be curled up and warm in my bed instead?” A mistrustful look enters her eye. “If this is payback for last night—”

			The image of Cho’s eyes staring up at him as he inked the Bonding glyph against her bare skin flashes through his mind like a paparazzo’s camera catching him guilty and red-handed. The image of the faint burn smattered across her skin. Grinding his molars together, Kion shakes his head to clear it, fisting the mesh bag he holds in his left hand even tighter. Her eyes go warily toward it.

			“Drills,” he snaps curtly. “Been two years since you played, Cho.”

			She straightens. “Are you insinuating I’m out of shape, Locke?”

			“Not if you’re insinuating you regularly kept up your training,” he retorts, reaching into the bag to pull out a few cones and striding out onto the pitch to start dropping them down in lines.

			An angry splutter sounds from behind him. “Listen, you—”

			Before she can say numpty like he knows she’s going to, Kion jerks back around, wishing she’d stop taking everything he says as a bloody insult. “You know as well as I do what this sport demands. It takes more than slapping a few glyphs on our skin and then hopping onto a Winged to play carriwitchet. Yeah, Cho, I’m saying you’re probably out of practice. I’m also saying that as your captain, and as your coach, it’s my bloody job to keep you safe.” He sees her falling from her wyvern again, and slams down another cone harder than what’s necessary. Even with the glyphs, it takes good, strong muscles to stay secure atop a Winged, and takes a player in peak physical condition to block and parry with weapons while in the ruddy air. “So until you’re back up at your old level, you get used to coming out here with me at the arse crack of dawn. The more you complain, the more I run you ragged.” Breathing hard, Kion sets down the last cone and watches as Taissa opens and closes her mouth like a suffocating fish. Her eyes are a little bit darker than they were before and there are two bright pink spots burning on her cheeks. For some inane reason, he finds himself staring at them before he looks quickly away and glares at the cones instead.

			Taissa clears her throat. “Numpty,” he hears her mutter sourly, her voice slightly hoarse.

			Kion keeps glowering at the cones.

			“Could we at least,” she says a moment later with a haughty sort of dignity that reminds him of a furious royal, “do this a little later in the day?”

			“Not a chance, princess,” he snaps. Taissa’s nostrils flare at the word, and he feels the familiar, smug satisfaction that always comes with incensing Cho. He adds the word to his arsenal of insults. “Stretch well. We’re running suicides.”

			“ ‘We’?” Taissa demands, reluctantly rolling her shoulders. Kion ignores her, already taking off for the first line of cones. Her aghast stare is cold on his back.

			An hour later, Kion peers down at Taissa, who’s collapsed into the grass like a pile of jelly, flushed from exertion. The suicides, and the drills that followed, were enough for him to gauge her current fitness level—and it’s not as bad as he’d thought it’d be, but it’s also a testament to just how far Taissa has fallen. The past two years did a number on her. Fuck him if he doesn’t feel a small pinch of something almost like guilt.

			“Cho,” he grumbles, crouching next to her, a chilled water bottle from his practice bag in his hand, “are you alive?”

			Unless the dead can very articulately suggest he do something anatomically impossible, Taissa Cho is alive and well. Grimly, he presses the water bottle into her limp hand. Fuck, he’s got his work cut out for him.

			“We’re done, aren’t we?” she mumbles. “Please tell me we’re done, Locke. I’ve not even the energy to tell you how much I hate you right now.”

			His lips twitch.

			Practice hasn’t even started yet.
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			Thirty minutes later, as Taissa leads her ancient fuck of a stymph out onto the pitch through the back door of the Nexitory’s stable, Kion tries to tune out his teammates’ gasps (or chokes, in Adriel’s case) of stunned—and disgusted—surprise. Mahina slaps Adriel violently on the back as Cronus lifts his head to the sky, red eyes blinking in the sunlight.

			“Er,” says Knox, “does anybody else see this?”

			“Yes,” snaps Óríon. “We all have eyes.”

			“What the fuck?” signs Mahina succinctly, her jaw dropping.

			Cronus has already been saddled by a handler whose arm he probably bit off in the process, and is clearly eager for flight. It’s been around twenty years since he’d last been in a practice, to Kion’s knowledge. The old beast’s wings are flapping excitedly as Taissa guides him to stand in between Isla and Brontë, who are staring at her with varying levels of shock and dismay—just as the rest of the team is, even the reserve players, who are familiar enough with the tales of Cronus’s exploits to fully realize just how bad of a fucking idea this is.

			But the Bonding glyph that Kion himself inked onto the bird’s beak glows black on bronze in the sunlight. Bloody hells. Nobody’s been better at wearing him down than Taissa.

			“Holy shit,” Brontë says, moving closer to her Icarus, who’s eyeing his father warily. “That’s the stymph you chose?”

			“Ertu að djóka?” mutters Óríon, leaning on Valsa and glaring at Cronus. “You will ruin this for us all. Helvíti.”

			Kion, who has picked up enough of Óríon’s expletives, narrows his eyes at the Dozer. “Careful,” he grinds out.

			Óríon looks entirely unbothered. Kion loves him like a brother, but he can be a sodding prick.

			“I don’t know what he just said,” Adriel says, staring with wide hazel eyes at Cronus, “but just based off the way he said it, I definitely, and totally, agree.”

			“Stop talking shite about my stymph,” snaps Taissa. The aggression in her voice startles even Kion, but that’s Cho for you: irritable and brash and a pain in the arse, especially in the mornings. “It doesn’t matter a Winged’s age—I rode an ancient hippogriff at my Witchery, and he was absolutely brilliant. And it doesn’t matter that Cronus tried to eat his children. He’ll strive for team unity. Probably.”

			“Does she remind you of someone?” Cato asks, bumping Kion’s shoulder with his beak.

			“Fuck you.”

			“Fuck you, too.” Another bump. “You and her. You’re not so different.”

			He scowls at his stymph. “Your point?”

			“Oh, nothing.” Cato blinks in a not-so-innocent way. “I’m just an animal, after all. My mind is only ever on one thing. Meat?”

			“Later.”

			“Now.”

			“I don’t have any on me.”

			“You have two arms. Do you absolutely need both?”

			“Merlin, Cato—”

			“Kion.” As the others dissolve into bickering, James steps closer to him, and speaks quietly, evenly, even as voices rise between the others. It’s one reason that they’ve become so close. James balances him out. “Look, are you truly going to allow this? That bird is old, and that’s the least of its problems. We’re trying to win here, and I’m very sorry, but I simply don’t know if this was the correct decision.”

			He’s probably right, isn’t he?

			Kion grimaces, looking over at Taissa. Her unruly hair, sweaty from drills, is tied back in a plait, but a few loose curls slip out as she jabs an angry finger at Óríon. Her cheeks are flushed pink with anger and exertion. That little splotch of freckles across her nose that he’d noticed last night scrunches up as she snaps something back involving Óríon, a draconian jewel, and a place where the light never shines.

			Fuckkkk.

			Kion pinches the bridge of his nose as the shouting between the teammates intensifies. Valsa, offended on behalf of her rider, is tussling with her father, who’s smacking her head with a gray wing and cawing in rage. “She saw…something in him.”

			“It’s only a matter of time before he eats her.”

			Hypocritical wanker. “Thanks, Cato. Real vote of confidence, there.”

			“Ha, ha. You’re welcome.”

			“He’s practically geriatric.” James’s voice is tense. Kion knows how much winning means to him. How much the losing streak has hurt him. It’s given his mother a reason to claim that she was right, that he should have become something else, anything else, instead. James is worn down by the losses, and there’s real panic in his eyes as he stares at Taissa, who’s still jabbing her finger around like an angry old lady. “He belongs in a retirement home, not on the pitch. What was she thinking—”

			Kion’s eyes widen, no longer listening to James. Bloody hells.

			“OI!” he shouts. Somehow, the squabble has escalated to Óríon wrestling Knox into a headlock, who’s slapping his shoulders in panic, face growing purple. Knox’s red stymph—Robin—is defending Cronus against Valsa and Adriel’s Ahava. Angry chitters and clucks fill the air.

			Mahina and Isla are staring on in shock as Brontë claps her hands, yelling various encouragements toward both Knox and Óríon while Adriel argues heatedly with Taissa. Oh, Merlin, no. Cho, the idiot, has her qyl out and seems to be on the verge of inking a high-level Combat glyph. Knowing her, she’ll absolutely do it. Again.

			“MAGNÚSSON!” Kion strides over to the scene of the headlock, yanking Óríon off Knox just as the latter begins to wheeze.

			“I’m dying,” gasps Knox, falling to the ground. “Oh, I feel the last embers of my life smoldering. Curse, bless, me now with your fierce tears, I pray / Do not go gentle into that good night. Remember me well, Captain.” He stares up beseechingly at Kion who is largely unsympathetic.

			“If you can recite poetry, that means you can breathe.” Breathing hard himself, Kion turns to Óríon. “You want to tell me what the fuck that was about?”

			“Já,” snaps Óríon, his pale cheeks blotchy. “Knox Tanaka is—” Here he descends into a string of Icelandic that Kion cannot even minutely follow.

			Although Taissa’s eyes are wide, this isn’t the first time that arguments between Knox and Óríon have gotten physical. It’s become a problem, to say the least. A harshly ripped hole straight in the middle of their once seamless family. Nowadays, the two Dozers spend more time bickering on the pitch than playing, and a lovely little video of Knox punching his teammate in the face made its rounds on Cauldron last season.

			Things haven’t gotten much better since.

			If there’s a deeper reason why the two players despise each other so much, Kion has no clue what it is. There’s clearly something, but neither Knox nor Óríon will tell him anything about it. The closest he got to discovering the truth was when Knox told him that Óríon was an egotistical, self-absorbed maniac who hates people with even a modicum of talent and beauty and charm.

			Óríon is still spouting Icelandic profanities.

			“Shut up,” Kion snaps, cutting him off mid-rant, wanting to put him into a headlock. “There is absolutely no fucking reason why you should be putting your teammate into a headlock during practice. This is practice. If we want to claw out of this sad excuse of a league, if we want to shake off these Blunduns, that training happens in practice. And we’re getting fuck all done with you two tossers pecking about each other like the stymphs.”

			Ahava and Valsa, seemingly cowed, back away from Cronus and Robin. Kion points a hand toward the bleachers circling the pitch. “Magnússon. Tanaka. Seven laps.” As Óríon reaches for Valsa, he glares. “On foot.”

			“Oi, that’s not fair,” protests Knox. “He started it, he did! Me, I’m innocent—”

			“Quit whingeing,” growls Kion, “and start running.”

			As the two take off—fuck, Knox might be chasing Óríon—Kion looks to the others.

			“Right, you lot. I don’t want to hear shit about Taissa’s steed. It’s done, they’re bonded, end of fucking story.” And it’s his fault. He glances sideways at James, who looks like he’s fighting back a scowl that’s growing darker and darker by the moment. He’ll buy him a pint tonight. Make up for it. “Cho.” He watches as she stiffens. “Stay back a minute. The rest of you, start a flight warm-up.”

			“You got it, Cap,” says Brontë, looking cheerfully amused. She mounts Icarus in one smooth motion—the pre-mount riddles are reserved for practice matches and game days, not drills—and in a flap of brown feathers, they’re off. She doesn’t wait for anybody, not even Isla, who’s climbing onto white-feathered Jemmy and watching Brontë go with a hurt expression.

			There were the days when the two girls were inseparable, but while Brontë had seen all of it as one big, extended hookup, Isla had been…invested. Fuck, Kion had warned them against being together—not because of any bigoted prejudice on his part, except for his extreme prejudice against teammates dating each other. All it ever leads to is distraction and heartbreak, yet another reason why this fake relationship with Taissa is so unbelievable.

			He would never date a teammate.

			Never in a million years. And the longer he can put off deceiving his team about this ridiculous “relationship,” the better.

			As Isla, Adriel, Mahina, and James take off into the skies, Taissa shifts from foot to foot. She’s clearly impatient to join them.

			Not yet. Drawing Cato closer to her and Cronus, Kion says, “Riding a stymph is a lot different than riding a wyvern. Forget everything you think you know about riding. Start from scratch.”

			Taissa eyes him distrustfully. “But the fundamentals must be the same,” she protests.

			“Oh, she’s in for a treat,” snarks Cato.

			“There’s aerial drag. You wouldn’t have had as much of that with your wyvern.” Kion shakes his head. “And stymphs have different…temperaments. It’s not just Cronus’s great personality that you’ve been noticing. I don’t know why, and I don’t know how, but the other Wingeds have less of an aversion to the sensation of a rider on their backs. With stymphs, it’s different; one of their cons. Cato’s tried to throw me off mid-flight more times than I can count.”

			“Sorry about that. He-he.”

			“Even if he might not consciously want to, it’s one of his reflexes.” And with an old bird like Cronus, being a steed to a rider will be almost impossible to become accustomed to.

			Taissa grimaces for a moment, but then straightens, blinking. “Right. Okay.”

			“And as we’ve discovered, you’re out of practice.” Okay, fine, so maybe he doesn’t need to say it like that. But he can’t help himself—he can never help himself around Taissa—and she flushes, hands curling into fists at her sides. “Face it, Cho. It’s also been two years since you even mounted a Winged. I’m not letting you take off, just like that.”

			“I have my Agility glyph,” she snaps, tapping the leather sleeve of her arm, “and my Balance glyph—”

			“That won’t be enough.” Kion rubs his jaw, staring calculatedly at Cronus, who stares right back at him with those angry red eyes. He’s a big bird, yeah, but he’s old. Almost decrepit. Probably arthritic. Merlin, Taissa really knows how to choose them. “Both of you—watch as I mount Cato.”

			It looks deceptively easy, mounting a stymph. Cato lowers himself in front of Kion, so that he can slot his foot in one of the stirrups, then grab the horn and pull himself up, swinging his leg over Cato’s back. But that’s only because Cato has become, after years of play, accustomed to Kion.

			Below, Taissa is gazing up at him, a fierce hunger in her eyes. She wants to fly. And she will.

			But hells if he’ll let her try to mount Cronus yet. It’s clear to him that she doesn’t fully understand how different a stymph is to a wyvern. Understanding that difference is the key between life and death when it comes to riding an ancient geezer like the child-eating Cronus.

			“C’mere,” says Kion gruffly.

			“Come—where?”

			He had Cato hitched with a double-saddle this morning for a reason. Kion pats the leather seat behind him pointedly, not trying to hide his exasperation. “We’re going for a ride, Cho. Getting you a feel for the aerodynamics of a stymph. And we’re doing that on Cato.”

			Cronus squawks angrily next to Taissa, those red eyes narrowing as she murmurs something to him. Those giant wings ruffle, revealing the bladed undersides.

			“He’s not happy,” warns his son.

			“Stop that,” snaps Taissa, looking completely unimpressed by her bird’s showboating. “I’ll come back for you, you angry chicken.” Kion’s pretty sure that Taissa’s about to be decapitated as that sharp bronze beak snaps through the air at the word chicken, but she just rolls her eyes and stalks over to Cato. Kion’s stymph shifts anxiously as the new rider hefts herself up into the second saddle, shivering as though he’s about to shake like a wet dog. It’s only Kion’s presence on top of him that keeps Cato from bucking Taissa’s unfamiliar body off like a wild bull.

			“Hate this,” Cato clucks as Kion feels Taissa’s warmth against his back. “Hate this, hate this, hatethishatethis.”

			“It’s only for a few minutes. And I’ll give you extra meat later.” When he speaks aloud, his voice comes out sharper than he means to. Taissa’s pressed up against his back, and he’s breathing in the smell of honey and thyme. “Hold on to me,” he mutters.

			She grumbles something unsavory under her breath. Kion clenches his jaw as her arms loop around his waist. The others are soaring above them, warming up their Wingeds, and with a slight squeeze of his thighs and a nonverbal command, Cato flaps upward to join them. It takes about fifteen seconds for him to fully begin to rise, and he feels Taissa’s surprised huff as Cato glides and soars around the pitch.

			His stymph seems to scrape against the morning sun as he rises higher and higher, past Brontë and the others. The late morning air turns cooler, and a wind swirls through their hair, a few stray strands of Taissa’s curls tickling the back of his neck. Kion fights back a shiver. Bloody cold up here.

			The sound of chiming bells rings through the air, and it takes him a second to realize that beautiful sound has somehow come from Cho, who’s whooping and laughing as Cato flies through mist, her hands outstretched and trailing through the wisps.

			Alarm blares through him. Fuck, she’s supposed to hold on to him…

			But Cato is going slowly, carefully, mindful of air pockets. And the sound of her laugh isn’t completely grating. Kion’s lips twitch as Taissa shouts in joy, and even Cato seems to be enjoying himself as he slowly begins a descent. When Cato’s taloned feet finally settle upon soft grass, Taissa jumps down before Kion, headed straight to Cronus.

			As Kion dismounts, Taissa throws him back a grin. “Great. I’ll try now.”

			“Cho—”

			She turns to Cronus, whose eyes narrow. As the seconds tick by, the old bird doesn’t seem to have any plans on lowering himself to let Taissa mount him.

			Kion pinches the bridge of his nose as Cho throws her hands up into the air at some point in the silent exchange. Cronus snaps his beak, once, then twice, standing erect. Kion raises his brows as Taissa looks back at him.

			“He won’t,” she says slowly, “ ‘bow.’ He said he’ll never do it to anyone ever again. Can you please explain that it’s not bowing?”

			“He won’t do it,” Cato tells him. “He won’t lessen himself in front of anybody. Not after what Markus did to him.”

			Kion hesitates. Does Cato mean the Voltaic glyph, or something that happened while the former reserve player rode Cronus? “What do you mean?” he asks slowly. His stymph stamps his feet.

			“It was before I was born; I heard this from—” At this he lets out an incoherent squawking in Kion’s mind—a stymphalian name. The names the players give their steeds are only placeholders for their true names, unpronounceable by mortal tongues. “—or ‘Jemmy,’ who was a hatchling at the time. She said that our father would come back from practices limping, or worse. Markus wanted to make the official team, instead of reserve, but never did. He blamed Cronus.” Cato hesitates. “Jemmy said Markus would scream at Cronus, and then Cronus would scream at her and the others. And try to, you know, eat them. Good old Dad. Apparently, he used to be a lot less barmy. But I still remember him trying to snack on me while Valsa swatted him away. The bastard.”

			Kion digests this. “Limping…or worse?” he repeats slowly, his mind still on what Cato had mentioned earlier. “Would Markus beat him?” How was that fucking allowed? Had anyone even reported it? Or had they brushed it off, saying, He’s just a bird? Part of him already knows the answer.

			“Seems that way.” Cato ruffles his wings, equivalent of a shrug. “And after Markus made him go mad, they locked our father up in the Nexitory. Like it was his fault. Which I think just made him…madder.”

			Fucking hells. He’d sent a ranting email to Bill Dodds the night before, urging him to fire the old handler who’d used a Voltaic on Cronus, but he’d refused: They were “short-staffed enough already,” and Markus was “the handler with the most experience.” Besides, Bill had written as an infuriating closing remark, that stymph is trouble. Kion glances at Cronus, at the way the ancient Winged is snapping his beak defensively at Taissa. Maybe it’s not just anger and pride in Cronus’s eyes. Maybe there’s fear, too.

			Merlin. He’s going to send another fucking email to Dodds. This time with more profanity.

			“Locke’s bowed to me before,” Taissa is saying to Cronus, with a shit-eating smile directed his way. “On his knees.”

			He’s jerked out of his own thoughts by that. Bleeding hells. “Cho.”

			“What was that?” pants Knox, passing by on Óríon’s heels, who looks back at him in alarm. “You’ve bowed to her?”

			He feels his neck flush. “No!”

			“Stop chasing me,” hisses Óríon, glaring over his shoulder and increasing his speed. Knox’s white-painted number 07 on the back of his leathers steadily catches up to Óríon’s 67.

			“Cronus won’t do it,” Taissa says as the two men race by. She’s clearly exasperated. “According to him, I can only mount him if he’s standing up.”

			He makes a note to share Cato’s information with her later, away from Cronus’s snapping jaws, which are now pointed toward him, as if to say, You can’t make me. And he’s right. Kion sighs as he stares at the old bird. Standing, the stymph is at least three times Taissa’s height. “Fine. There’s the High Mount.” As long as he actually allows her to mount him, one way or another, there will be no problem.

			“Which is…?”

			“Watch.”

			Cato stands, obligingly. Kion rolls his shoulders, backing up until the distance between him and the stymph will be covered by a sprint.

			“Ready?” he asks.

			An eye-roll. “Just get it over with.”

			Kion rushes into a sprint, arms pumping as he approaches Cato, who’s clearly unimpressed. He launches himself into the air just as he passes the length of his beak, his left hand snatching the saddle’s billet strap. Grunting slightly, Kion swings up, grabbing the saddle’s horn with his right, and pulls himself up. Thank fucking Merlin for the arachnis silk, he thinks. Otherwise, this whole ordeal would shred him to pieces.

			Breathing hard, he dismounts, landing in front of Taissa, who has that sparkling gleam of excitement in her eyes.

			His heart pounds harder.

			He must still be winded from the suicides.

			“You try,” he says, crossing his arms like he can hide his beating heart from her, although he has no idea why he feels the need to. It has nothing to do with Taissa Cho at all.

			“Right,” Taissa replies, rolling her shoulders.

			“This is not going to end well,” Cato informs Kion.

			Kion bites the inside of his cheek. Fuck, did drawing the Bonding glyph sign Taissa’s death warrant? Just as she backs up, about to lurch into a sprint, he shakes his head, silently cursing. “Cho, wait—”

			Damn it. It’s too late. She’s already running and imitating his motions perfectly, rushing headlong toward Cronus, who’s already begun to shift uncomfortably on his feet. Images of her thrown off his back, lying crumpled, swarm his mind. It’s like that match when she fell from her wyvern. All he can do is watch and hope that she doesn’t end up broken in a million different pieces.

			Taissa’s leaping into the air, her hand closing around the dangling billet, swinging upward with the momentum to close her other hand around the horn. Kion exhales raggedly as she pulls herself completely up. For one brilliant moment, Taissa looks at Kion and grins, cheeks flushed and eyes crinkled. But Cronus is twitching in a way that Kion is beginning to find disturbing.

			“Did you see that?” she crows. “Did you—”

			One moment later, Cronus is shaking, bucking, throwing Taissa off him.

			She goes flying, and Kion—having anticipated Cronus’s move—is there, arms open, catching Taissa. With anybody else, the catch probably would have gone smoothly, even heroically. But it’s Taissa Cho, so of course their heads bash together hard enough to see stars, and of course Kion is knocked backward onto his arse from her impact.

			“Smooth,” snickers Cato.

			“Shut up,” hisses Kion.

			Groaning, Taissa clambers off him. A simple thank-you would be nice, but Taissa doesn’t even look his way as she stomps back toward Cronus, clearly fuming. Kion climbs to his own feet and tugs off one riding glove, unholstering his qyl and lightly drawing a Panacea on his forehead. He gets enough bloody headaches as it is.

			“I told you, Cho,” Kion grinds out. “The bucking is a reflex, and was probably made worse from past experiences. But it’s a reflex that he needs to overcome if he’s going to play this game. Try again. Until you can sit on him without being thrown to the bloody stars.” Overhead, he feels the weight of his teammates’ stares.

			Taissa looks up into the sky, her longing to take flight etched all over her face. It’s almost painful to see. “How long do you think it’ll take?”

			Probably eternities.

			“Make it take only one day.” Cato lowers himself to the ground, and Kion mounts him easily. “There’s training to do.”

			And the season starts next Monday, the first of June, with a match against the Cockatrices. Cato throws his father a smug, backward glance before he and Kion both take to the sky.

			When he looks down a half hour later, in the midst of running relay flight drills, Taissa is covered in dirt and grass and seems to be bickering angrily with Cronus. The stubborn old bird is flapping his wings in agitation and stomping his taloned feet.

			Kion’s eyes narrow.

			“I told you,” James tells him atop Mabb as they wait in the relay line, voice tight with frustration. His face glows with sweat as Mabb flaps below him, working hard to hover in one place. It’s what this drill is great for—stillness followed by immediate motion. “Kion, I am sorry, but this has to stop.”

			“It’s too late,” Kion grumbles back. “They’re bonded.”

			And he’s an idiot easily influenced by women wearing 50 Centaurs shirts and bunny slippers.

			James scrubs his jaw with a hand, a nervous habit. “We just…We cannot be dissolved. You know what’ll happen to me.”

			His mouth twitches. “You’ll have to admit to your mum that she was right, and that carriwitchet isn’t a real job suitable for a wealthy tosser like you?”

			“Yes,” James replies, hands fisted around the saddle’s horn, “and then I’ll have to go to law school, where the professors will all give me terrible grades, because they were once staunch Stymph supporters until it all went horribly downhill. And I’ll meet a girl I like, and we’ll start going out, but then she’ll break my heart in the most brutal way as revenge for getting the Stymphs dissolved. And then, Kion, I’ll enter a depression so great that I leave school and spend my days bagging items at the shop, until I’m old and entirely blind in one eye, and then I’ll die right there on the linoleum floor, holding plastic bags and wearing a name tag that doesn’t say my real name because I am too embarrassed to claim my true identity.” James takes a deep breath just as Mahina whizzes by them, toward the back of the line. “My name tag shall say Jeff, I think.”

			“That was…specific.”

			“I had a very disturbing dream last night.”

			“Bloody hells.” Kion blinks at him. He’s never seen James this high-strung in his life. Usually, he’s calm and cool, so collected that it enrages him. Right now, he’s breathing hard and looks slightly ashen. “James, mate, are you feeling all ri—”

			But then it’s James and Mabb’s turn, and they’re off. Kion watches them speed away with a heavy heart. Mouth thin, he looks back down. Taissa is wrestling herself onto Cronus, who’s twitching violently and spinning in a circle, not giving her the time to secure herself in the saddle.

			His heart stops in his chest as, with one final buck, Taissa goes flying again. She hurtles into the air, arms and legs kicking as she plummets toward the ground from such a height that even the Agility glyph won’t be able to help her with a painless landing.

			And this time, Kion isn’t there to catch her.

			Ah, fuck.
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			Kion paces in the Nexitory’s infirmary, breathing in the smell of antiseptic and blood.

			Blood, because there’s currently a lot of it gushing from Taissa’s nose and forehead, enough that Kion’s lower-level Panacea did very little to stop the bleeding. Or maybe his hand was shaking too damn badly to perfectly draw the glyph. And then there’s her sprained wrist. Edward Becerra, the team’s medic, will have to apply higher-level Healing glyphs himself, as well as bandage her up.

			Comparatively speaking, she’s lucky. Her Agility glyph at least allowed her to tuck into a graceful roll once she hit the ground, dispersing the very worst of the impact.

			But she still howled in pain. He hates that sound.

			It’s the worst one on earth.

			“Locke, really, I’m fine,” Taissa insists as she sits on the crinkly paper sheet over one of the infirmary’s many cots. The white walls are decorated with photographs of the stymphs. There’s Cato, soaring across the sky. There’s no photograph of Cronus. “Let me go back out.”

			“You look like you’ve been decked, Cho.” Although a simple punch to the face would definitely have been better than a fall from the sky.

			“It’s just a couple of bruises, honestly.”

			He feels his throat bob. “Don’t give me that shit,” he bites out. “You’re covered in more blood than a redcap.”

			“How dare you compare me to one of those hideous, vile—”

			Edward, hurriedly pushing a wheeled medical cart piled with bandages and bottles toward them, clears his throat. Kion’s lips thin as Taissa looks at him with wide eyes.

			Edward, unfortunately, isn’t ugly.

			Where Kion is brawny and rugged, Edward is slim and lithe, with silky blond hair and a clean-shaven jaw that could cut glass. He probably doesn’t have a map of scars underneath his clothing, like the rivers and creeks and brooks of London, crisscrossing over one another and flowing eternally.

			Prick.

			“Er,” says the medic, green eyes wide, “I’m so sorry to interrupt this interesting exchange, but, Ms. Cho, if I could…”

			“Taissa,” she corrects, not very antagonistically. That’s out of character, for Cho. “You can call me Taissa.”

			“Taissa.” Edward smiles, his whole face lighting up. “It’s great to meet you…I’m a really big fan.”

			Rolling his eyes so hard that he swears he sees his brain, Kion grinds his teeth as the medic cleans Taissa up. In his experience, trips to the infirmary never involve so much talking or smiling.

			And he’s never seen Cho so fucking chatty before.

			He clenches his jaw as Edward mentions never having been to Banallan and as Taissa laughs, saying there’s not much to see except cows and the stadium. Then Edward is smiling down at her, gently dabbing the cut on her forehead with a clean cloth.

			Kion glares.

			Cleaning a wound isn’t supposed to seem so intimate.

			Why is Cho looking at Edward like that?

			Kion is contemplating violence when Edward finally leaves, off to grab some antiseptic he forgot. Moments after he’s departed, the doors to the infirmary swing open and Niamh struts in, tapping away on her tablet with a smile. That smile abruptly falls as her eyes lift and land on Taissa’s blood-smeared face and Kion’s fuming one.

			“Oops,” says Niamh. “Is this a bad time or something?”

			“No, it’s grand,” says Kion with every drop of sarcasm reserved in his soul.

			The club’s publicist beams. “Brilliant!” As Kion inwardly groans, the elf plops down on the cot across from Taissa, crossing her legs. How she walks in those ridiculous pink pumps, Kion will never know. “This evening, seven o’clock sharp. The paparazzi are expecting you and Taissa to pop into Tally Ho for a bite and a drink. Quick, easy, simple—and it’ll call some attention to the local pub!”

			“Wonderful,” grits Kion through his teeth. He feels time ticking away. The thought of lying to the world at large means nothing to him. But lying to his team? Merlin. That’s something else altogether.

			“Yes, fantastic,” Taissa grumbles.

			“Hold hands,” encourages Niamh, evidently ignorant of the way both athletes are skewering her with their furious stares. “At least for the photos. And try not to look directly at the cameras! We want this to look as natural as possible. Oh, this is so exciting, you two!”

			Natural would be him fighting Cho to the death in a Roman gladiator ring. Kion debates telling Niamh this, then decides against it. The Summertides elf is clearly happy to remain in her own imaginary world of sunshine and rainbows, where everything sparkles like sugar and Taissa Cho does not hate Kion Locke and vice versa.

			It’s fucking killing him. After their “date” makes the papers tonight, his team will believe that he and Cho are together. The fact that he can’t even tell James is eating him up inside. The contract he signed last night for this ridiculous plot threatens to immediately kick Taissa to the curb if he goes and opens his gob to anybody. Including James. Bill knows him too damn well; the arsehole put that as a specific stipulation. Ridgeshaw included. Even though the contract isn’t magically binding—probably out of laziness; Bill’s too busy trying to save this mess of a team to draw out any complex glyphs—it’s a risk Kion’s hesitant to take. But he hasn’t been able to bring himself to lie to his team, either, and tell them that he and Cho are an “item.” They’ll find out from the tabloids, which is probably the fucking worst way to find anything out, but…

			Kion doesn’t like lies.

			He’s been told enough of them all his life. He still hears them ringing in his ears.

			The boys at the Waywardly Home, luring him outside in the nighttime under the premise that he was finally being adopted, only to shove him into the freezing lake and throw stones at him.

			Matron Louisa, telling him that it was only a matter of time, that one day he’d have a family just like other little boys.

			Father Jameson, hissing that he had the devil inside of him after catching a glimpse of Kion’s magic. Wailing that he was a demon-boy. Encouraging the other boys to…exorcise him.

			The professors at the Witchery, pretending to care about him, then sending him back to the Waywardly Home each summer to be kicked and spat upon.

			No, Kion doesn’t like lies. Not at all.

			But Taissa does. It’s one of the many things he can’t stand about her. She lies.

			Even through the blood crusting her face, he can clearly see her acceptance of what tonight will bring. He’s sure that his expression is even more sour as Niamh flounces out of the infirmary, clearly content that everything tonight will go precisely as it should.

			For the hundredth time, he wishes he’d used a bloody Unseen glyph.

			Fifteen minutes later, Taissa—newly healed up—is bidding goodbye to Edward, who blushes like a smitten schoolboy. Fucking hells.

			“Let’s go,” Kion mutters, eager to get out of the infirmary. But Taissa is already ahead of him, pushing open the doors and striding into the hall, clearly dead set on a destination. And if he knows her, she’s going right back to the pitch.

			Even after spraining her wrist and bleeding heavily enough that she resembled one of those violent little faeries, she’s headed back.

			His heart swells up like an angry balloon.

			“Cho,” he snaps, catching up to her. The corridor’s walls are lined with life-sized printouts of the players. A polarized version of Knox, grinning like a cocky git, watches them pass. “I’m not in the mood to watch you fall again today.”

			“Sometimes we have to fall,” says Taissa humbly. For a moment Kion thinks she’s going to say something deep and poignantly wise. But then she follows that up with, “That’s gravity, you numpty.”

			“Cronus—”

			“—is going to have to learn how to be ridden.” Taissa sighs, halting mid-stride and turning to face him. Her back is to his own printout on the wall. Kion’s own eyes glare at him from above Taissa’s shoulders. Bloody disconcerting, that. “Look. I won’t lie to you, Locke, I know it seems bad. But I also know we can make it work.”

			Kion drags a hand down his face. “Listen, Cho—there’s something you should know.”

			She turns her warm brown eyes onto his, frowning. “I don’t like the way you just said that.”

			“Yeah.” He bites the inside of his cheek. “Cato told me some things about his father,” he says, and curtly recounts what his stymph had told him, watching Taissa’s face grow progressively tighter.

			“I,” she says, “am going to kill Markus.” He believes her.

			“Don’t do it on Nexitory grounds,” he warns. That’d be a lawsuit.

			Taissa shakes her head, her breathing quickening in the way it does when she’s resisting the urge to punch something—or him. “Dodds needs to let him go. That monster shouldn’t be anywhere near my baby.”

			“I’m working on it.” Chances are slim, he doesn’t say. “But, Cho—your ‘baby’ is cannibalistic, geriatric, arthritic, and bloody traumatized.”

			“Nothing time can’t heal,” Taissa snaps.

			“Our first match is next Monday.” Against the rubbish Cockatrices. “If we lose—”

			“We’re out of the bracket for the rest of the season. I know.” Her chin juts out. “That’s why I’m going back out there. By tomorrow morning, I’ll be riding Cronus. I’ll show him I’m different than Markus. You’ll see.”

			Doubtful. “Will I?”

			She visibly seethes. “Sixteen quid. I’ll bet you sixteen quid.”

			“I’ve never met someone so eager to be rid of their money.”

			“I’ve never met someone so absurdly incorrigible.”

			“You have the vocabulary of an old woman.”

			“You have the breath of an old man.”

			“I do not—”

			Taissa gives him a sharp smile from over her shoulder. As she resumes her stride and turns the corner, Kion stays back, cupping his hand and breathing into it.

			Liar.

			She’s always such a bloody liar.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			 

			Taissa

			Blood. Sweat. Tears.

			The overwhelming urge to bury her face in a pillow and scream obscenities until she passes out.

			As Cronus balks and bucks beneath her, Taissa grips the saddle’s horn and squeezes her legs around his sides, trying to ignore the stares of Brontë and Knox. They’ve hung back after their practice to enjoy the show, although she really wishes they hadn’t.

			Friends aren’t really her forte. Not anymore. Oh, she had them once. But then they turned cold. Dragged her name through the dirt. Tore her heart into shreds. Friends. What a joke…

			“Wow,” says Knox, tilting his head. “Do you know those mechanical bull things? In those American pubs?”

			“Nope,” Brontë replies, arching a brow, “but color me intrigued.”

			“Well, just look at her and you’ll get a good idea of what they are.”

			Taissa flushes in irritation, tightening her grip on the horn as Cronus does a strange little wiggle. She’d suspected it from what she had overheard yesterday, after Markus used that glyph on Cronus, but hearing it from Kion’s lips had nearly cleaved her heart in two. Those who hurt animals, magical or otherwise, are the lowest of scum. It makes sense now, how Cronus’s unwillingness to have her on his back far outweighs that of his children. Is he expecting her to hit him? To scream at him? Well, she’d rather die before doing either to any Winged. “Cronus,” she attempts, holding on for dear life, “it’s just a wee bit difficult for me to stay on right now.”

			“I hate you and everything about this,” he snarls back, sounding eerily like her old Granddad Athol. It’s that hoarse smoker voice and that heavy layer of sarcasm, so thick that it traverses past the point of sarcasm, and to something else entirely. Some indescribable tone of deep loathing and cutting causticness. “Stupid little girl.”

			She refrains from reminding him that each time she falls off, he stands over her, snapping for her to get back on. He wants to play; she can feel it. She can tell, if she closes her eyes and focuses the small part of her that’s tied to him—that bitter, bird-shaped space of loathing and anger—that he used to love this game. That he still does, and that watching his children play it without him has been the cruelest torture imaginable. “You just need to control your instincts. Your reflexes.”

			“You’re an idiot, idiot hatchling for glyph-bonding with me,” Cronus snaps. “I’m old. I’m useless. I can’t win.”

			“Those don’t sound like your words,” she replies, frowning. In fact, they sound like Markus’s. “I chose you for a reason, you know.”

			“Bah.”

			The late afternoon sun is tingeing orange in the sky from where it’s partly hidden behind a blur of clouds. In the span of some five or so hours, Taissa has been trampled, pecked, stomped, and spat on. Every inch of her hurts. Her calves ache thanks to the drills, and her back is stiff from a nasty fall. Her shoulders, her arms, everything in between, feels like it’s been pummeled by a gladiator.

			Damn him, but Locke is right. She is out of shape. The most exercise she suffered through these past two years has been half-hearted morning jogs and, when she felt like punishing herself, a few trips to the local gym (until a snorting squad of teenage warlocks had taken it upon themselves to snap not-so-discreet photos of her slamming into a punching bag like it had personally wronged her; those photos were, of course, then submitted to various gossip sites, and Taissa avoided that gym like the Pixie Pox).

			Since her first fall from Cronus, she’s made three more visits to the infirmary. Very much a gentleman, the rather adorable Edward Becerra now sits in the bleachers surrounding the pitch to save her the trouble of limping back and forth. His hair shines golden in the sun, and every time Taissa glances his way, he nods encouragingly at her and she can’t help to feel a slight rush of warmth in return. He’s so very cute, in a cherubic sort of way.

			She may have sworn off friends, but there’s no harm in enjoying a bit of eye candy, is there?

			“This was never going to work,” Cronus snaps. Literally. His beak gnashes in the air, angrily, once, twice, thrice. His feathers ruffle.

			The Bonding glyph keeps no emotional secrets between them. It’s deep-rooted magic, ancient magic from Ye Olden Days. Unlike other glyphs, there is only one level to it, and it is only ever used within the sport of carriwitchet. The bond draws from both the Winged’s and the rider’s magical composition, mixing and mingling, the strength of the bond depending on the compatibility of the pair. Taissa and Cronus, both extraordinarily grumpy with a penchant for violence, are quite compatible.

			So while Cronus’s words are harsh, Taissa feels his disappointment, his embarrassment, his anger, and his frustration, all knotted together in a terrible lump she swallows down in her own throat. Taissa can’t blame Cronus for his growing upset. Brontë’s stymph, brown-feathered Icarus and a “lousy waste of sperm” according to Cronus, is circling them from above and cawing in amusement. Even Knox’s stymph, despite siding with his father earlier in their physical kerfuffle, seems to be on the verge of laughter. Taissa glares daggers at them, disliking the two birds more and more with each passing moment. Sure, he’d probably tried to eat them at some point—and perhaps turning him into a laughingstock was their stymphalian way of coping—but she was not amused.

			“It will work,” says Taissa firmly, turning back to him. “Because you know what’s more embarrassing than being bad at something?”

			“The fiery spell.” Cronus’s feathers ruffle. “My feathers being pulled out. Not getting food because I lost. Not getting water.”

			Taissa flinches. Oh, she’s going to murder that handler in cold blood. Red begins to encroach on the edges of her vision. She makes herself swallow once, then twice, knowing Cronus can feel her anger and hoping he knows that it’s not at him. “Those—those are all worse. Much worse. And I-I’m so sorry that happened to you. It never will again. I promise.” She grimaces. “But I was going to say, er, giving up.” It sounds stupid now, but it’s what Estee used to tell her when Taissa had just started riding lessons and couldn’t even make her steed bank left or right. “Come on. We’re both out of practice, but we’ll get there,” she says, leaning over and genially patting Cronus’s head. He stiffens even more, clearly affronted, but doesn’t buck her off.

			She counts that as progress.

			Even with all the scratches, bruises, sprains, and broken nose (thank Morgana for Edward), she won’t give up on him. He’s hers.

			(And she really, really, really needs to prove Kion wrong.)

			Icarus cackles as Cronus does a strange shimmy, swooping lower and laughing in his father’s face, so close that his beak clips his father’s head.

			That, in the end, is what does it.

			For the first time in hours, Cronus grows still with his fury. His stamping feet freeze in the grass. For a brilliant, beautiful moment, he’s frozen with his wings outstretched, glaring up at his mocking son.

			And then he’s launching into flight.

			Knox cheers from below as the wind lashes Taissa’s face, whipping her hair. Cronus flaps his wings, rising and rising into the air, gaining height. Her stomach bottoms out as he finally shoots upward. Her hands scrabble to hold the saddle’s horn as the drag sets in, but Cronus himself makes no move to shake her off, instead swooping and soaring. His joy is Taissa’s own, pure and sparkling, as she lifts up her hands and whoops, her heart bursting in her chest, before a rather jarring series of bumps has her gripping the pommel again.

			She’s finally back in the skies, in the air, on her own Winged, feeling as if she only needs to reach up a hand to scrape the surface of the evening’s sunset. Cronus is exhilarated with his newfound freedom, soaring toward one of the field’s siege towers, where a few draconian jewels left out from practice glisten and glimmer.

			They’re not truly jewels at all, at least not in the literal sense, but they’re as precious as any gemstones could ever be: the last of the Wingeds’ eggs from Ye Olden Days, back when the Wingeds could breed, and hatch, freely in the wild. Hunted to the point of extinction, perhaps it was the fetal Wingeds’ choice to stay within those eggs, never to hatch, nor to fly, but never to be speared to death by hunters, either. So the eggs fossilized, and time went on, and Wingeds were bred in captivity—domesticated—in an effort to save the species. Some wild-bred eggs are in museums, but most are used in carriwitchet: a way to honor what the Wingeds once were.

			(Perhaps it’s a bit ironic.)

			Regardless, excitement swarms in Taissa’s chest as Cronus banks toward the tower, and as she reaches out to snatch one of the precious gems. It glitters in her leather-gloved grip and she tucks it close to her chest, cradling it with a surge of giddy love, her vision suddenly blurred.

			Taissa Cho is back.

			“Stop all this sappiness. It disgusts me.”

			“Ah, shut up, you old bampot.”

			A rough noise scratches from her bird’s throat. It just might be a laugh.

			As Cronus swoops back down toward the pitch, Taissa is breathless, her hair streaming behind her and the future bright before her. Yet there’s a small pang in her chest—a growing sadness, a jealousy, a confusion that doesn’t belong to her—and does not seem to belong to the jubilant Cronus, either. Taissa’s hand goes to her breastbone, where the remnant of her Bonding glyph with Sansa is, only for the emotion to fade as quickly as it had come. Taissa shakes her head, focusing on their descent.

			As she dismounts, she sees a black-clad figure watching her next to Knox and Brontë, his lips pressed downward as if to suppress a reluctant smile.

			“You,” says Taissa as Cronus lands, staring down at Kion Locke with a triumphant grin, “owe me sixteen quid.”

			Is it just her or are Kion’s eyes crinkling in the corners?

			Surely not.

			Definitely not.

			Because Kion Locke does not smile. Least of all at her…

			As she jumps down from the saddle (Cronus refuses to lower himself to the ground, even if to help her get off him), Taissa tosses the draconian jewel to Kion, who catches it in one deft motion. Holding it, one side of his mouth does quirk, and she stares in shock.

			What’s gotten into him?

			She’s not the only one who’s noticed. Knox is openly gaping at his captain.

			“Oi, Cap, did you just…smile?”

			“Absolutely the fuck not,” snarls Kion, smile-thing dropping like a stone. The allegation is apparently infuriating.

			“No, Knox, you’re right. I saw a little twitch,” Brontë chimes in.

			“Sod off, both of you.” As Knox and Brontë laugh, exchanging looks and leading their stymphs back toward the stable doors, Kion turns back to Taissa. Once they’re out of earshot, he speaks, and his voice is a rough grumble.

			“I’ll put that sixteen quid toward buying you a drink at Tally Ho.” And just like that, his almost-smile is gone. Kion’s eyes narrow. “Come on, Cho. We have a ‘date.’ ”

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			Pinion-upon-Keat is very, very different from Banallan.

			For one, there are fewer cows (and more shops).

			Spellshops and bakeries and record stores and restaurants—everything Taissa can think of—line the cobblestoned pavement, close and cramped, faerie lights strung between the eaves. An arched bridge takes Kion and Taissa above the River Keat, where Unseelie water hags called greenteeths lurk in the dark waters, propped up on the slick rocks, watching them with greedy eyes.

			Taissa glares back at them.

			Ever since the Seventh Seelie-Unseelie War, the Unseelie have been given the right to roam the UKHC as they please, on the condition that they’re heavily monitored by the DCUP (Department of Criminal Unseelie Prevention) and refrain from giving in to their more carnal urges.

			In the greenteeths’ case, that would be drowning innocent children.

			Some Unseelie prefer to live traditionally, in the isolated woodlands rather than bustling cities, like the fomorians, gruagachs, and others near Taissa’s backyard, but most Unseelie find glory in modernity and nightlife. However, some bigoted Seelie-owned establishments staunchly refuse to serve them, citing centuries of heinous crimes committed by the Unseelie. (Not that the Seelie have never committed any heinous crimes of their own…They have. Frequently.) The two courts are always warring about something.

			Pinion’s Lantern Street, the downtown shopping center where Taissa and Kion walk now, bustles with faeries and witches. Outside of a strobe-lit club, a group of clurichauns laugh raucously and flirt with the considerably more well-behaved leprechauns in line, who look aghast at their cousins’ incestuous behavior. Will-o’-the-wisps flit here and there, darting between a smitten elven couple and a small hairy family of hobgoblins whose batlike ears twitch as a live band plays a jaunty tune.

			As they pass the band, Taissa’s eyes widen in surprise as Kion strides to their overturned hat, dropping in a few banknotes. The lead singer, a honey-haired witch with an Amplification glyph on her throat, smiles at him and nods a grateful thank-you as he returns to Taissa’s side. The drummer, a half-goat urisk, grins.

			“What?” Kion grumbles, and she realizes she’s staring. “She’s good.”

			Witnessing the person who ruined your life be kind is always a disorienting experience.

			“Do you like music?” Her mouth is dry. Asking Locke a personal question…the horror.

			(It’s a farce, though. She knows he likes music. She knows nearly everything about him. Like that he was spotted at an Elvis impersonator’s concert in 2018—Elvish Presley.)

			(She’d laughed for days.)

			“What?”

			Oh, honestly. “Do. You. Like. Music.”

			“Who doesn’t fucking like music?” He sounds more confused than angry now. “It’s music.”

			Taissa shrugs, shoulders tight. “I just wanted to…” Fill the awkward silence between them with anything else. Hear him speak passionately about something. (See him smile at her like he did at the honey-haired witch? No. Definitely not.) “…ask.”

			Kion is staring at her in bewilderment.

			The urge to stomp off is overwhelming her. “If we’re going to fake-date,” snaps Taissa, who is steadily losing her patience (honestly, this man is dreadful), “we need to be convincing. Couples small talk about all sorts of ridiculous things. The weather. Food. Music. Where to buy tiny sweaters for cats, and whether there should be four sleeves or two. Look around, Locke. People are already watching us. If we don’t sell this, Bill ships me back to Scran Mart.”

			A muscle in his jaw jumps.

			“Besides, think past just the whole ‘secret weapon’ plan. Think what getting a sponsor could do for the team.”

			Morgana’s broomstick, do the NCL Stymphs need a sponsor.

			Although the Nexitory is grand and opulent at first glance, the water pressure is abominable, the air-conditioning is nonexistent, the saddles for the stymphs old and worn, and the integrity of the handlers not much better. Nasty stymphalian handlers like Hackit Markus seem to be all that Bill can retain at the moment; angry men who use Voltaic glyphs on Wingeds. Taissa specifically stormed up to Bill’s office to demand his immediate firing, but the hemming and hawing Dodds emitted did little to convince her that he’d fire him. So Taissa had instead found the gray-haired handler cleaning up jobbies near Yggdrasil, and hissed that if she ever sees him near her bird, she’ll break both of his hands. He’d looked adequately scared, but not scared enough.

			And then there’s the absence of a coach. Until the Stymphs get some good press, Bill won’t be able to hire anybody, and Taissa will be stuck with Coach Locke.

			“The paps will treat this whole affair like a crime scene, you know,” Taissa continues heatedly. “They’ll interrogate tonight’s witnesses. They’ll snag CCTV footage. I’m not asking you to kiss me, because we both know we would rather die, but I am asking you to pretend that you don’t despise me for, like, a few hours.” She’s slightly winded, her fists clenched at her sides.

			Kion blinks a few times. Something passes briefly across his face, so quickly that even Taissa can’t identify it. His brows lower a moment later. “Fine,” he grumbles back. “I like music. Are you happy now?”

			“Not in the least,” she retorts hotly, glowering at a happy couple strutting by. For some reason, they infuriate her.

			He audibly grimaces, something that Taissa didn’t even know was possible. “Fine. Look, Cho, you’re right. This whole thing is bloody…”

			“Preposterous. Painful. Pretend.” She forces that last word out from between her teeth.

			“Right.” She feels him side-eyeing her. “But we need strategy. A game plan.”

			“Echelon Positions and Solomonari Formations won’t work for this situation.” Taissa huffs under her breath as Kion veers to the side, heading for a bench half-hidden behind a newspaper stall with a sign reading, Away for Lunch. Hesitantly, Taissa sits down next to him, just as he pulls something from his black leather jacket.

			It’s his playbook, and a pen. She watches, brows raised, as he flips through the notebook to a blank page, uncapping the pen.

			“You’re a shite artist,” she says as he scribbles out what looks like it’s supposed to be the Tally Ho Tavern and two stick figures. His stick figure is much more flattering than hers, which is about the size of an ant. “No! I am absolutely not that short, Locke.”

			He ignores her. “First play: entering the pub.” He draws an arrow from them to the lopsided square. “The paps will be watching. We need a formation.”

			“A formation,” she repeats in an unimpressed drawl. “You mean—”

			“I will,” mutters Kion, drawing another set of stick figures, his gallantly reaching down to hold the minuscule one’s hand, “do this.”

			Both of them stare in heavy silence at the page.

			“Give me the pen,” demands Taissa, who does not want to hold hands with Kion. It’s too personal. What if she gets confused? She’s a matryoshka doll. She’s twenty-four now, but somewhere inside of her there’s a teenage Taissa who collects trading cards of Kion Locke and fantasizes about their spring wedding—

			Stop it. Stop it.

			When Kion refuses to hand over the damned thing, Taissa violently snatches it from him, along with the pen.

			“Bloody hells,” says Kion, sounding slightly amazed. “And you said my drawings were bad.”

			“Bugger off.” Taissa finishes her drawing with a flourish.

			“What in the name of Merlin’s balls is this supposed to be?”

			“The Bahoochie Formation.”

			“What. The. Fuck?”

			Fine. The drawing is crude. Taissa meets his eyes. “Put your hand in the back pocket of my jeans.”

			“So—on your arse.”

			“Bahoochie. Yes.”

			“Why the blazing hells do you prefer this over hand-holding?”

			“You have sweaty hands.”

			“No, I fucking do not.”

			He doesn’t. “I want you to put your hand on my bahoochie, Locke. Will you do it or no?”

			“You’re a menace to society.” His throat bobs. Kion is still staring at her sketch like he wants to burn it alive.

			“This will be more convincing,” she assures him. “It’ll show our level of…” Do not gag. Do not gag. “…intimacy. The paps will eat it up.”

			Kion snatches back his notebook and pen. “You’re insane, Cho. But fine. I’ll put my hand on your baboobie.”

			“Bahoochie.”

			“That’s what I said.” He wracks a hand through his wavy hair.

			No, it’s not. “We’ll commence the Bahoochie Formation now.”

			“Brilliant,” he snaps back as they both stand. His cheeks are tinged pink with what Taissa assumes to be anger. Sighing, she turns around and tugs up the hem of her dark green, oversized Banallan, Scotland tee, allowing him access to her back pocket.

			“Well? Go on.” Next to her, he’s eyeing her arse in a way that reminds her of a basketball player calculating the distance to the hoop.

			“Merlin,” mutters Kion.

			“What’s the delay?”

			“What cheek, Cho?”

			She chokes on her own spit. “Excuse me?”

			“What cheek do I grab?”

			Honestly. Taissa closes her eyes and hopes he doesn’t notice that one is slightly larger than the other. “The one furthest from you, numpty.” (It’s possible that’s the bigger one.)

			And then his hand is sliding into her back pocket, cupping her right cheek.

			She clenches. She can’t help it.

			“That was interesting,” says Kion.

			Taissa refuses to look at him. He refuses to look at her.

			I do not like the feeling of this, she thinks determinedly to herself. I do not like it at all. It is not making me think of other things, like how his hand would feel on—STOP!

			“So we just bloody walk around like…this?” demands Kion. She can see why he sounds incredulous. Something is missing in their formation. His hand is in her back pocket, but her hands hang awkwardly by her sides.

			Right.

			“Locke,” she says, “I will now put my arm around your waist.”

			He grumbles something as she slides her hand around it, trying not to notice the way the fabric of his black shirt drags underneath her palm, or how broad he is. Morgana.

			There. Formation complete.

			Neither of them moves.

			“We walk now,” she grits out.

			“Right.”

			“Slow down,” demands Kion as she takes off. “You’re dragging my arm. By the way, is there a reason you’re still wearing your slippers, Cho?”

			She glances down, where her bunny-clad feet walk on the pavement. Combined with her worn jeans and baggy shirt, it’s certainly a Look. “Cronus ruined my only trainers with his wee jobbie. I can’t wear my riding boots out without giving everything away, so…”

			“You’re ridiculous.”

			“Not all of us can afford piles of fancy footwear anymore, Locke.”

			He has no response to that.

			Taissa keeps her eyes straight ahead, silently fuming as the tavern comes into view, twining ivy and blooming flowers growing up its white-brick sides. She spots the paparazzi, two figures with black cameras loitering across the pavement from the pub.

			“There they are,” she whispers, looking up at him. “Look happy and in love.”

			“I would rather not.”

			“You have to.” Her own grin feels forced. She hears the snapping of the cameras. “They’re watching.”

			It’s like a rictus appears on Kion’s face. He looks vaguely constipated.

			“Good grief, man,” she hisses. “Sometimes I worry about you.”

			“Sod off.”

			The cameras snap as Taissa pushes open the door to Tally Ho.

			She remembers the tavern from her last visit into Pinion, that final match where everything had gone awry. The day before, she’d grabbed a quick lunch at the pub that was the town’s most popular establishment. It was always bustling, tellies playing the latest carriwitchet matches. Taissa had never thought that the infamous Tally Ho (which served the largest steak-and-ale pie she’s seen in her life) would ever need publicity.

			Yet as she pushes open the weathered, brown door, the pub inside is…silent. Very different from her last trip, where it had been jammed, wall to wall, with rowdy customers laughing boisterously over their mugs of ale.

			Now, the bar is empty save for the bartender and a few lone drinkers, all of whom look up sharply as the bell over the door tinkles, signaling their arrival. The signed, framed photographs of the Stymphs hanging on the walls look a bit dusty, like they haven’t been wiped clean in some time. The televisions hanging above the bar are shut off.

			Setting down the rag he was using to clean a glass, the grizzled bartender stares nastily at Kion and Taissa. “What’s this, then?” he asks out one side of his stubbled mouth.

			“Roger,” greets Kion, not very affably.

			“You ain’t welcome here,” Roger spits.

			Taissa frowns, eyeing the walls of NCL Stymph paraphernalia. “Uh—”

			“Should take the lot of it down. All shit. Only fucking thing it’s brought me is embarrassment and bloody bills I can’t bloody pay on bloody time. Been fucking months since I served a fucking steak-and-ale.”

			“Wow,” she mutters, “he has a dirtier mouth than you, Locke.”

			“Sank to the bottom of the Minor League,” continues Roger, and one of the lone drinkers raises his glass in agreement.

			“Fucking embarrassment to this town, if you ask me,” he calls.

			Roger’s beady eyes snap to Taissa. “Ain’t you the cheater? What the hells are you doin’ here?”

			Her shoulders fly back like she’s a puppet on a string. “Politely fuck off,” she sneers back.

			Roger gapes at her.

			“What was that you were saying about a dirty mouth?” Kion’s hand is still in her pocket, something that she is, unfortunately, acutely aware of. Morgana, his hand is almost as big as her entire chee—

			“How dare you?” Roger’s jowl is trembling, and Taissa suddenly remembers the photographers outside. She clears her throat.

			“Unless you’d be willing to make us one of your delicious steak-and-ale pies,” she adds through her teeth, smiling as hard as she can with a friendliness that borders on psychopathic.

			Roger looks slightly scared but recovers quickly. “Fine,” he growls. “You can sit over there.” He points to the table in the farthest corner of the room, but it’s near a window, which serves their purpose just fine. “Don’t talk to me, don’t look at me, and bloody hells, don’t ever fucking smile at me like that again.” As the barkeep stomps off, Taissa nudges Kion.

			“Disband from the Bahoochie Formation.” Although it’s become rather comfortable, being cupped. She’s almost disappointed when he slides his hand out of her pocket, and as they make their way to the table, she withdraws her arm from his waist. The air in the pub suddenly feels much colder. Taissa glances outside, where the paps are still snapping away.

			Kion seems to be fighting the urge to send a vulgar gesture toward them. “What paper are they with, again?” he grumbles.

			She squints out the glass. “I don’t know. Maybe Wily Witch?” That’s the most gossip-oriented paper, although they’re all loquacious when it comes to UKHC drama. Taissa shrugs, turning back to Kion. “Lean forward.” A limp yellow flower in a glass sits at the center of the table, between them.

			He looks immediately suspicious. “Why?”

			Honestly. “We’re not going to snog. Just…look like you’re engaged with what I’m saying. Like you actually care.”

			Rolling his eyes, Kion obliges. The intensity of his gaze is staggering. Somehow it conveys the heat of a thousand suns. Taissa frantically searches for something to say. He beats her to it. Numpty.

			“Edward Becerra is off-limits.”

			What on earth? Taissa stares at him. “What does this—”

			His dark eyes are flashing. “You said it yourself, Cho. We need to sell this. I don’t want to see you batting your eyelashes at him because if I see that, that means somebody else will, too. Right now, you’re mine.”

			Why are her cheeks heating? Why is warmth curling low in her stomach? Taissa grimaces, shifting uncomfortably in her seat. You’re mine.

			“The papers need to believe us,” he continues, and just like that, the moment is gone. “So does the team. So does everybody. That’s the condition for you playing here—”

			He’s interrupted by Roger slamming down a gigantic steak pie in front of them, followed by two mugs of sloshing beer. “Enjoy, wankers,” he sneers before stomping back off toward the bar.

			Taissa grabs a fork and knife, cutting a slice out of the pie with more focus than necessary. You’re mine. You’re mine. Kion’s words still ring through her head in a most unusual way. She bites into the pie with vigor, chewing furiously as Kion watches her with an inscrutable expression.

			The last thing she’s going to do is get confused. This is fake. All of this is fake.

			It just needs to look real. And there’s a surefire way to do that.

			“Get out your phone,” she says abruptly.

			“What?”

			“Your phone,” she snaps, already taking out hers and tapping away, re-downloading Cauldron, which she deleted right around the time she started to get death threats.

			Sighing, Kion pulls his out of his pocket as she logs into her account, @taissacho_official. Taissa studiously ignores the floods of messages she’s missed over the last two years. Most of them seem to be deeply unpleasant. “What’s your Cauldron username?”

			“Do you seriously expect me to believe that you don’t know it?”

			Taissa grimaces. She’s stalked him before, as he’s certainly done her. In the search bar, she types in, “@key_on_lock.”

			Punny. She doubts he came up with it. It was probably Knox.

			Unlike the other player, Kion has no sense of humor.

			His profile picture, a shot of him flying on Cato’s back with a trophy in a hand, greets her. And although it physically pains her to do it, Taissa clicks Follow before demanding Kion do the same. He glares but obliges.

			“We’ll have to start posting about each other.” She tries to ignore the tightness in her throat. The death threats probably haven’t stopped, but she refuses to check.

			Kion grimaces. “Why is that even remotely necessary?”

			“People believe everything they see on social media.” She opens her camera. “We’ll add Cauldron to our strategies. Starting now. Try to look less like you want to die, please.”

			As he glowers, she snaps a photograph.

			It looks like a mugshot.

			Oh, well. It’s the best she’ll get.

			“Caption…‘Dinner with my darling pookie.’ ”

			“Don’t you fucking dare—I haven’t told the team yet, and the last thing—” He pinches the bridge of his nose like he’s trying to reason with a crafty demon. She doesn’t know whether to be offended or delighted. “Cho, the last thing I need is for them to find out from you calling me bloody ‘pookie.’ ”

			“Fine,” she lies. Personally, she thinks that’s the best way for them to find out. “By the way, we need a story.”

			“A story?”

			“How did we first meet?”

			“I don’t even remember.”

			Her stomach cramps, and then drops. Of course he wouldn’t remember. Well, it’s crystal clear in her mind. “Make something up, then. Remember, Bill and Niamh want you to have been madly in love with me for years.”

			“That’s too big of a lie.” Kion’s knuckles are white around his fork. His neck is flushing. “Nobody will believe that. We hated each other, and still fucking do.”

			She’s ignoring him. “You first met me at the NCL Gala when I was a debut. You nearly fell to your knees from how beautiful I was. I wasn’t interested and turned you down. Because of your fragile little ego, you spent the next years resenting me.” (In a perfect world, this is what would have happened.)

			Kion seems to be going through all five stages of grief at once. “No.”

			She’s undeterred. “We both mistook passion for hatred.”

			“Cho—”

			“Then, you felt wretched after ruining my life.”

			“I didn’t ru—”

			“Hoping to make amends, six months ago you crawled to me and professed your love. You also apologized profusely and wept. Oh, and kneeled. Maybe you read me a sonnet.”

			“Absolutely the fuck not.”

			“It took a while, but I forgave you.” Taissa stabs her pie angrily. “The gifts you showered me with helped. Especially that beautiful Porsche of yours.”

			“No.” Kion is watching her destroy her pie like a man witnessing the terrors of war.

			“You are utterly obsessed with me. If I left you, you would perish. Waste away.”

			Kion has pinned her with a look so scathing that she straightens in alarm, glancing toward the paparazzi, who are still snapping away. They’ve surely captured his lowered brows, his tense jaw, and the obvious I hate you so much look all over his face. Knowing them, that will be the photograph they use tomorrow, unless…

			(Oh, Morgana. Don’t make her do it.)

			“Don’t slap me, Locke,” she warns as she half rises from her seat.

			Across the small table, Kion looks alarmed. “What the hells are you about to do, Cho?”

			This. Gritting her teeth, she leans forward and purses her lips.

			Locke looks like a man sentenced to the gallows. (Well, that’s a confidence boost.)

			His eyes bulge as she approaches, aiming for his cheek. But the numpty, clearly convinced that (despite her word) she’s about to snog the ever-loving life out of him, jerks in his chair. Thrown off course, one of Taissa’s hands lands right in the pie, and her lips land on his.

			On Kion’s lips.

			On Kion Locke’s lips.

			For a moment, neither of them moves: dragonflies suspended in amber.

			Even with hers just barely brushing his, she can tell that his lips are pillowy. It’s that slightly bee-stung bottom lip of his. Taissa trembles. She should pull away. This isn’t at all what she planned. But it’s like she’s stuck: She’s a magnet and he’s a-a fridge. An obnoxious, infuriating fridge that smells like summer and the sea and is currently staring up at her with those intense black eyes. So many emotions churn in them. Is it too much to hope for that she doesn’t see revulsion?

			Apparently so. Kion breaks the kiss, lurching abruptly away, breathing hard.

			Taissa, still frozen, stares at him.

			(Teenage Taissa has made an unfortunate reappearance somewhere in the back of her brain. And teenage Taissa is screaming that Kion Locke just kissed her.)

			“Cho.” Kion’s voice is raspy. “What the fuck?”

			She stomps on Teenage Taissa until there’s nothing left but a smudge of her. “You moved,” Taissa hisses accusatorily at Kion.

			“Because you were coming at me,” he growls. “It’s a natural fucking reaction—”

			“You kissed me—”

			“No. You kissed me—”

			“Away and take yer face for a shite,” Taissa sneers at him, channeling old Grandmum Morag. “Ya wee jobbie.”

			To her great satisfaction, he looks suitably bewildered (either by her suddenly thick accent or her impressive vocabulary). But then his eyes move down to Taissa’s right hand.

			That is in the pie.

			“You’re covered in gravy,” Kion drawls back, and somehow those four words are more withering than any of Grandmum Morag’s ever could be.

		

	
		
			Interlude
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			@taissacho_official [image: ]

			Dinner with my darling pookie [image: Heart emoji.]

			#datenight #tallyhotavern

			#pinionuponkeat #churchstreet

			#looksdontmatter

			#tinytadgerssupportgroup

			@knoxknox_whos_there [image: ]

			POOKIE?!!!!!!!!

			@mahina_kehele [image: ]

			I have never been this confused in my life but ok!! Cute?

			@esteecho671

			Hummingbird, please call me!

			@nclfan7891

			I hope you die a terrible death you stupid, stupid cow

			@howling.brontë [image: ]

			oi shut up wanker

			@nclfan7891

			Your team is the real wanker…Can’t even win a game

			@howling.brontë [image: ]

			i’ll find where u live and i will commit glorious glorious arson

			@islaadaway [image: ]

			brontë…we talked about threatening people online…

			@howling.brontë [image: ]

			i don’t recall

			@dryadmama52

			Did you use a Luck glyph to ensnare him? Slut

			@jennygreenteeth

			Ewww he could do so much better

			@washedupcelebs

			*Hrrrk!* Just gagged

			@cancelledcrones

			Didn’t we bully you off here???

			@cancelledcrones

			Begone, crone!!!

			@wilywitch

			Wow! We love this! [image: Heart emoji.] [image: Heart emoji.]

			@inquireUKHC

			Ooolala!

			@islaadaway [image: ]

			aw…

			@adrielpollack [image: ]

			What is happening

			@adrielpollack

			Somebody please explain? Now

			@seeliespectator

			What a stud! Check your DMs!

			@key_on_lock [image: ]

			Save picture.

			@key_on_lock [image: ]

			Save picture.

			@taissacho_official [image: ]

			…What are you trying to do??

			@key_on_lock [image: ]

			Nothing. Also delete those last hashtags.

			@óríon.magnússon [image: ]

			Hver fjandinn?

		

	
		
			Chapter Nine

			 

			Taissa

			“Er,” Kion is saying, looking like he has a terrible headache, “good morning, everybody.”

			The team is gathered in the locker room, all sitting on the benches in front of their purple-and-silver cubicles. Taissa stands next to him, winded from yet another early-morning session of excruciating drills. It’s torture, it really is. Humiliating, also. While she huffed and puffed her way through the sadistic set list Kion had laid out, the bastard somehow completed the laps and subsequent drills without wheezing like an old trombone. It would be easier to despise the drills entirely if Kion didn’t also run himself ragged. He pushed himself just as much as—if not more than—he pushed her. But he was also a lot more in shape.

			(“Bloody hells. Stop making those sounds, Cho,” he’d snapped.)

			(“I…do…hrrrk…as I…hrrk…please.”)

			Even worse, Cronus had joined them for the torturous pre-practice workout, and there was no denying how much the old bird had enjoyed watching Taissa flop around on the grass like a weak little worm. In true child-eater fashion, her lovely stymph had decided to use his knife-sharp beak as a motivator for Taissa, snapping the giant thing at her every time she faltered in her crunches, or her push-ups.

			Faster, hatchling, he’d squawk. Faster, or I munch on your bones.

			Needless to say, she’d gone as fast as possible. “Good,” Kion had gruffly muttered at the end of it.

			Taissa is of the opinion that he is a masochist.

			The masochist’s hand is in the pocket of her riding leathers. She has yet to choose a number to paint on its back. Her old number, 18, just doesn’t feel right anymore. Like a pair of jeans she’s outgrown, or rather, is no longer able to squeeze into without feeling a burst of shame.

			A whiteboard behind Kion is marked up with plays: Solomonari, Trigon, Echelon, Vic, Finger-Four. The office behind it (where the coach would usually reside) is dark and empty. Taissa tries not to grimace nor clench her buttocks as so happened yesterday.

			Neither of them has spoken about That Kiss. Like mature adults, they departed from Tally Ho in a horrified sort of silence.

			Wily Witch, however, covered the story with glee, plastering the photos of That Kiss all over their physical mags and their online blogs. This morning, Niamh sent the screenshots over to Taissa, clearly ecstatic with how well her plan was going and praising her for using Cauldron to her advantage.

			“I’m sure you’ve seen the tabloids by now,” Kion says to his team through his teeth.

			“Uh, no. I didn’t see the tabloids,” Adriel says slowly, pointing at her, “but I did see her Cauldron post. I thought the photo that went viral of you two on the train was just gossip, because we saw it after you recruited her…but then this? Can someone please finally explain?”

			Kion’s glare, directed at Taissa, could light someone on fire. There’s real fury in there, not the exasperated anger that so often seems to be directed at her.

			Fine, so perhaps, maybe, possibly, probably, she should have waited for Kion to break the “news” to his team before posting such a…daring…photo on Cauldron. Yet in Taissa’s defense, it was quite clear that Kion was dreading that particular conversation, so she simply did it for him. Besides, the team would have found out from the headlines, anyway. She had taken it upon herself to have them find out directly from the source: her dusty, unused, fossil of a Cauldron page. An act of generosity, really.

			(Besides, Niamh had texted them multiple eye, heart, and stymph emojis on their way home, which Taissa took to mean: Tell the team you love each other as soon as remotely possible.)

			There’s a murmur of agreement. Knox grins. “ ‘Pookie,’ ” he croons. Brontë sniggers. Mahina smirks.

			Óríon is not smiling.

			Neither is James Ridgeshaw. Behind his glasses, his eyes are hurt. “Kion,” he says quietly. “Is this why you recruited her? How…Honestly, how long has this been going on?”

			Kion hesitates. There seems to be some sort of nervous rash creeping up the side of his neck, all angry and red. It’s clear how much he hates lying to the Stymphs.

			Luckily, Taissa has no such qualms.

			If she has to lie to play carriwitchet, she’ll do it. She’ll lie right through her teeth. “About six months ago,” she says, stepping closer to Kion and batting her lashes simply to piss him right off. “He was so distraught, knocking at the door of my cottage and weeping with remorse for every terrible, horrible thing he’s ever done to me. Then, he professed his love with a beautiful poem. Turns out”—as Kion looks to be contemplating murder, she turns back to the slack-jawed team—“he’s loved me, secretly, for years. Ever since we first met.”

			Kion makes a strange, strangled noise in the back of his throat. It sounds like he is choking. What a numpty, thinks Taissa.

			“A poem?” Adriel asks, looking even more confused, and annoyed, than before.

			“A poem?” Brontë asks with a very different attitude, looking overjoyed. “Will you read it to us, Kion?”

			Óríon closes his eyes and mutters something under his breath.

			Kion has gone very white around the mouth. “No,” he snaps out, “because she’s a li—”

			Taissa shoots him a warning look.

			Again, that strange choking sound. “Because she’s a lovely woman,” he finishes through his teeth, “and the poem is—it’s personal.”

			“Ach, it’s okay,” says Taissa, who is still sore from his morning torture and would like to inflict pain unto him, as well. “Give them a wee taste.”

			As the Stymphs dissolve into whispers, Kion grabs her wrist. “I will kill you,” he whispers with all the open honesty of a choirboy.

			“I’d love to see you try.”

			“Menace.”

			“Numpty.”

			“Go on,” calls Knox, interrupting them as he settles back onto the bench with the air of someone about to be very entertained. “Woo us, Captain!”

			“Woo us! Woo us! Woo us!” That’s Brontë, creating the same amount of noise as a stadium. Taissa is reluctantly impressed.

			Adriel glares at her with his soft hazel eyes. “You’re hurting my ears. I hope you know that.”

			“Woo us! Woo us!” Knox has joined in, pumping his fists while Óríon seethes equally loudly in Icelandic.

			“All right, bloody fine!” roars Kion. As Brontë falls silent, eyes wide, Kion takes a deep breath. This should be rather interesting.

			He clears his throat. “Roses are red, violets are blue…”

			Taissa nods encouragingly at him.

			“I’m fucking annoyed at the lot of you—”

			“Oi!” yells Knox, clearly offended. Kion skewers him with a look.

			“Cho,” he mutters as Knox throws his hands into the air, “go sit down.” His hand slips out of her pocket.

			Rolling her eyes at his tone, Taissa stomps off, plopping down between James and red-haired Isla. “What?” she whispers to James, who’s glaring at her from the corner of his eye.

			“I’m very sorry, but you shouldn’t be here,” he says quietly as Kion launches into discussing today’s practice. “And you know it.”

			She stiffens. “Excuse me?”

			“He hasn’t loved you since you met,” he whispers, frowning. “He’s hated you. I’ve heard the way he talks about you. To put it plainly, he’s never despised anybody more.”

			Taissa ignores how that stings, how her stomach drops. It’s nothing she doesn’t already know. “He lied to you, James,” she says with as much haughtiness as she can muster. (A lot. She can muster a lot. Taissa Cho lives in a perpetual state of displeasure.)

			James sneers, but can’t seem to hide a small flinch. “Kion would never do that.”

			There’s a heavy note to his voice that Taissa chooses to ignore. “Don’t take it personally,” she says sweetly. “He lied to himself, as well. All because he was too frightened to face the truth: that he is madly in love with me.”

			“He doesn’t write poetry.” James seems to be clinging to this specific detail like it’s a lifeboat. “Even if you held him at qylpoint, he would never write poetry.”

			Kion is glaring at them in a clear but silent order to shut up. Taissa blows him a kiss. “Love makes people do mad things,” she tells James as a muscle pulses in their captain’s jaw.

			Frustration, and something else, gleams in James’s eyes. “I don’t know what game you’re playing at, Taissa, but if you’re using our team to do it, I really do suggest that you stop.” With that, he turns his attention back to Kion, leaving Taissa with an uncomfortable knot in the pit of her stomach.

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			Taissa’s forehead gleams with sweat as she grits her teeth, gently but firmly steering Cronus back toward the Echelon Position for the fifth time.

			“Stop toiting me about!”

			“Then stop leaving the formation!”

			Cronus’s frustration burns brighter, and hotter, inside of her. James shoots her an impatient, angry look from where he sits on Mabb. Kion’s accusing stare isn’t much better.

			“Cho!” he snarls.

			They’re in the midst of a practice game. Three draconian jewels sparkle tauntingly at Taissa from across the pitch, where yellow-jerseyed reserves fly about, acting as the opposing team.

			And they’re shite. Like truly, horrible, incorrect-ably shite.

			It should be an easy victory, but there’s the small fact that the NCL Stymphs are, also, shite.

			She doesn’t remember them as being this bad. No, they’d been formidable opponents, a cohesive team with a sleek sharpness in their formations, their attacks and defense. But now, seeing them in action, they’re bumbling. The Blunduns really have done a massive number on them. It’s one thing to see it on the telly. It’s another to watch it unfold right here, on the pitch.

			The offensive Dozers—Knox, Óríon, and Brontë—consistently misjudge the distance of their targets, their stymphs either veering too far to the left or too far to the right. Their formations lack unity, and Taissa has counted five of Knox’s and Óríon’s infamous arguments in the short six minutes they’ve been playing.

			Brontë’s also somehow managed to nearly knock herself unconscious by flying straight into one of the siege tower’s wooden legs. While a Panacea had healed the brunt of her wounds, she’s still looking a bit, well, woozy.

			The defensive Knockers—Isla, Adriel, and Mahina—aren’t faring much better. Adriel crashed into Mahina instead of an opposing player. Mahina then crashed into Isla. Isla almost fell off her steed.

			“Don’t worry!” the tiny Irish player had shouted, dangling from her stirrups, blood rushing to her heart-shaped face. “I’m grand!”

			Even Kion and James are struggling. It’s more of the same problem. Fumbles and near-misses with severe injury from doing the smallest maneuvers. But it’s not like Taissa is immune from criticism, either. It’s her first time back in two years; she’s rusty. And her stymph isn’t exactly making these things easy.

			“Cronus,” she threatens now in her most dangerous voice, “we don’t break formation.”

			“Go fuck yourself, hatchling.” He bucks midair, but she stays on by sheer force of will.

			“You want to win? You stay in the Echelon.”

			“I do want to win,” admits Cronus grudgingly as he returns to his position in the diagonal formation, just behind James, who’s behind Kion. James’s white-painted number, 29, stares accusingly at her. “I hunger for victory,” continues her bird, croaking in her mind, sounding ancient and bloodthirsty. “Sweet triumph. My appetite for conquest is insatiable. Don’t you feel the same, hatchling?”

			“YES—”

			“But I also want to go skewer my children. And they’re over there.”

			“Feeling unlucky?” James asks over his shoulder as Taissa makes a soft noise of frustration. “Old dogs can’t learn new tricks,” he adds coldly, glaring at her like she killed his grandmother.

			Taissa refuses to let him see her scowl as they soar in the Echelon past the boundaries of their side of the pitch. The other team’s Knockers immediately head toward them, their stymphs cawing, and Taissa leans forward in her saddle determinedly. Riding Cronus is different from riding Sansa (which is the most polite way Taissa can think to say it) but the game is still the game.

			Carriwitchet is still carriwitchet.

			Cronus’s riddle to her before the mock-game had been ridiculously hard. Hard enough that while the other players had answered their carriwitchets promptly, earning the right to ride their steeds throughout the practice match, Taissa had hesitated, fearful of her one and only guess being wrong.

			
				“I own kingdoms but no homes,

				I own seas with no fish.

				I own forests but no trees,

				Traverse me if you wish.”

			

			A map is what it had been.

			Thank Morgana she’d solved it.

			In the air now, Taissa grimaces as she keeps her eye on the three draconian jewels, the morning wind ruffling her hair and Kion yelling over it for her to stop playing like a pathetic pigeon, Cho, as he and James break from the Echelon to distract the opposing team.

			It is, in short, the worst practice of Taissa’s life. However much Knox and Óríon bicker, she and Cronus bicker ten times more.

			“Don’t squeeze me like that, you stupid child!” he roars when she squeezes him with her legs in an attempt to have him veer right.

			“You need to get close enough to the tower for me to reach a jewel!” she fires back. Although he’s flying in circles around the siege tower, he’s not close enough for her to grab one of the glittering, opalescent, fossilized eggs. “Have you seen how Cato does it with Kion?” Early on in the scrimmage, Kion had managed to snag one of the three jewels…although he’d had to return it after being knocked from Cato. James had managed to rescue him from the holding tier shortly afterward, thank Morgana.

			“Cato,” scoffs Cronus in disdain. “I should have eaten him whole when he was a mere chick. Now, I’d have to break him into tiny pieces.”

			Taissa mentally sighs. Reserve Knockers, the other side’s defense, are hurtling toward them, having given up on attempting to chase down Kion and James. “We have to abort.”

			“Don’t tell me what to do, you overgrown nestling.”

			She grits her teeth. It makes sense that, after Cronus’s experience with Markus, he’s reluctant to take orders and demands from his rider, as opposed to Sansa, who listened attentively and was happy to follow Taissa’s instructions. Even her squeezing, and her steering, seems to set something off in the old stymphalian’s brain, sending him into a panic he covers with fury. Her old methods of riding won’t work on him, not without costing him peace of mind.

			The Knockers are getting closer now, and Cronus is still only hovering in the air, much too far away from the jewels for her to snag one, despite her sad attempts.

			“Abort, Cronus.”

			“I don’t take orders from loudmouthed hatchlings.”

			Perhaps, she thinks in resignment, she should just…ask nicely.

			“Cronus,” Taissa says evenly, “on the bottom tiers of this tower, there are weapons. Will you drop down and fly through the closest tier, so that I can grab some?”

			She feels him thinking. And then…

			“Well, fine,” he snaps magnanimously, dropping down and shooting through the tier just as the Knockers converge on them. Taissa sighs in relief as she manages to snag a sword, dagger, and an axe (all blunted for practice). They hurtle back toward their side, only for a defensive reserve player to catch up, and slam their stymph sideways into Cronus. Jolted by the impact, Taissa nearly drops her armful of weapons just as Cronus begins to screech in earsplitting rage.

			“CRONUS!” she shouts as her Winged begins to thrash, swiping his talons at the other stymph, all biting beak and shrieking anger. It’s like nothing she’s ever known, boiling like the hottest magma, fanned on by a resentment and a betrayal so dark that she can barely breathe. As the other stymph draws back, squawking something that almost sounds like an apology, Cronus turns around in a knife-sharp motion and—talons poised and ready—gives chase to the offender, back toward the opposing side. “CRONUS—” Taissa tries as her stymphalian shoots through the air. “Cronus, let him be—we need to get back to our side with the weapons—this isn’t our job—”

			“HE INSULTED ME!” Cronus screeches back in that hoarse, smokey voice. “I WILL RIP HIM FROM LIMB TO LIMB. I WILL PECK OUT HIS EYES!”

			Brontë swoops in on Icarus, knocking another Knocker out of their way as Cronus chases down his prey. “What are you doing?” she demands, flying alongside her as Cronus’s chase takes her in a loop around the opposition’s side.

			“OI, TAISSA,” shouts Knox, also catching up. “Toss me the axe, yeah?”

			“Nei!” That’s Óríon (of course it is), furiously gesturing for her to throw it to him. “That is my weapon, we all know this—”

			In the time that it takes for Taissa to resolve to throw Óríon the axe (a maneuver reminiscent of javelin-throwing, known as the Herculean Hovet), the stymph that Cronus has been chasing decides he’s had enough. The stymphalian turns and rushes toward Cronus headlong—and again rams into him.

			Hard.

			With an enraged squawk, Cronus is knocked off course and Taissa’s throw (instead of neatly fitting into Óríon’s outstretched hand as Valsa hovers in place) shoots toward his face, and hits it dead in the center.

			The axe.

			Hits Óríon’s face.

			He’s knocked backward onto Valsa (luckily, he’s harnessed onto the saddle) and Taissa curses as Cronus, dropping down away from the other stymph, screams obscenities about being hit over and over by an ungrateful battering ram of a child. She watches with wide eyes as Óríon slowly sits back up, clearly dazed, blood trickling from one side of his face…which is, thankfully, still intact.

			Thank Morgana for blunted weapons.

			“Fokk,” he spits.

			The axe, still falling through the air, ends up landing on Kion’s head, who’s flying below.

			“CHO!” he roars, half in pain, half in fury.

			That puts even more of a damper on things. And it only goes downhill from there, thanks to the hit an opposing Knocker manages to land on the side of her head with a club, Kion’s constant bellows as his team falls apart, the time that Ahava breaks Knocker formation solely to swoop around Cronus in mockery, and the time that Cronus decides to chase her down, too, to shit on her head in retaliation.

			By the end of the practice match, Taissa is drenched in sweat, panting hard, and so infuriated that she cannot even see anything past a vague blurriness that just might be tears. She has never played so badly in her entire life.

			Not one draconian jewel.

			Not a single one did she manage to snatch.

			Dismounting Cronus, she strides across the pitch toward the base of the closest siege tower and kicks the wooden base over and over and over and over again, hard enough that a small piece begins to splinter.

			She’s hardly aware that the rest of the team is staring at her where they stand in a circle, breathing hard. She’s hardly even aware that her toes are bruising in their thick leather boots, her throat aching with unshed tears.

			“FUCK!” Taissa screams, and it’s a tantrum to rival Kion’s, but she can’t bring herself to care. Two years, and she’s lost it all.

			Two years, and the only part of her that ever mattered, the only thing that she was ever good at, has all gone to complete rubbish.

			The wood of the tower transforms, becoming Coach Frasier’s face as he snarled, lifting his qyl to draw the Level Three Luck glyph. Then Frasier is morphing into a smug Kion as he called over the referee, rippling into the faces of the booing crowd, into her team—dark-haired Aster and blonde Elise and all the others, her team who had once been her family but left her in the dust like she had never laughed with them over drinks, like she’d never cheered them on, like she never even mattered. Not even a little bit.

			For a moment, she nearly sees Sansa again. Her little wyvern. She almost feels the warmth of her, curled up with her in the stables, breathing in the smell of leather and sky and home.

			“…Taissa?”

			A faint whisper, there and then gone. An echo of what they’d once shared, a figment of her devastated mind. Instead, in her head, there’s a gruff, harsh voice. On her shoulder, the firm (but surprisingly somewhat gentle) bump of a beak.

			“Pull yourself together, you dramatic hatchling,” Cronus snaps. “They’re watching us.”

			Right. No good to have a meltdown on the pitch: best to save it for later. Taking a deep breath and smearing away the tears that have somehow wet her face, Taissa turns back to the others and their stymphs, arranging her face into a more suitable scowl as she stalks toward them. Kion’s eyes meet hers, and she dares him to say something about her breakdown, or how she’s limping from the drills and also attacking a solid tower of wood, but his lips only tighten as he looks away.

			Something similar seems to be happening with Cronus, who’s meeting his children’s stares with his glittering red eyes, a threat swirling in their depths. Laugh, I dare you, he seems to snap. See what’ll happen next.

			“Well,” Isla says with a sigh to Taissa, leaning against Jemmy, “now you know how we feel…”

			Next to her, Brontë’s dark hand twitches, like she wants to put her arm around the other girl but thinks better of it at the last moment.

			Taissa closes her aching eyes.

			There’s no way they’ll ever win next Monday’s match. Not like this. She’ll go right back to Scran Mart and pork scratchings.

			“When we lose to the Cockatrices,” she says, very hoarsely, “what happens?”

			“Lovely question, thank you. It’s really quite simple. Bill will scrap the entire team and start over again somewhere else,” James icily informs her, like he hadn’t been just as bumbling (or more, really) out on the field. “We lose our contracts, our jobs. To put it succinctly: We lose everything.”

			“Oh, dear. I can’t imagine what that feels like,” Taissa fires back before she can stop herself, pinning a murderous look on Kion, who returns it in full.

			“We should play another game,” Óríon suggests, even though he still looks slightly dazed despite the Panacea inked on his cheekbone. “We must try again. Harder, this time.”

			“Come off it,” snorts Knox. “You look like you’re right about to keel over. We’ll play—maybe you should sit out.”

			Óríon skewers him with a glare so piercing that Taissa is surprised that Knox doesn’t tip over dead.

			“Maybe we should all take a deep breath?” Isla says hesitantly.

			“NO,” Óríon, Knox, Taissa, and Kion all retort at the same time. Pink rushes up Isla’s face.

			“Oi,” snaps Brontë, arms folded. The golden cuffs in her long locks sparkle under the sun as she lifts her chin. “Don’t you dare shout at her.”

			Isla grows even pinker. Brontë, however, seems to be avoiding her eyes.

			“Don’t tell me what to do,” Knox snaps. It seems like he’ll bicker with anybody who’s even half willing, turning his attention from Óríon to Brontë. “I have free will—”

			Mahina’s hands dart through the air, cutting Knox off. “Isla is right,” Adriel translates. His curls stick to his sweaty forehead. “We shouldn’t play again. It won’t do any good when we’re like this.” Mahina’s face, expressive and lively, takes on a wry look as she gestures to Taissa and then to Óríon (who seems to be trying very hard not to sway on his feet). “What do you think, Captain? In my humble opinion, there’s only one right answer here.”

			Kion’s eyes are very, very dark as he looks at his team. Taissa can practically hear the gears turning in his dense head.

			“I disagree. I think we should run it,” Adriel suggests with a shrug. This time, his words are his own. “It’s, like, kinda obvious that we need the practice…”

			Although she’s bone-tired, Taissa agrees. Any chance to redeem herself is welcome.

			And even if she’s suddenly shite, she’ll take any chance to play.

			“Just one more,” she tells Kion. “Come on.”

			“No. Mahina is right. We need to rest.” That’s James, pushing up his glasses, sniffing haughtily. “Especially you. You were unbelievably sloppy.”

			Taissa curls her fist. “And you were so perfect, then?”

			“Listen to your girlfriend, Captain,” Knox chimes in, and James stiffens. There is no mistaking the jealousy in his face as he glares at her. Taissa sneers right back and pretends there’s not a dark, shadowy feeling of ominous foreboding swirling between the two of them.

			“Oh, no,” James snaps. “That would be a clear marker of favoritism.”

			Glowering, Taissa fights the urge to stick out her tongue at him. She is a mature adult. (Or, at least, for now.)

			“We’re running it again,” Kion says after a long moment, sounding as exhausted as everyone looks. As Mahina rolls her eyes and the reserve players groan, he scowls. “With a compromise. First team to steal one jewel.”

			“I don’t want to do it again,” Cronus mutters bitterly, poking her in the back with his beak (and not very gently this time). “This game is stupid. I thought there would be much more filicide involved.”

			Taissa hesitates. Part of her wants to tell him that they’re going out on that pitch together, like it or not. But the other, larger part of her is remembering Cronus’s rage swirling inside of her, a perfect storm brewed by Markus’s cruelty: the fury covering a much more vulnerable fear and devastation. As the other players take to the skies for the second time, Taissa feels Kion’s eyes on her.

			“Cho!”

			“One moment,” she snaps back before turning toward Cronus, who’s leaning down threateningly toward her. She eyes the scar on his bronze beak, and slowly—aware she’s risking her fingers—lifts a hand to gently touch it. Cronus’s eyes flare, and his feathers bristle, but he doesn’t chomp down like Taissa half expects him to.

			“I’m not going to make you do anything you don’t want to do,” she tells him as her stomach sinks. Was Locke right? Was glyph-bonding with a traumatized, ancient, filicidal beast a mistake, after all? She’ll never hear the end of it from his fat gob. “Okay? Ever. So if you don’t want to go again because you didn’t like it, you don’t need to. We can get you back to your nest, or you can stay here and watch the game outside. It’s your choice.”

			Cronus blinks, slowly, before jerking his head away. “I get to decide?” he asks suspiciously.

			“Yes. It’s up to you.”

			Her stymph cocks his head. “Why?” He’s confused, she can feel it. Baffled. Incredibly wary.

			“Because you’re the one flying through the air at deadly heights and getting attacked by the other stymphs.” Taissa sighs. “It’s a privilege to get to ride you, Cronus, it’s not a right. That’s how carriwitchet started, in Ye Olden Days. Some people forget that. But I’m not going to force you to carry me through a game if you’re unwilling. We can figure something out.” She hesitates. “At the same time, though, you should also know that I’ll never hurt you. That’s not who I am. And if you hate me steering you, then I’ll ask you if you can go in a certain direction. Like we did earlier, to get the weapons. We can figure out what works, and what doesn’t. We can also prove to all of them”—she gestures upward to where her teammates and their stymphs fly—“that we’re not to be fucked with.”

			His confusion abates, replaced by hesitant hope and begrudging respect. Cronus’s sparse feathers ruffle, revealing his spots of pink skin here and there, pebbled with gooseflesh. He tilts his head the other way, talons scratching at the dirt, bronze beak clicking together in contemplation. After a long, long, moment, he grumbles: “You had a different Winged before me.” He steps closer; his beak bumps against her sternum, where their Bonding glyph burns—over the little splotch of what remains of hers and Sansa’s. “I can feel it,” Cronus adds, and she’s surprised to hear bitterness in his voice, a touch of…jealousy? Resignation, at coming in at second place? “I can feel her.”

			Taissa doesn’t have time to wonder if all Wingeds, glyph-bonded to a rider who lost their first, can somehow sense the long-gone presence of the other before Cronus adds, “I’m not her. But you’re not Markus, either, hatchling.” He snaps his beak, and flaps his wings once, then twice. “Don’t steer me, and don’t squeeze me. If you do, I’m done.”

			“Fair enough,” she replies, her face breaking into a grin. Cronus rolls his eyes.

			“This is still going to be bad,” he warns her as she completes the High Mount, and he’s right. The rest of practice is even more of a nightmare (or a night terror that Taissa wishes she could wake screaming from) than before. It’s almost like Locke is trying unnecessarily hard to compensate for James’s snide comment about favoritism. Even throughout all the long years of their hatredship, she’s never heard him yell like this. It would be impressive if she wasn’t on the verge of murder.

			“OI, NEWBIE! If you can’t stay in formation, at least stay in your fucking saddle!”

			“CHO! What the fuck was that? If I never see that again, it’ll be too bloody soon!”

			“WHAT ARE YOU DOING? CHO! CHO! GET BACK HERE. NOW!”

			And then her personal favorite: “YOU ARE PLAYING LIKE A DROWNED RAT!”

			“Holy shit,” pants Brontë as she flies alongside Taissa, shielding her from the opposing Knockers as she tries to reach the tower, “he’s not going to have a voice tomorrow, is he?”

			Thank Morgana. Taissa grits her teeth as Cronus swerves away from a reserve player’s attack, acquiescing to her mental request. “Or a head!” she shouts back.

			Brontë cackles, and her stymph, Icarus, laughs with her. “I like you!” she yells over yet another one of Kion’s insults as he furiously zooms past (“IF YOU FLEW AS FAST AS YOUR GOB RUNS, WE’D HAVE WON ALREADY!). “You’re not too bad, Taissa!”

			Taissa’s mouth twitches upward in a smile, but she mashes it back down. Brontë could be just like her friends on the Wyverns and have no trouble leaving her to rot if the time comes. Friends are finicky, and friends are fake. Friends always leave you, in the end.

			Taissa’s not here to make friends. She’s here to be a teammate. That’s it. That’s all.

			So she just leans forward in Cronus’s saddle and keeps her eyes fixed on the draconian jewels as Brontë, grinning, futilely tries to catch her eye.

		

	
		
			Chapter Ten

			 

			Kion

			They’d found him.

			Curled up tight underneath his shabby cot in the dormitory, Kion screamed in terror as a sweaty hand grabbed his tiny ankle and yanked him across the dusty floor. He stared up at them in undiluted horror, Ralf with his burly build, Quaid and his gummy sneer, and red-haired Gerald, who was holding a leather belt. It had been Ralf who’d found him, whose giant hand bruised his skin.

			Kion scrambled to his feet. “No!” he cried, backing away and looking frantically toward the door, but there was no matron in sight to help him. “STOP!”

			“Oh, look,” said Quaid. “The little monster is crying. Shut up!” He kicked Kion right in the ribs with a vicious fervor. Kion screamed as Ralf hauled him back up.

			“Father Jameson says you got the devil in you. Says it’s gotta be beaten out.” Gerald shook the belt menacingly as Kion cried in pain and fright while Ralf ripped his shirt off him and forced him around, holding his wrists so he couldn’t escape.

			“No, please!” sobbed Kion. It wasn’t fair. They were eleven and twelve and he was only seven. “I don’t, I don’t! I don’t got the devil in me!”

			He hadn’t meant to show anybody his secret. His secret was the only thing that kept him happy. Sometimes at night, symbols—pretty ones, with fancy loops and swirls—would play in his mind, and he would draw them on himself with the fountain pen he filched from Matron Louisa. Most of the time they didn’t do anything, almost like his fountain pen wasn’t enough to do…whatever he was trying to do.

			But sometimes they made him feel different.

			One made him fly just a little bit, hovering a few inches above his cot.

			The other boys had seen, and instead of thinking it made him somebody worth being friends with, they ran. They ran right to tell the priest, who said that Kion was showing signs of demonic possession.

			Kion didn’t think it was true, but he was becoming less sure.

			A gentle, but firm, voice echoes from somewhere very far away. “Kion? It’s James. Your best friend. You’re in your flat. It’s 2026. There’s nobody in the apartment but us. Nothing bad is going to happen to you, all right?”

			“Shut up!” Ralf snaps, and then the belt is cracking through the air and breaking the skin on Kion’s slender back. He screams, fighting to break free, but Ralf is unmovable.

			“It’s all over, I promise you. You survived it. You’re not in the Waywardly Home. Can you press your heels into the floor? Feel what it’s like to be supported by the floor beneath you?”

			The belt cracks down again.

			And again.

			“Take a deep breath, Kion. Like this.”

			He cries so hard he throws up. He wishes he had a mum or a dad who could stop this. But he has nobody and nothing who will help him. So by the end of it, when he’s covered in warm blood and hot, deadly pain, he’s as he always is. Alone and scared.

			The memory shatters into thousands of different pieces, like a mirror hitting cement. Kion’s chest rises and falls in a jagged, uneven rhythm as his vision begins to unblur. Tremors shoot through his whole fucking body.

			He’s sitting on his black couch, a drink in one hand and James across from him. James. Kion blinks.

			Right. Right. It’s 2026. Years have passed. He’s no longer in danger, but his mind—his stupid, broken mind—doesn’t seem to understand that.

			“How long?” Kion rasps, staring down at the ice in his glass to hide the shame he feels trying to creep across his face.

			“I noticed you’d zoned out perhaps two or three minutes ago. A longer one, this time.” James is as calm and clear as a pond in winter. No hint of judgment, pity, or otherwise, is in his measured words. “Do you want to talk about it?”

			“Fuck, no.” Kion throws back a sip of his drink. James is the only one on the team that knows about his…condition. For years, he’s been able to keep it that way, but the stress of dissolution’s made these flashbacks happen more often.

			He had one yesterday in the bloody locker room shower. Cutbacks have taken their toll on the water heater. The shower had been too cold at first, like the lake where they’d dumped him and thrown stones at him. It’s only a matter of time before somebody else finds out, and he doesn’t want that. At all.

			Panaceas won’t work on old marks, so Kion uses a Level Three Illusionary glyph on his back to cover up his horrific scars, all the ruined skin and rough texture, while he changes in the locker room. It’s one of the only Level Three glyphs he knows. He’d hoped a Level Two would cover the mass of damage, but only a Level Three could suffice. It took him ages to get it right. James only saw his bare back because the posh prick had walked in on Kion in his own fucking flat a few days after he had joined the team.

			Kion had expected James to shower him in useless pity. He hadn’t. Instead, James had given him a long, even look and asked what had happened. And then he’d lifted up his own shirt. There, snaking across his torso, was a small white scar that looked like it could be from a knife.

			“Courtesy of my father,” said James, meeting his eye. “He was ashamed to have a child as weak as I was. I was struck by an elf-shot in the country when I was two.” James turned, and he saw another, smaller mark, on the back of his left shoulder. It must have been where the elf-shot had hit.

			Kion’s eyebrows had raised. Unseelie elves—dark elves—had famously terrible aim when it came to their disease-spreading arrows, but on the rare occasion they did manage to strike a victim, the poor bastard would develop any range of Unseelie illnesses: debilitating, chronic diseases that weakened the body horribly.

			“The Fading Fever,” James explained, turning back around. His throat bobbed. “I was bedbound, constantly ill. An insult to the Ridgeshaw legacy. We hadn’t yet realized that lacker immunosuppressants could treat it; we thought I’d forever be ill. So he…tried to take care of it himself. My mother stopped him only just in time.”

			Staring at that ruined skin on his torso, Kion had realized that even though James was the poshest twat he’d ever known with his cashmere sweaters and steam-pressed trousers, they were both sorry bastards.

			It had been enlightening.

			Now, Kion slumps back in the sofa. James regards him quietly, sipping his own drink. He sits on the armchair across from him with one leg folded over the other. “If you cannot control the flashbacks, Kion, perhaps you can work on controlling the way you begin to drool. It’s ungentlemanly.”

			Anyone else might be grievously offended. It’s an outrageously nasty thing to say. But Kion feels his lips twitch in something that could grow into a grin if he let it.

			He doesn’t. But he comes close. He always does, with James.

			James sighs, tapping a finger against his glass. “Do you remember what we were talking about before you disappeared?”

			He has an inkling. Grimacing, Kion throws back the rest of his drink and crunches loudly on an ice cube. James levels him with an annoyed look.

			“You’re chewing on that ice cube because you don’t want to admit that you do, and because you know I absolutely hate it when people speak with food in their mouths. Well played, I suppose.”

			“Thanks.” Kion promptly loads another ice cube into his mouth.

			“Idiot,” says James fondly.

			“Spoiled brat,” he says around the frozen blob.

			“Fine, then.” His friend rolls his eyes. “I’ll answer for you. We were speaking about a certain Taissa Cho. Honestly, Kion, I don’t believe for one moment that you’re dating her. What’s happening? Why the ruse?”

			Kion bites down on the ice. Hard. It sends freezing fissures up his gums. He won’t lie to James. He just can’t. He knows James can keep a secret, but…

			The contract is thorough. If he tells James, and James accidentally lets it slip, Kion and Taissa both lose everything. As much as James clearly doesn’t want to admit it, Cho could be the difference between dissolution and re-advancement into the Major League. And fine, if he’s backed into a corner, he’d rather fucking lie than lose his family.

			Plus, James clearly doesn’t want Taissa on the team, for more than just Cho’s splendidly annoying personality. He doesn’t trust her history. Kion knows his friend, and his friend is as cutthroat as a viper when it comes to eliminating perceived threats. There is absolutely a chance that James would try to get Taissa kicked off the team by revealing the relationship is fake to the public. He would probably donate some more of his money to the team to soften the blow, but James’s dwindling piles of cash are nothing compared to what might come calling with this PR scheme.

			As much as he hates to admit that, Kion knows it.

			James Ridgeshaw IV is used to having things his way. His mother has spoiled him silly, perhaps in an attempt to compensate for the absolute fuckwad that was his father. Was, past tense, because James Ridgeshaw III is very, very dead. Pity.

			The subsequent twenty-two years of coddling—her nagging about his career choice excluded—from his mother has shaped James into a man whose spoiled nature makes him ruthless. Usually, Kion can admire this about his best mate: It’s a bloody marvelous thing to gain the godlike confidence of a wealthy wanker after such a horrific childhood, to wrench back the power to make demands and shape your own life. When James sends food back in a restaurant because it’s slightly lukewarm, or shamelessly bribes cabbies to go over the speed limit so they can make an event, Kion grins, because it means his friend is nowhere close to being like him—shattered and scarred and so completely fucked in the head.

			Right now, though, that ruthlessness won’t benefit any of them. Not if James manages to cut Taissa out from the team, and they’re back to square one.

			For fuck’s sake, they need a real coach. He’s sick and tired of pretending he can adequately fill those shoes. He’s no coach. He’s barely even an adequate captain. The purple armband he wears over his leathers has only gotten this team to the brink of being dissolved.

			So Kion just stares down into his cup, neck itching. He doesn’t want to tell a fucking lie. Where’s silver-tongued Cho when you need her?

			“Kion,” prompts James, sniffing in disdain. “What’s really going on with you and that awful girl?”

			Cursing everything and everyone profusely in his mind, Kion opens his mouth.

			And he lies.

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			By the time that the match against the Cockatrices rolls around, James is the only person who’s not completely convinced that Kion and Taissa are dating—and shagging.

			The latter is entirely Cho’s fault.

			They’d been urged by Niamh to go out on another date, this time on a “romantic” evening stroll during which they’d done nothing but bicker through fake smiles while the paparazzi clicked away at their Baboobie Formation. The seeds of Niamh’s plan had already taken root: More than a few times they were stopped by people wanting photos with them.

			Yeah, sure, so they’d all made quips about the losing streak or Cho’s scandal, but still, progress was progress. And none of them suspected that Cho had actually joined the team.

			When Kion and Taissa returned to the Nexitory, they ran into Knox, who was coming in from some club or another. With the way he drunkenly winked at Kion, it was pretty clear he expected him to follow Cho into her flat so—for the sake of the scheme—he reluctantly did.

			“Did you know,” Taissa asked, slipping off her bunny slippers, “that Brontë came up to me during practice and asked why, exactly, she hasn’t heard any mattress squeaking through the wall?”

			Kion was staring at those atrocious shoes in disgust and making a mental note to burn them. Somehow. “Why are the two of you jabbering during practice?” he snapped.

			“Not the point,” Taissa fired back, hands on her hips. “Look, I share a bedroom wall with her. She has a point. Come here.”

			“Cho, for Merlin’s sake—”

			But she’d already grabbed his wrist and was tugging him into her bedroom. For a moment he was startled by how plain and bare it was in comparison to his own room, but then he remembered that she’d only brought two suitcases with her from the cottage.

			“On the bed, Locke,” demanded Taissa.

			“What?” asked Kion, not liking how the muscles in his stomach had suddenly tightened.

			Taissa had climbed onto the bed and was looking impatiently down at him. She was standing on the mattress, her hands back on her hips. “Don’t make me do it by myself. It’ll be much better if you join me. This type of thing usually is, you know.”

			“You’re ridiculous.” He shifted uncomfortably.

			“And you’re a wee prude.”

			“Fuck off, Cho, no, I’m bloody not—”

			“So just when it comes to me?”

			“Merlin’s teeth—”

			She scowled at him. “Your loss.”

			And then she was…jumping. Up and down. On the mattress.

			She was also making some of the most disturbing noises he’d ever heard in his life.

			“OHHH, MMMM,” she groaned with an alarmingly deadpan expression as Kion stared in growing horror and realization. Fuck, so this is what she’d been planning? He’d thought…

			He’d…

			Never mind.

			“OH, MORGANA, YES. RIGHT THERE!” Taissa was jumping with more and more fervor. The bed was squeaking in terror underneath her. As she jumped, her unruly curls became a dark cloud above her head and her baggy Banallan shirt lifted up enough to show the barest flash of tan stomach.

			Why the fuck was his mouth drying out?

			Get on the bed, Cho mouthed, staring at him accusatorily, still violently jumping.

			No, he mouthed back.

			Somehow, he could read each word her lips silently said next. I’ll say you have a teeny-tiny tadger.

			“Don’t you fucking dare,” he snarled, not liking the vindictive look in her narrowed eyes.

			“OO, IT’S SO SM—”

			That was how he ended up jumping on the bed with Cho, the headboard slamming against the wall while she emitted the strangest grunts and groans he’d ever had the displeasure of hearing.

			“It’s odd that you’re so silent,” she panted. “You need to make some kind of noise.”

			And then she was jumping toward him on the bed with her hands outstretched.

			Menacingly.

			Kion, dreading her approach, bounded backward just as Cho launched herself toward him, evidently with the goal of tickling him or some ridiculous shit like that. His foot caught on some of her sheets, and he went crashing down just as Taissa made contact with him. Kion bit the inside of his cheek as he landed on the mattress, and as she landed on him. This was happening too fucking often. She smelled like thyme and sage and honey, and she was straddling him while something in his stomach tightened.

			His hands had landed on her hips, out of pure instinct. Somehow they’d slipped underneath her tee, fingers brushing against her warm skin. Taissa was staring down at him, her lips parted, her eyes dark with what was probably surprise at the consequences of her own bloody actions.

			He hated the feeling of her, on top of him. He hated it. He…

			Oh, no.

			Merlin, no.

			Quick. Think about disgusting things. Hair in the shower drain. Óríon’s gory injury from a few seasons back, his eye almost hanging out of his socket. Knox’s gym socks…

			Too late.

			Ah, fuckkkkkkkkk.

			Taissa’s eyes had gone wide. But she hadn’t moved.

			“Don’t let it go to your head,” snapped Kion, ears beginning to burn. “It’s a natural reaction, Cho.”

			“Right,” she finally rasped, seemingly coming back to herself with a start and rolling off him. She wouldn’t look at him and her cheeks were strangely flushed. Probably not as red as his traitorous ears, though. Merlin’s hairy balls. Kion slid off the bed, fighting the urge to hide the evidence of his arousal behind his hands. He was a man, for fuck’s sake.

			And with appropriate manly dignity, he stormed—fine, hobbled—from her flat and into his own, where he eventually took care of business in a perfunctory manner and absolutely did not think about Taissa fucking Cho while doing it.

			He didn’t. He didn’t.

			It was only because it’s been months since he’s had a proper shag. His cock had a mind of its own.

			So there.

			Now, on the train that skims through the clouds bound for Dunanaird, Scotland, Kion pointedly does not look at Cho. She’s sitting across from him in the compartment, disguised by a midlevel Glamour glyph to mask her presence from any prying eyes.

			The others on the team, although they believe Taissa and Kion to be an item of some sort, understand the importance of hiding her as a secret weapon. Just as nobody—save James—questioned their relationship too thoroughly, nobody questioned Taissa’s glamour.

			It’s turned her unruly hair temporarily pin-straight and blonde, her eyes a murky gray, and her skin a pasty white. But bits and pieces of Taissa still shine through, at least to Kion. That annoyed twist to her mouth as she furiously crochets is purely Taissa Cho, as is the way her nose is crinkled, and the sharp, quick movements of her hands.

			Kion prefers her without the milky skin and brittle blonde hair.

			But at least this Taissa is somewhat silent.

			Ever since the now-infamous Stiffy Disaster, they’ve avoided all contact aside from badmouthing each other on the pitch.

			Yesterday she wished for his next jobbie to be a porcupine, you dobber.

			He also fixedly does not look beside her at Niamh, who’s flipping through a copy of Wily Witch and marking up the pages where Kion and Taissa appear. So far, five pages have been marked with cheerful pink Post-its. It’s only a matter of time before the money starts coming.

			A stack of other trashy magazines sits beside her. Seelie Spectator this week features a familiar-looking bare-chested dryad singer winking at the camera. Court Chatter boasts a glossy photograph of the Unseelie royalty—King Puck and Queen Pike—the dark elves smiling gleefully, the headline something about “expecting” a changeling. Fucking ominous, that. Unseelie Weekly’s front page is of a púca, the dark-furred creature smiling genially. This shapeshifter’s taken the form of something like a jackal-rabbit-hybrid. Its golden eyes, which never change, seem to be laughing at him.

			The bright yellow headline reads, Get Lucky Fast! Make a Deal with Púca Púca LLC…grants Your Wish with a Swish!! *Púca Púca LLC makes no warranties and/or representations to the accuracy of the advertised deals; terms and exceptions will definitely apply, Púca Púca LLC is not responsible for any apocalyptic disasters that may ensue, including but not limited to: Armageddon, End of Days, Ragnarök, et cetera, et cetera.*

			Kion rolls his eyes. Púcas and their schemes. Deals with one of the Unseelie creatures never end well. Especially considering that he’s heard it whispered from a dullahan friend that Púca Púca LLC is actually the blatant front for the notorious púca syndicate: the Withers. Only an absolute idiot would make a deal with them.

			Instead of flipping through Niamh’s mags, he’s running through his worn playbook. Óríon sits next to him, looking shifty. He always does whenever they go out in public. Like he’ll be assassinated on sight.

			Not for the first time, Kion wonders what the fuck Magnússon did to upset the Icelandic government, who has so few enemies it’s honestly bloody astounding. Brontë has a handful of theories. So does Adriel, who’s convinced that Óríon is actually a prolific jewel thief masquerading as a carriwitchet player. Óríon hasn’t exactly denied the theory. He seemed, in fact, to greatly enjoy it. As much as Óríon Magnússon can enjoy anything.

			Usually, it would be James sitting next to Kion for the train ride, but his friend has been walking around with a hazy mixture of disgust, betrayal, and lingering disbelief written all over his face for a week or so now. Remembering it, Kion tries to ignore the sting in his chest, focusing instead on not losing this game.

			But still, there’s that niggling worry that this lie is going to cost him his family instead of saving it. If his team finds out that he deceived them all, they might hate him. Despise him, in a different way than their groans and tired glares directed at him while he coaches. Being hated as a coach is a rite of passage. Being hated as a friend, though…

			Formations and feints swim before his eyes. He can’t ruddy concentrate.

			Right when he’s finally getting somewhere, there’s a hesitant knock on the compartment door. Kion’s head snaps up, hoping it’s James, but it’s that bloody medic Edward. His mouth twists as the golden-haired boy smiles at Niamh’s chirpy greeting and holds something out to the glamoured Taissa. Whatever it is, it’s wrapped in a napkin.

			“Fudge pasty,” Edward says with a small smile. “From the trolley.”

			Who eats fudge pasties from the trolley? Kion grits his teeth. If they weren’t on such a money-eating losing streak, they could have kept the team’s personal bus, with its tinted windows and spacious seating. And then there’d be no fudge pasties from the trolley.

			Taissa looks shyly surprised as she accepts it. “Thanks, Edward.” She’s no longer murderously crocheting. Her cheeks are pink. Pink. Not red with frustration. Not pale with fury. Pink, like ruddy carnations. Pink, like the fudge pasty has gone straight to her heart.

			Edward, the tosser, is blushing, too. Meanwhile, Niamh is looking horrified, staring at Kion with a do something expression.

			He can’t fucking take it. “Oi,” he snaps to Edward, slamming his notebook shut and leaning over to grab one of Niamh’s magazines. He tosses it at him. Unseelie Weekly hits his chest and flutters to the ground.

			“Locke!” Taissa hisses as Edward stoops to pick it up. The lad’s face goes white as he studies the cover. In a little box over the púca is a grainy photograph of Taissa and Kion walking in the park in the Baboobie Formation.

			“Take a good long look at that,” says Kion. “And then when you’re done, fuck off with your fudge pasties.”

			Annoyance and some confusion flash across Edward’s apparently beautiful face. He holds up his other hand, where a brown paper bag is held. “Er, okay. But I got them for the whole team. There’s one for you, too, Kion. You’d do well to get some carbs and sugar into you, everyone looks half asleep.”

			Oh. Fucking great.

			Kion is a massive git.

			And Taissa is glaring at him like she’s going to disembowel him with her crochet hook. Physically unable to admit when he’s wrong, Kion sneers right back.

			Admitting you’re wrong gets you beaten to a bloody pulp in the orphanage bathroom.

			“Is there one for me?” says Óríon, oblivious to the tension crackling in the compartment.

			Edward pulls one out of the bag and hands it to him. Óríon bites into it with relish—and finishes it in two bites. “Good,” he says thickly. “Very good. Hann var gómsætur.”

			“Glad somebody thinks so,” Edward says. “Ah, do you want yours, Kion?”

			“No.”

			“Give it to me,” demands Óríon with all the stern expectation of a military general.

			“What the hells was that?” Taissa demands as Edward leaves, looking both embarrassed and upset. Kion shifts in his seat. “What is wrong with you—”

			“He is possessive over you.” Óríon has a bit of fudge around his mouth, but nobody is brave enough to tell him. That includes Kion. He once saw Óríon pick up a rabid, mouth-foaming raccoon and hurl it away from him. Without even flinching. “In my country, people do not give women fudge unless they want to sleep with them. It is traditional.”

			“You’re making that up,” accuses Taissa, but she doesn’t sound too sure.

			“Yes. Obviously.” Óríon dusts off his hands, looking unimpressed and annoyed. “But Kion is jealous. It is natural when two people are having passionate sex.” His lips thin. This is the longest Kion’s heard Óríon speak in a long time, and it’s obvious that he’s done now, having lost all interest in the conversation.

			Taissa’s pale cheeks are bright red and splotchy. “Oh. Yeah. We’re having loads of passionate sex. Loads.”

			Kion’s neck itches violently.

			“And Óríon has a point,” offers Niamh, nibbling on a pink nail. “Jealousy is a perfectly normal reaction, since you two are in a relationship.” Although Óríon seems oblivious to the odd stressors on each word, Kion is not. He glares as the elf looks pointedly between him and Taissa. “It wouldn’t be good for the relationship if someone had feelings for someone else.”

			Taissa huffs in agitation, folding her arms. “I frankly don’t know what you’re talking about, Niamh. Edward is nice, and—adorable. Like a cherub. Or a kitten. That’s all. Nice. And adorable. Unlike some people.”

			Adorable? Cherub? Kion rolls his eyes, and Taissa’s soft smile flashes through his mind. She’d given it to Edward as he bandaged her up, and as he offered her the pasty. She’s never looked at him like that. At least, not that he remembers.

			And not that he cares.

			“Good,” the elf says, looking relieved. “I’m happy to hear it.”

			“You know I only have eyes for my pookie.” Her eyes cut toward him, full of spite.

			Agitation makes his muscles lock in place. What is it with her and that cursed pet name? He is not a pookie. “Same here…” He tries to think of an even worse pet name. Cupcake? Kitten? Sugar lips? Disgusting, all of those. But then he panics, and the silence has gone on for too long and is suspicious, so he ends up biting out: “…sweetheart.”

			Merlin fucking damn it.

			Sweetheart? Sweetheart? What the fuck?

			With the way Taissa is staring at him, you’d think he’d murdered a puppy. Or kicked a child in the face.

			Fuck off, mouths Kion. Óríon is scrolling on his phone, tapping Play on a song that might just be bloody “Twinkle, Twinkle Little Star.”

			No, you fuck off, mouths Taissa right back, making disturbingly violent gestures with her hands. Sweetheart?

			A headache is beginning to pulse through his skull. Kion scowls violently. This is the longest they’ve “spoken” in days—he doesn’t count her cursing at him, and him cursing right back during their morning drills as speaking—and he wishes it would stop. Immediately. Nobody can agitate him quite like Taissa Cho.

			Niamh taps away on her tablet, oblivious to the silent war waging between the “couple.” Kion grimaces as the damned thing chimes with an alert. Assuming that they don’t lose this match against the Cockatrices and face dissolution head-on, Niamh has arranged a ridiculous itinerary for them in Dunanaird.

			The scheme will continue past Taissa’s big reveal as the Stymphs’ new player. It has to, in order to rake in the money they need. Of course, if they lose this game and are dissolved by Dodds, there’ll be no point in the PR move.

			Good news: Kion will be free from Cho.

			Bad news: His worst nightmare will have come true.

			He’d rather take Taissa Cho.

			Kion breaks their glowering contest with a huff and opens his playbook again. Taissa turns back to angrily crocheting before her phone rings. Excusing herself, Taissa steps into the train’s corridor to answer it.

			Meanwhile, Óríon seems to be dozing with his cold blue eyes open. Like a fish. Knox once reported that Óríon sleeps like this, with his qyl in one hand and a huge knife in the other. How Knox found that out, Kion has no bloody idea. How he escaped with his life after waking him up is also a gigantic mystery.

			Knox Tanaka is too much fucking trouble for his own good.

			What he does know is that Magnússon has trouble sleeping. Who wouldn’t, if the Icelandic government was after them? It’s probably why Óríon is blasting soothing lullabies into his ears. Kion can just hear the faint melodies of “Baa, Baa Black Sheep” trickling out of his earbuds. It would be comical if James hadn’t once told Kion that he’d caught the cold, stoic player staring mournfully down at a worn Polaroid of a light-haired girl. Something happened to Óríon in Vesturbær.

			Something really fucking bad.

			Kion knows the feeling. So he never asks, never pries, into Óríon Magnússon’s past. He’s not sure he’d like what he might find. And in turn, Óríon doesn’t ask about his history.

			Magnússon somehow understands more about Kion than he’d like him to. James would never share Kion’s secret, but sometimes the player gives Kion glances that are just a little too knowing. And he’s not being paranoid. Look. One Halloween, a costumed Knox jumped out at Kion with the intention of scaring the shit out of him, triggering a—well, a fucking episode. And Óríon, with no prompting, had stepped in front of a suddenly vacant-eyed Kion to hide him from the team while James helped him outside.

			The next morning, Óríon had looked at him and nodded. Just slightly, but enough to send a message. Kion hates it, that Óríon might know, but the other man hardly ever opens his mouth.

			And when he does, there’s a ninety percent chance it’s just to curse in Icelandic.

			Helvíti. Rassgat. Djöfulsins gunga.

			As the train chugs on through the gray-smeared clouds of Britain, Kion turns back to his notebook and futilely tries to concentrate while Óríon snores slightly to “Rock-a-Bye Baby.”

		

	
		
			Interlude
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			@key_on_lock [image: ]

			Evening stroll with her.

			Hashtag selfie

			Hashtag relationship

			Hashtag couple

			@knoxknox_whos_there [image: ]

			Maaaate…

			@knoxknox_whos_there [image: ]

			Did you seriously just write out the word “hashtag” 3 times

			@islaadaway [image: ]

			askjkjljkkjllkjjlkj

			@mahina_kehele [image: ]

			Omg he did…@adrielpollack do u see this??

			@dryadmama52

			Ugh. Was such a big fan of yours.

			@washedupcelebs

			Just boked!

			@esteecho671

			Young man, I would like to speak with you. What is your phone number

			@taissacho_official [image: ]

			Mum please

			@nclfan7891

			Gross why are you with her

			@taissacho_official [image: ]

			Because I’m extremely fit obviously

			@cancelledcrones

			Is that a joke? Have you literally ever looked in the mirror

			@gerry.the.grindelow

			Your shoulders are really broad. If they weren’t you’d be a 7/10 but right now I’d say you’re a 3 or a 4

			@elise.henricks [image: ]

			lolllll

			@esteecho671

			I have never seen a group of more insecure dobbers in my life

			@ghilie.dubh

			No offense but this is giving PR stunt bc they’re both flops rn and need attention so I don’t believe it plus don’t they hate each other

			@niamh_xo

			Not PR haha!! [image: Smiling face emoji.]

			@gerry.the.grindelow

			Ew. What does this say about you, that you’d date someone like that?? You’re just as bad

			#cheater #chothecheater

			@wilywitch

			#Kiossa is here to stay!! [image: Heart emoji.]

			@cancelledcrones

			Why would literally anyone celebrate this

			@key_on_lock [image: ]

			Everybody shut the fuck up right now

		

	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			 

			Taissa

			Cronus is colicky and furious after being transported to Dunanaird in the train’s roomy livestock compartment. The Stymphs aren’t used to flying long distances, but apparently Cronus would rather have dropped dead from the sky instead of traveling with his ungrateful assortment of brats.

			Not only is this his first time out of Pinion-upon-Keat, it’s also his first time off of the Nexitory’s property, born and bred in captivity, then shunted to the side when he became too barmy to have on the pitch.

			Apparently, he’s a bit overwhelmed by all of this.

			“You’re so dramatic,” Taissa clucks out loud, exhausted and nervous for the game tomorrow. Yet loath as she is to admit it, Kion’s brutal and masochistic drills have begun to give her back her strength. She can feel it in her body—a thrumming of energy curling around her bones, begging to be released in the air. In the skies.

			“How dare you call me dramatic?” screeches Cronus. “Respect your elders, hatchling, or reap the consequences!” His beak snaps menacingly at her; she bats it away irritably. Cronus takes it upon himself to viciously stomp on her toes. Taissa jerks her bunny-baffied foot away from his descending talons with a glare.

			Her glamour is itching her skin, itching it furiously, as she brushes Cronus down in the Cockatrices’ guest stable, which connects to the field they’ll play on tomorrow. She wants him sleek and glossy for the game. Unlike Sansa, who practically preened and purred underneath Taissa’s pre-game administrations (beeswax on her scales and nails, a muscle massage, plus some daily affirmations such as “you’re the prettiest wyvern in all the land”), Cronus is threatening to shit on her.

			“I’ll do it,” he squawks.

			Like she ever doubted it.

			The guest stable in Dunanaird is nothing like the Nexitory’s stable with Yggdrasil. There’s no grand tree for the Stymphs; instead, there are only wooden stalls with hay and water. It smells like wet wood and old sweat. Like the Wingeds are common horses instead of magnificent steeds. The NCL Cockatrices are nasty for this, as the dismal lodgings are clearly an attempt to dwindle the Stymphs’ chances of victory tomorrow. Taissa bites back her irritation. Cronus, after the life he’s had, deserves a ridiculously posh stable fit for a king.

			But then again, the Cockatrices have never had Major League money like the Stymphs. Their Nexitory is a fourth of the size of what Taissa expected, ramshackle and made from scuffed concrete. The bleachers lining the field are in disrepair, and even the grass is wilted, as if it’s depressed by the constant blunderings of its team.

			In the next stall over, Adriel is brushing down Ahava with no difficulty at all. Taissa feels him glancing sideways at her. She brightens, but only slightly. Every time she’s gone to knock on Adriel’s door, he’s been out. And BSL is an absolute menace to learn online, although she’s been taking a lesson per night on her battered laptop.

			She can’t quite get a read on Adriel. Unlike James, he’s not outright hostile nor snobbish. But unlike Brontë and Knox, who’ve been steadily trying to befriend her (she’s convinced Knox is on the verge of making her a friendship bracelet), he’s not outright friendly, either. He reminds her of a Greek sculpture, appearing beautiful and gentle, but ultimately cold to the touch.

			The others have long left the stables. But Adriel seems to cherish rubbing down Ahava, and Taissa…Well, with the way that Cronus is behaving, she has no choice but to stay in the stables until he’s presentable for tomorrow.

			For her first match in two years.

			Her stomach twists, and she tries to ignore how her muscles have gone all wobbly.

			“Adriel,” she says instead, momentarily pausing in her administrations. Cronus ruffles his feathers in relief as Adriel turns to her expectantly. “Locke told me that you’re the one to talk to if I wanted to learn BSL.”

			Adriel blinks, studying her for a long, measuring moment. Ahava, too, cocks her head and clucks expectantly, bronze beak glittering. Cronus snaps his, glaring at his daughter. Ahava makes a threatening grrrk grrk sound in the back of her throat. Is it just her, or does Cronus look slightly approving as his daughter ruffles her wings in warning? Taissa blinks as Adriel clears his throat, pulling her attention back toward him.

			“Kion told me you might come asking,” he muses, “but he didn’t sound as though he believed it.”

			“He didn’t.”

			A brow rises. Adriel is a beautiful boy, slim and small, with heavily lashed eyes and pink-tinged cheeks. A small earring in the shape of a feather glitters in his right ear, and his oversized sweater looks like it would be the softest thing she’s ever touched. When he scratches his eyebrow, she sees that his slender fingers sparkle with thin rings. “You two are kind of a really…strange couple,” he murmurs.

			She grimaces. He sounds like Estee. Her mum had called her on the train, full of questions, each of which Taissa had dodged with expert skill (“I’m not not not dating him,” she’d said, listening to Estee’s bewildered splutters). “Well, opposites attract and all,” she forces out now.

			Adriel shrugs, but the motion is coolly calculated. “I think you’re actually, like, too similar.”

			Slander. Libel. She’s nothing like that utter bampot. Bitter words rise to Taissa’s lips but she shoves them back down. They’re supposed to be in love. Luckily Adriel doesn’t comment on how she’s contorting her face in an effort not to talk shite about Kion (she looks, she suspects, highly constipated). “But will you do it?” she presses. “Will you teach me?”

			“I guess so,” admits Adriel, and his eyes are just slightly warmer now. Less suspicious. “The rest of the team learned. It took them a while, but we have time. That is, if we win tomorrow’s match. You’re one of us now, right?”

			“I guess so,” she echoes.

			Adriel’s mouth twitches. “By the way,” he says, glancing down at the stable floor, “is there a reason you’ve been wearing bunny slippers, like, literally everywhere?”

			Slowly, Taissa looks at Cronus.

			He cackles with undeniable pride, and after a moment, Ahava joins in.

			“Be quiet,” Taissa warns, mourning her ruined trainers, but the stymphalians only laugh harder.

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			In the grimy Dunanaird locker room the next morning, Taissa scratches a Nullifying glyph over the Glamour glyph with her qyl, letting the illusion of blonde hair and pale skin dissolve with relief. Glamours itch vaguely, like a new, blooming mosquito bite.

			The men are changing just around the corner of the faded, tiled wall, while Taissa, Isla, Brontë, and Mahina opt to gear up in the smaller, separate section of the locker room, with a changing area and showers meant for female players.

			Brontë, clad only in a sports bra and underwear, is busy etching glyphs onto her toned body and eyeing Taissa merrily.

			“Do us a favor, hey, and don’t use any illegal glyphs this time? Or do. Maybe it’s just what we need.”

			“Brontë!” Isla softly scolds while Mahina grins right back at the Dozer.

			Taissa grimaces as she shrugs off her shirt and pointedly only draws Balance and Focus glyphs on the inside of her left arm, before inking the Shielding glyph just underneath her clavicle. Communication and Agility are next, on her inner right arm (she applies them slightly clumsily: She’s right-handed). Carriwitchet pros are permitted to use these glyphs only as long as they’re of the Level One variety, but combined with their skill and their bond with their Winged, it’s enough. A Cooling glyph, reserved for summer heat and hot riding leathers, goes on her stomach.

			As the magic settles into her body, Taissa closes her eyes, focusing on the humming sensation as her mind sharpens and settles, honed by Focus, and as the world around her grows steadier. With the Communication glyph, she’s ten times more aware of her teammates—she can hear the men’s breathing as they pull on their gear, and the sharp whispers between Kion and James as they review their starting position: Echelon, followed by a sharp breakaway in all directions.

			This all feels like muscle memory: pulling back her hair into a tight, elaborate plait, hitching on her kit, rolling her shoulders and neck. If she closes her eyes, she can pretend that she’s back with the Wyverns, and that Sansa is waiting for her in the stables, just through the back door of the locker room.

			In that crotchety stymphalian-shaped space in her heart, a prickling of annoyance grows. A jealousy. Cronus.

			She keeps her eyes open.

			“I’m, er, excited to play with you,” Isla mumbles as she laces up her boots. Taissa’s noticed that every time she speaks to her, she turns a flushed, shy pink. It makes her red hair and freckles stand out even more. “No matter what the result is.”

			“Me, too,” agrees Brontë, “as long as you don’t fuck us up.”

			Mahina smirks. “Are you going to fuck us up?” she signs, Isla translating for her. Taissa watches her hands carefully. After a quick, impromptu introductory lesson with Adriel in the stables as he finished brushing down Ahava, Taissa can only recognize you and us (the latter being a somewhat circular motion with her index fingers), but still, it’s an improvement.

			“I’m not going to fuck anything up,” Taissa snaps back, bristling, moments before Kion claps his hands and calls for a meeting. She stomps around the corner, avoiding eye contact with Locke although she can feel his stare burning into her back. They haven’t spoken much since his willy rose to the occasion and said hello.

			(Part of her is flattered that his tadger thinks so, well, highly of her.)

			(The other is rather bewildered and paralyzed by the awkwardness of it all.)

			As Isla, Brontë, and Mahina trickle in after her, Kion grabs her wrist. His grip isn’t hard, but it’s enough for Taissa to whirl around in irritation, wondering what he could possibly want.

			“Cho,” he says, “a word.”

			“I’d really rather not,” she retorts under her breath, and he looks like he wants to murder her. Good. She feels exactly the same.

			Conscious of the team’s curious stares from where they sit on the wooden benches lining the room, Taissa grits her teeth into a sickly sweet smile and grudgingly allows Locke to tug her back around the corner, away from the others. (Although with the Communication glyph, she’s sure they can hear everything anyway. How lovely!) “A rather inconvenient time for a chat, don’t you think?” she snaps, yanking her wrist out of his grip.

			His eyes are so dark, and so very unamused. “Show me the back of your neck.”

			She blinks, momentarily caught off guard. Although she’s wearing Balance, she suddenly feels unsteady. “What?”

			A muscle in Kion’s jaw jumps; he shifts on his feet. “Your neck, Cho. You know what I’m checking for.”

			Realization slowly creeps through her, followed by a confusing surge of hatred, guilt, shame, and fury. “You can ask the other girls. They saw me change.”

			“I need to see it myself.” Kion’s expression is like stone, harsh and unyielding.

			Humiliatingly, her throat begins to close up. “Locke—” It feels like she’s standing in front of the Board again, pleading and defending herself in vain, begging them to turn their scorn and punishment onto Frasier instead. Nobody ever believes her. Nobody ever listens.

			If she were a man, they would have taken her seriously, because they wouldn’t have been rooting for her downfall from the very start.

			Carriwitchet was never meant for witches.

			For years, it was thought of as a warlock’s playing field, a war game unfit for the delicate sensibilities of witches. Even though the times have changed, the tiny female changing spaces in team locker rooms are clearly an afterthought. And the NCL Board is made up solely of warlocks who, two years ago, looked at a grieving witch and labeled her as “unstable” and “guilty of desperate measures.” They hadn’t even let her use a Truth glyph before throwing her—and her life—into the rubbish.

			(And she hates it, but Taissa is too frightened of the law to just draw one on illegally like Kion did in her cottage. She’s already got a reputation as a cheater, and who knows if the DMR—the Department of Magical Regulation—would have some sort of pre-existing bias for her and would throw her into Shackell without even hearing her out.)

			But even if she could have found a willing magis, she still couldn’t have used a Truth glyph—not without Sansa’s sparkling life hanging in the balance.

			“Spread these lies again,” Frasier had hissed, cornering her after she’d been dismissed by the disbelieving Board, “and I’ll see your little wyvern put down.”

			The threat had bought two years of her complete and utter silence.

			Taissa wants to say this, wants to say all of this, but Kion’s just like them. He’s just like Coach Frasier, just like the rest, with their cold eyes. She’s thought about it before: that maybe the reason he hates her so much is because she’s a witch. And she was better than him.

			Her throat is too tight to say anything more as she reluctantly turns around, pretending like her eyes aren’t burning as she lifts up her heavy plait and feels Kion searching her neck for an illegal glyph.

			“Your arms,” he says.

			Feeling numb, like she’s standing outside of her own body, Taissa turns back around and yanks the leathers up. Kion notes the Balance and Focus glyphs with a cursory nod.

			“What,” Taissa manages to say, covering her rising tide of emotions with a sour, spiteful tone, “are you going to make me strip, too?”

			For a moment, she thinks he might have flinched, flinched violently, only there’s no remorse in his eyes. There’s something, but she doesn’t know what it is. “I trust the witches you changed with would have told me if they saw any illegal glyphs anywhere else on your body.”

			Avoiding his stare, Taissa yanks her sleeves back down and redons her gloves. Her vision is slightly blurry, and her mouth tastes like salt. The nerves swarming in her stomach aren’t helping matters, either. She waits for Kion to turn on his heel and stride back to the group, but he doesn’t move. “Cho. Look at me.”

			Not like this. She will not let Kion Locke see how her eyes are swimming with tears and how her mind is swarming with bad memories.

			“Oi,” he says, quieter this time, and then his leather-gloved hand is lifting her chin up, forcing her to meet his damnably dark eyes. Taissa quickly sneers up at him, but it’s too late. He’s seen. His Adam’s apple bobs. “I had to check,” he whispers, not gently but not roughly, either. “You know that.”

			She steps away from him, tapping her fingers on her legs, looking anywhere but his face. His stupid, handsome, infuriating face.

			“You haven’t chosen a number yet,” Kion adds after a long moment in which she imagines murdering him in great detail. “Newbie,” he prompts when she doesn’t hear him, still wrapped up in her violent daydream. “Number.”

			Right. The back of her uniform is still bare, absent of her old white-painted 18. Taissa glances up, still trying to mask her hurt as Kion reaches into the pocket of his riding leathers and pulls out a white Pixie Paint-It Pen. It’ll do in a pinch. Kion must have brought it specifically for her uniform.

			“Eighteen isn’t taken by anyone on the team,” he offers after a moment.

			“No,” she says, her voice lashing out like a whip before she can stop it. Kion’s blink is the only sign of his surprise. “I’m never wearing that number again.”

			He regards her for a long, heavy moment. She swallows hard. That number is a reminder of everything she lost. It was the number she was wearing when she fell from grace hard enough to go splat.

			“Your old Robber,” she finally says, her voice scraping against her throat. How it aches. “What was Samara’s playing number?”

			Kion’s face is inscrutable, but there’s something in his eyes she can’t name as he looks at her. Too late, she realizes she’s hunching over herself, holding her waist. She straightens as he says, “02.”

			02. It could work. Two’s a fine number. Mittens come in twos. So do riders and Wingeds. So do bunny baffies. And she’s back, playing after two years. It could be poetic.

			“You know our numbers,” Kion says. “Mine is 11. Mahina’s 98; Adriel’s 99. 33 is Brontë. 07 is Knox, 67 is Óríon, 29 is James, and 17 is Isla. What will yours be?”

			“Two is fine,” she mutters as Kion uncaps the pen. Gritting her teeth, she turns back around, allowing Kion to brush the number onto her leathers in bold strokes. It dries immediately. Taissa jerks away from him as soon as he’s done.

			“Cho—”

			“Let’s just play, pookie,” Taissa mutters, stalking past him and clipping him with her shoulder as she steps back around the corner, where the team seems to be steadily pretending like they didn’t hear anything.

			Taissa takes a seat on the worn bench in between Isla and Knox, who grins sheepishly at her. She doesn’t smile back, hearing nothing but a roaring in her ears as Kion runs through their plays on the locker room’s whiteboard. Her stomach is a nest of angry hornets and her palms are already beginning to sweat. Even the Focus glyph can do little in the face of her swarming nerves. By the time she’s finally managed to take a few deep breaths, Kion is in the middle of a tirade.

			“—play, and we play our fucking hardest,” he’s snarling as Óríon nods and James pins her with a threatening glower. “This is not going to be our last game. We go out there, and we rip them apart into—”

			“—chicken meat!” hollers Knox, stamping his feet on the grimy linoleum floor.

			“Chicken meat! Chicken meat!” Brontë echoes, joining into the bedlam.

			Óríon rolls his eyes and mutters something under his breath that Taissa can’t quite make out, but does not sound pleasant.

			Kion nods, and there’s a fire burning in his eyes that Taissa knows is only the first flames of a raging inferno. “Isla. I want to see you and Jemmy being aggressive on the defense. Fucking bloodthirsty, yeah?”

			“Yes, Captain,” Isla replies, no hint of her usual bashful blush on her cheeks.

			“Óríon. Knox.”

			Knox grimaces, obviously knowing what’s coming. Óríon looks as cold and unruffled as ever.

			Kion’s voice takes on a low, dangerous tone. “If the two of you put your ridiculous bloody spat over the game one more time, we lose everything. So keep your fat gobs shut and work as a team.”

			“Já, fine,” Óríon says with a sigh.

			When Knox says nothing, Taissa digs her elbow into his ribs. She won’t lose her first game back just because Knox and Óríon argue like an old married couple who are too stubborn to admit they might in fact need a divorce. Not for the first time, she wonders what the origin story of their raging feud is. It almost rivals hers and Kion’s.

			“Yeah,” he wheezes. “Yeah, yeah. Friendship and flowers and all that nonsense.”

			“Drullusokker,” mutters Óríon quietly, looking heavenward.

			“OI!” protests Knox, having apparently heard this particular phrase from Óríon before. When Kion shoots him a glare, Knox smiles winningly. “Er, I mean, what a beautiful language Icelandic is.”

			“James, mate.” The captain holds his friend’s eye, ignoring Óríon’s unenthused grumbling. “Show your mother she’s wrong about carriwitchet. Show your father you’re not the weakling he thought you were.”

			His father? Curiously, Taissa watches as a rough hunger overtakes Ridgeshaw’s face. The team’s Bailer rolls his shoulders and pushes up his glasses, nodding sharply in agreement. When Kion turns to her, Taissa’s stomach drops. Well, then. So the humiliation clearly isn’t over. She holds Kion’s stare, filling her own with open hostility.

			“Cho.”

			(Honestly. The way he always bites out her surname has her preferring the way he said sweetheart on the train. Ridiculous, truly.)

			It’s like the rest of the team is holding their breath as Kion considers her. Taissa curls her hands into fists. “What, Locke?” she snarls.

			Kion’s eyes glitter. “Show them just how fucking angry you are.”

		

	
		
			Interlude

			 

			
				Transcript of the Cockatrices v. Stymphs Match, June 1, 2026

				Courtesy of Complete Carriwitchet: Minor League Coverage

			

			Basil Tumberhatch: And they’re off! Soaring out of the stables and onto the pitch are the Dunanaird Cockatrices, Scotland’s pride and—

			Helena Hedgecomb: Embarrassment. Embarrassment, darling. You can say it.

			Basil: Er, some might say. Well, it’s a rainy day here in Dunanaird, but the NCL Cockatrices are clearly ready to face their opponents! Look at their Wingeds circling the pitch as their riders jog out! There’s Captain Jillian Bart, waving to the, uh, rather meager crowd! Last season’s victory against the NCL Stymphs was Bart’s first win as captain—and the team’s first win in two decades. Today, we’ll see if the Stymphs are ready to make a comeback! What do you think, Helena, dear?

			Helena: I’m not quite sure, Basil. One of their Robbers, Samara Heaton, recently left the team. We have no word who they’ve replaced her with…or if they’ve replaced her at all. After an abysmal two seasons, things are looking very bad indeed for the NCL Stymphs. They’re on the verge of dissolution; a team’s worst nightmare. We could be witnessing their very last game. For Stymphs fans, it’s a very somber day indeed.

			Basil: Well, you know what they say, Helena! Speak of the devil, and the devil comes knocking! The stable doors are bursting open, and out strides Captain Kion Locke of the NCL Stymphs, followed by fan favorite Knox Tanaka. Look at these birds take to the sky! Look at—Wait. What, er, what the bloody hells is that?

			Helena: That, Basil darling, appears to be a very old and very decrepit stymph.

			Basil: …

			Helena: …

			Basil: What the actual [CENSORED]?

			Helena: Wait a second, dear. Wait. Who’s that it’s landing in front of?

			Basil: Oh, my days. Oh, my days, is that—is that Taissa Cho? Helena, I think that’s Taissa Cho!

			Helena: It appears, ladies and gentlemen, that here in Dunanaird, we are witnessing the reappearance of disgraced player Taissa Cho! She’s here with the NCL Stymphs, with boyfriend Kion Locke, about to ride a bird that looks like it’s on the brink of death!

			Basil: Goodness, oh, goodness! I can’t believe this! She’s standing next to Kion Locke on the field, and if I’m correct, she’ll be taking Samara Heaton’s place as a Robber! Folks, this is mad! Taissa Cho was the Robber for the NCL Wyverns before she was exposed for cheating! OH, MY DAYS—

			Helena: Oh hush, hush, calm yourself, darling. Think of your blood pressure. We’ll now commence the riddle portion of the match. Mind-to-mind, the Wingeds will pose their riddle to their witch or warlock…

			Basil: There we go! And it looks like Cockatrice team are off, speedy riddle-solvers that they are! Given permission to mount, they’re hopping on, as are the NCL Stymphs…all but one player. Taissa Cho seems to be in some kind of argument with her Winged! Will she solve the riddle or not?

			Helena: The former, it seems. Now, Cho is…Well, that’s interesting. Cho’s steed refuses to bow to her, necessitating a maneuver known as the High Mount! Look at that running start. Well, here we go, folks! Cho finally takes to the sky on her gerontological bird! And the game is on.

			Basil: HA! I never get tired of seeing how these cockatrices’ heads wobble. There goes Jillian Bart into a Solomonari Formation, and there’s Taissa Cho in a picture-perfect Echelon with James Ridgeshaw and her sweetheart, Kion Locke. The Stymphs are determined to get those draconian jewels…

			Helena: And it looks like Cho and Locke have scored weapons from the third tier of the tower! Not a bad start for the Stymphs. Not a bad start at all, is it, dear?

			Basil: Uh…Looks like we have a bit of a spat out on the field…

			Helena: Oh? Oh…Yes, darling, it looks like there’s a verbal altercation happening on the pitch! Cockatrice Robber Hamitch Mill seems to be shouting something at Taissa Cho…

			Basil: It sounds like he’s shouting, “Cheater!”

			Helena: Now, I would encourage Cho to turn a blind eye, but it seems like the witch is shouting something back!

			Basil: Oh, my, that’s some strong language. Some very, very strong language. I don’t know what half of those words mean! Is that Gaelic?

			Helena: And…the referee has given Taissa Cho one purple card. Kion Locke seems to be having some angry words with her. Tensions are running high. We all know the rules about purple cards, collected for strong language, foul play, spitting, and the like…

			Basil: Two more purple cards, and the Stymphs are immediately disqualified. Something they can’t risk this season. As we near halftime, it’s looking more and more like Taissa Cho might just be a liability…

			Helena: The Stymphs are getting frustrated, and you can see it in their playing. Sloppiness. Oh, that’s a nasty blow that Brontë Rihowl took by the Cockatrice’s defense, isn’t it, darling?

			Basil: OH! Oh, dear! Did James Ridgeshaw just crash into the siege tower?

			Helena: It appears so…

			Basil: Things are only going downhill for the Stymphs! This reminds me of dominoes, Helena, with one collapse after the other. Watch Kion Locke. He’s rushing back to his side with weapons in hand…And there it is. He drops a handful of swords—NEARLY DECAPITATING ADRIEL POLLACK! Oho-boy. Nearly killing your own defense, well, that’s not a good look, is it?

			Helena: Not only that, dear, but turn your attention to Knox Tanaka on offense. He’s hanging out of his saddle upside down! It seems he can’t get back up despite teammate Brontë Rihowl’s help…

			Basil: …and Rihowl has just been landed a nasty blow from the Cockatrices’ defense! It seems that Tanaka is now not the only one hanging from his saddle!

			Helena: Well, this is certainly a sight! As the weather worsens, so does the Stymphs’ playing.

			Basil: Well, the Stymphs had better right themselves quickly! The Cockatrices have snatched one draconian jewel, that’s one draconian jewel! There are only two left to nab from the Stymphs’ side, and the game is Dunanaird’s…

			Helena: Kion Locke doesn’t seem too happy about that.

			Basil: Even I’m feeling bad for Taissa, getting shouted at like that by her partner. Dear me, Helena, if you shouted at me like that I fear I might weep.

			Helena: Well, darling, she is shouting back. I’d be surprised if Kion Locke isn’t on the verge of weeping himself. What’s that hand gesture she’s giving him? I don’t recognize it, but it looks quite crude…

			Basil: Wait. Wait…Something’s happening. Helena, Helena, look.

			Helena: Oberon’s teeth! The—the Cockatrices! They’re…No, it can’t be.

			Basil: They’re falling from the sky.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			 

			Kion

			Panting in a mixture of fear, fury, and exertion atop Cato as cold rain beats down from the sky, Kion doesn’t see it at first.

			He’s too focused on trying to reach those fucking glittering draconian jewels on the top of the siege tower, too focused on trying to save the only home he’s ever had from being torn apart by dissolution, too focused on praying to Merlin that it doesn’t start thunderstorming.

			But this entire match is already a fucking shit show. Already, Cho has gotten them a purple card, their defense has failed to keep the Cockatrices out, and Brontë has required a Panacea after being brutally whipped in the face by a cockatrice’s serpent-like tail.

			When he told Taissa to “show them how angry” she was, he did not mean “go ahead and get a purple card.”

			It’s possible that half of this disaster is his own fucking fault.

			Panic is clawing at his throat, and he can’t play any harder than he already is. Carriwitchet used to be his only refuge from the darkness inside of him. And now it’s ruined.

			It’s not an athlete’s way of thinking, but he knows they’ve already lost. It’s as obvious as a bannik in a bathroom.

			But it doesn’t mean he won’t go down fighting. Fuck, no. He’s Kion Locke.

			Kion gnashes his teeth to prevent a primal, panicked roar from escaping him as he urges Cato to keep up with Knox’s stymph while they doze a path for them through the Cockatrices’ defense. Go. Go. Go. Everything is a blur around him until Knox pulls up short, lurching to a sudden stop in the air. Kion shouts out as Cato nearly collides with Robin, avoiding collision by only a slight millimeter. Maybe less.

			“Tanaka!” he roars. “What—”

			It’s only then that he realizes his words ring in a silent stadium. The thin crowd, sparsely decked out in purple and silver for the Stymphs, and green and purple for the Cockatrices, is hushed in wonder and fear. Kion, breathing hard, glances around him, looking past the cameras flying frantically through the air, past the roiling fog of the rain.

			And his eyes widen.

			What the fuck?

			For one brilliant moment, the cockatrices hang suspended midair, beaks angled downward, yellow eyes heavy-lidded and beginning to flutter closed. Their serpentine tails droop limply, and their dark wyvern wings have stopped beating altogether. Atop their backs, their warlocks and witches are ashen-faced and bewildered, attempting to wake the creatures by tugging on the cockatrices’ red combs and jerking the reins.

			It’s no use.

			One by one, the cockatrices begin to drop from the darkening sky like stones.

			Screams erupt in the stadium as the unconscious Wingeds hurtle downward.

			It takes Kion a long stupefied second to make sense of the scene before him—the cockatrices plummeting like boulders off a mountain, plunging toward the field, and the arena, below.

			Merlin’s tits, is all he can think, frozen in bewilderment and horror atop Cato. Merlin’s fucking hairy tits.

			A scream, shrill and shrieking, beyond what any mortal lungs could summon, jerks Kion out of his stupor. The scream is almost layered onto itself, distorted and filled with so much mourning that it nearly makes him sick. It cuts through the air like a hot knife through flesh, tearing the seams of the world apart with its grief. A banshee. Somewhere below.

			That means only one fucking thing.

			Death.

			It settles. Quickly, into his brain. The whys and the hows don’t seem to matter right now. Not when there are massive beasts crashing toward a screaming audience, and their riders are falling toward certain death. With a grunt, he tells Cato exactly what he needs him to do. As Taissa speeds by him on that elderly stymph, he knows she’s got the same idea.

			Torrents of cold, cold rain crash around them in a blur, as Cato angles his beak downward into a dive, a picture-perfect Arrow Drop. Kion grits his teeth, grateful for his Shielding glyph as the wind threatens to tear at his eyes. All around him, his team is also angling into the Arrow Drop, Knox shouting curses atop Robin. Like dark shards of ice they fall from the sky, chasing after the unconscious cockatrices and the unlucky witches and warlocks atop them.

			Kion grits his teeth, his eyes on the plummeting Winged closest to him: the team’s captain, Jillian Bart. She’s passed out, he realizes, squinting his eyes and taking in her limp body and lolling blonde head. It’s probably only thanks to the straps of the saddle, combined with her Balance glyph, that she hasn’t fallen off yet.

			He isn’t stupid. There’s no way that seventy-one stone Cato can catch a two-hundred-stone cockatrice and take the impact. But Cato can catch Jillian.

			They’re close now. At least there’s that. But the ground isn’t so very far away, either.

			“Into an Undertow,” he tells Cato as he squeezes him with his legs, and the stymph obliges, transitioning from an Arrow Drop into the move that’ll allow them to swoop underneath one of the cockatrice’s wings and fly level with its stomach. Kion hisses through his teeth, trying not to look at the approaching ground, and instead unbuckles himself from his saddle and launches upward, just as he once saw Cho do. Only he doesn’t have the fucking Luck glyph. No time to ink it on.

			The air currents fight against him, pushing him up and then shoving him down. If not for his Balance glyph, he’d fall off the cockatrice’s massive, rain-slick back instead of staggering to a landing on it like he does. His hands are sweating as he unbuckles Jillian’s saddle and hauls her upward. “Cato!”

			“Jump! Hurry!” His stymph sounds frightened. Not a good sign. Cato is never scared.

			Kion doesn’t let himself second-guess anything as he leaps off the cockatrice and into the air, onto Cato’s back. His heart squeezes as a spiraling cockatrice casts a shadow over them, and he quickly veers Cato to the left. The screams are growing louder.

			Merlin save them.

			This is going to be a massacre.

			Around him, his teammates are snatching as many players from their cockatrices as they can. One for each of them. Kion, pulling Cato back, looks around panicked for Taissa. There. She’s there, the Cockatrices’ Bailer slung over her bird’s back. Across the field, their eyes meet.

			Just as a resounding boom shakes the ground below them.

			The first cockatrice has made impact, shattering a part of the field into a deep, dark crater. Onlookers are fleeing from the stands, trampling one another to a pulp. There’s nowhere to land, not without the threat of being crushed.

			“Go!” Kion cries to Cato as he catches sight of Mahina struggling to jump from the cockatrice and onto her stymph, Kahoali. Kahoali is desperately attempting to keep level with the cockatrice as they approach ground, but the distance between stymph and rider is too wide. “MAHINA!” roars Kion as Cato drops below the cockatrice. “YOU HAVE TO JUMP! NOW!”

			With a terrified nod, Mahina leaps off the cockatrice with the other player, who’s screaming his head off. Kahoali caws in distress as Mahina falls through the gray sky, but Kion’s there. He’ll always be there for his team. Mahina lands with a thump on Cato’s back, grabbing the back of his saddle to steady herself.

			Thank Merlin. Thank Merlin.

			BOOM. Another impact. Clods of dirt spray up into the air. Kion is shaking as he urges Cato up, dodging the falling Wingeds, trying to find some safe airspace. Dragging the Cockatrice player with her, Mahina leaps back onto Kahoali just as the third crash rattles the world.

			The falling Wingeds are low enough now that there’s no risk of being crushed as Kion pulls Cato level in the air, breathing hard. His vision swims.

			BOOM. BOOM.

			The bleachers have been hit. He closes his eyes, shaking hard, as the screams abruptly quiet. He can smell blood in the air, thick and viscous and warm—

			Blood was running down his back. It felt thick and hot. When it trickled down his spine to the other cuts, it almost helped them feel better.

			“The monster’s crying! The monster’s crying!”

			There was blood in his mouth, too. He spat it out, but it mixed with mucus and hung from his mouth like a second tongue. His tormentors laughed even harder.

			And then the belt came down again.

			—Kion gasps as the world shakes, drawing him back to the present. But this time, what’s before him is even worse than the past.

			Below him is a bloodbath.

			Nine cockatrices scatter the field, in deep craters, in the shredded ruins of the stands. Survivors scream in the wreckage, the banshee continuing to wail, a young woman with white hair and hands stained red from all the blood. A black dog, a church grim or maybe a barghest, stands next to her, sniffing the death-tainted air.

			He feels…numb. Numb to his core as Cato lands on the smoking field. He slides off him on trembling legs, laying Jillian on the ground before he staggers, then runs to the ruins of the stands. Part of him knows it’s too fucking late, that there was nothing he could do in the first place, but he still tries to find any survivors that haven’t fled.

			What he finds instead is this.

			Someone’s purple-and-silver Stymphs’ beanie in a puddle of red blood and wet gore.

			A goblin family, pierced to death by the bleachers’ metal shards. The father’s stout body is on top of the others. He was trying to shield them.

			One qyl, shattered and broken. The owner had been halfway through a panicked glyph that Kion can’t make out. The arm is bloodied beyond recognition.

			A small hand stretching out from underneath the massive body of a cockatrice. It’s the size of a child’s hand. Tiny. With purple-painted little nails.

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			The scene is swarmed by medics and magistrates soon enough. The Department of Magical Creatures, too, has made an appearance, the DMC agents ashen-faced at the sight of the fallen cockatrices. Wrapped in shock blankets, both carriwitchet teams are fielding questions from trauma-hungry reporters. The rain has abated to a drizzle, a tiny sliver of watery gray sun leaking through the heavy clouds.

			Kion watches his players. Óríon has—twice—punched someone from Seelie Spectator in the face and is currently speaking tersely with a sharp-eyed magis while Knox, surprisingly, sticks by his side and explains with a furious expression and many hand gestures why Óríon should absolutely not be charged with aggravated assault. The lad seems to be winning. Isla is crying into the crook of Brontë’s neck, sobbing as if she’ll never stop, while Jemmy nudges her with her beak in an attempt of comfort. Adriel and Mahina are speaking to Niamh, who miraculously escaped the slaughter, although there’s a deep cut on her forehead and dark dust covers her pink skirt in a thick film. He doesn’t know what they’re saying: They’ve all nullified their Communication glyphs. There’s just too much noise already.

			Sirens. The banshee’s weeping. Yells of alarm. Devastated curses.

			But then there’s Taissa.

			She’s not crying. She’s not yelling.

			She’s…helping.

			Helping the magistrates recover the bodies. Tugging the corpses out of the wreckage. She’s stronger than he is. He can’t—he can’t go over there again. He wants to, but he…can’t.

			The smell of blood. It—well, it fucking triggers all the brokenness inside of him.

			So Kion is leaning against Cato, who is just as shaken as he is. James stands next to him, vacant-eyed and pale, his shy stymphalian, Mabb, trembling next to him.

			“I don’t understand,” Cato is saying over and over. “Why did they fall?”

			“I don’t know,” Kion replies hollowly.

			That’s the ugly truth of it. Kion doesn’t know. Nothing like this has ever happened in the history of the NCL. Nothing even comes fucking close. Some part of him understands that this moment in time will be written down in the history books, a great tragedy of the UKHC, but a larger part of him understands nothing. Shit-all nothing. He can’t fucking stand it.

			He watches warily as Cronus, red eyes glittering, picks his way over to Cato and Mabb. James’s Winged is shaking even worse than Cato, her beak chattering, her feet shifting from foot to foot, panicked little cries catching in her throat. The small stymphalian has always been anxious during matches and this fuckup has probably caused the poor bird to completely spiral. Even James’s soothing noises don’t seem to be helping. Nor does Cronus’s approach.

			Mabb skitters backward as he approaches, and the old bird gives her a withering look that seems to say, Don’t be fucking ridiculous. Squawking something acerbically, Taissa’s steed takes a few more ungainly steps and reluctantly lifts a sparse-feathered wing over Mabb’s head, gruffly shielding her from the icy rain as she shivers in fear and cold.

			Huh, thinks Kion as Mabb hesitates before inching just a bit closer to her father. Cronus rolls his eyes when he catches Kion’s stare, but doesn’t lower his wing.

			“He’s probably going to try to take a bite out of her when you’re not looking,” Cato says, but he sounds as surprised as Kion feels.

			“Kion,” James says suddenly, pointing a finger toward someone, “who’s that?”

			His eyes follow James’s hand toward a magis who looks like he might at least know one fucking thing. “Oi.” Kion pushes off Cato and strides toward him. “You. Wait.”

			Dark violet eyes meet Kion’s own, and he feels a prickle of surprise. Unseelie magistrates aren’t not allowed, but they’re not common, either. This one is a geancánach, a succubus-like faerie with an infamous penchant for the seduction of women. He can tell by his unusual eyes.

			Once a geancánach has a girl in his grasp, he lures them into an addiction. A frenzy. An unsatiable craving for his touch. For a geancánach to work as a magis means that he’s overcome his wicked desires. Kion can’t help but feel some respect for him.

			“Magis Rowan Elder, DMR, CCB division,” the geancánach says, sticking out a slender hand. With the other one, he removes a pipe from his lips. So it seems he hasn’t given up all of his geancánach ways. The faeries are constantly puffing away on the things. With the pipe, his suit, and the distinguished streaks of gray in his dark hair, Rowan Elder looks more like Sherlock Holmes than a typical magis. “And you’re Kion Locke.”

			Kion takes his hand and gives it a firm shake. “Yeah. What the fuck is going on?” Right, maybe he could have been more pleasant. But nothing about today is pleasant.

			“It’s nice to meet you. Of course, I’d rather it be under different circumstances.” Magis Elder draws a notepad out of his pocket and ignores Kion’s question. Pointedly. “If you don’t mind, I’d appreciate a discussion with Taissa Cho. My colleagues and I at the CCB have some questions for her.”

			“What kind of questions?” demands Kion before he can stop himself, confused by the sudden tightening in his chest. Because it feels like bloody protectiveness, of all things. “She didn’t see anything that the rest of us didn’t.”

			Elder gives him a long look. “I am sure you are aware that Miss Cho has a history of doing things she shouldn’t, especially when it pertains to carriwitchet. The Department of Magical Regulation has her on a certain watch list. Basic protocol decrees that, since she was at the scene today, we ask her some questions. I’m here as a…precaution.”

			“You think she did this?” He stares at him. Could this somehow be foul play? The magis is from the CCB—the Curse Catching Bureau. What the hell is happening? “Explain to me right now how that makes any bloody sense.”

			The magis looks like he wants to roll his eyes but is too professional to roll them all the way, so has settled for letting one of them twitch. “As I’ve said: It’s protocol. Would you show me the way, please?”

			A sharp retort rises to Kion’s lips, but he bites down on it. Telling a magis to go do completely unacceptable things with his mother isn’t his best idea by a long shot. So instead, Kion lifts a shoulder in answer and stalks off toward Cho, who’s emerging from the wreckage and holding a handful of bloody wallets. Identification for the unidentifiable.

			He closes his nose against the smell of it all, breathing in shallowly through his mouth. He doesn’t want Rowan Elder interrogating Taissa alone. She’s his player; he’s responsible for her. That’s all.

			And besides. Nobody gets to torment Taissa except him.

			Everybody knows that.

			She sees them coming, her dark eyes widening fractionally as she takes in Magis Elder. After handing off the wallets to a somber-faced witch, she approaches them, wiping her hands on her leather trousers. As he leaves Mabb and walks toward his player, Cronus’s red glare narrows distrustfully on the geancánach and his head cocks warily.

			“What,” Elder eloquently says out of the corner of his mouth to Kion, “is that?”

			“He is Cronus,” Taissa says, pausing a few feet away from them. Her voice is hoarse. She’s not fidgeting like she usually does. She’s so…still. With a jolt, he realizes that she’s frightened. Of the magis. A deer in the headlights. “He tried to eat his babies, and he’ll eat you, too.”

			Cronus nods and takes a step closer to the magis. He snaps his beak once, twice.

			“Not the time, the two of you,” Kion grits out between his teeth. “Be nice.”

			“I am being nice, numpty,” she bites back, unpleasantly. At least with her anger comes a spark of life in her eyes. Anything’s better than her shell-shocked stare. Regardless, he’s shooting warning looks from his eyes but it doesn’t seem like she cares or even notices. She’s covered in debris dust and she’s trembling. Fuck. Kion’s hands spasm at his sides. He opens his mouth again but Magis Elder cuts him off. Taissa’s eyes narrow as the geancánach interrupts.

			“Miss Cho. Where were you when the cockatrices began to fall?”

			Taissa stares at him and then at Kion. Is he serious? she seems to be asking. He gives a quick jerk of his head. “Cho. Answer the magis.”

			With exaggerated slowness, Taissa replies: “I was in the air. Playing the game. We were nearing halftime. I take it you weren’t watching it on the telly. Pity, that. You would have seen this one”—she points at him—“yell at me to ‘get my head out of my arse.’ Marvelously good entertainment.”

			Elder doesn’t even so much as blink. “Have you, recently, dabbled in the forbidden arts, entertained nefarious thoughts, utilized illegal glyphs, made bargains with an Unseelie, sold your soul to any unsavory types, made contact with a dark spirit, or sacrificed a lacker to a great and terrible god?” By the time he finishes all of this, he isn’t even slightly out of breath. Kion stares at him. Again, the perennial question: What the fuck does this have to do with anything?

			“If I did, which I didn’t, but if I did, why in Morgana’s name would I tell you? I would probably just say that I didn’t,” Taissa says and Cronus makes that awful laughing sound in the back of his throat.

			Merlin’s balls.

			Cho’s going to get herself arrested.

			“She hasn’t done any of that,” he tells the magis firmly. He’s been with her too much recently what with practice and the PR stunt. Kion’s pretty damn sure he’d know if Taissa had “sacrificed a lacker to a great and terrible god.”

			The geancánach looks unimpressed. “I was asking her. Since you are a witch, Miss Cho, if you would kindly use one of your Truth glyphs to confirm your original answer, I’d be much obliged.”

			Taissa blinks, looking surprised. “You—you’d let me use a Truth glyph?”

			Kion’s brows inch together. Why does she sound so shocked? Truth glyphs can be used in the presence of a magis. Hadn’t she used one during the whole investigation after her scandal?

			Magis Elder also looks somewhat confused. “Yes, madame, I would. Would you please…”

			Taissa nods, rolling up a sleeve to expose her left wrist and uses her qyl to draw the required Level Two Truth. Kion notices that her drawing is uncertain. Hasn’t she used this glyph before? “Okay,” she tells the magis. “Ask me again.”

			As Elder repeats his question, Taissa shakes her head. “No. I haven’t.”

			“Thank you,” the magis says, writing something down.

			“Did you ask the others this?”

			Something in Kion’s stomach twists as Elder says no. “Only you, I am afraid.”

			Taissa’s eyes flicker with hurt, but then brighten. “Wait. Wait, since I have Truth on, I want to—”

			“Right.” Elder puffs away on his pipe again. “That’s all, then. Miss Cho, if you would kindly nullify your glyph?”

			For a moment, she hesitates. A funny expression crosses her face, like there’s something more she wants to say, before there’s a weird flicker in her eyes. A flicker that almost looks like fear. Kion doesn’t know what to make of it as Cho nullifies the glyph with a trembling hand. His own hands spasm with the inane urge to reach for her.

			“Thank you. That’ll be all.” Elder abruptly closes his notebook and Kion’s confusing concern for Taissa quickly turns into frustration.

			“Wait. Hold on a minute. She did this for you, now you do this for us, yeah? Tell us what the fuck is going on.”

			Magis Elder’s smile is bland. “I’m afraid that’s magistrate business.”

			“Magistrate business?” repeats Taissa, her expression abruptly growing furious rather than hurt. “Magistrate business?” Kion suppresses a groan as she jabs a finger into Elder’s face and stomps forward, her face flushed. “Listen here, you posh little detective brat—”

			Balls. Taissa Cho has balls bigger than the bloody sun.

			Kion futilely tries not to feel impressed as he grabs her hand, yanking it away from Elder’s face. Fucking hells. He’ll carry her away on his shoulder if he needs to. She’s on the verge of being carted off to prison, and he’s not amused. He’s gone through all this trouble to recruit her.

			Merlin. She hasn’t stopped.

			“I don’t care who you work for, or how big your pipe is. All I care about is why nine Wingeds died today. Is it a disease? Some sort of curse? You suspect foul play, don’t you? That’s why you questioned me. Morgana, do you have me on some sort of watch list?”

			“They’re not dead.”

			This doesn’t come from Elder, but from a petite woman with tomboy-ish black hair who’s come up beside them. A DMC agent, by the looks of her uniform: sleek and black, with a silver dragon embroidered on the chest. Underneath her sleeves, there are hints of swirling tattoos on her golden-beige skin. Not glyphs, but delicate, decorative patterns. She carries a briefcase. Kion saw another DMC agent open theirs: inside were heaps of medical supplies.

			This seems to take the magis aback. “What did you just say?”

			Kion and Taissa’s eyes meet. How are they not dead? she mouths.

			Fuck me if I know.

			Don’t tempt me.

			What? he mouths back.

			She reddens. I didn’t mean it like that.

			He shakes his head to clear it. The DMC agent is giving Magis Elder a completely unimpressed look. “I said, they’re not dead. They’re—”

			Elder jumps back in. “We ask that you share any important information with the magistrate before providing it to the general public.”

			“—comatose,” the woman finishes in her American accent, pointedly ignoring Elder. Kion decides she’s all right. “The impact broke some bones, yes, but the creatures are alive. They are not, however, well. We’re unsure what caused this, but it looks like some kind of—”

			“Curse?” breathes Taissa.

			“Sickness,” corrects the agent.

			“Is it contagious?” Kion asks, glancing over his shoulder toward Cato, who looks fascinated by a reporter’s camera as he takes photos of him. Cato, the vain thing, is preening and posing, momentarily distracted from his confusion and grief. Kion fights back a small smile.

			“Stop laughing at me.”

			“It’s too early to tell, but we’ve ordered the evacuation of all stymphalians from the scene. I’d get on that, if I were you. We’ll be giving them mandatory checkups later this evening.” She digs around in her pocket and passes the two of them a card each. It reads, Felicity Vance, Department of Magical Creatures. “In the meantime, congrats on the win,” she adds, with a bit of dark irony.

			The…

			What?

			The win? Kion’s stomach lurches. Judging by the greenish tinge to Taissa’s skin, she’s feeling the same. With all the horror of the last few hours, winning has been the furthest thing from his mind, even though this morning, it was the most important thing in his world.

			And now they’ve “won,” but only because the cockatrices somehow became comatose.

			This is no victory.

			Magis Elder clears his throat. “May I, ah, also have a card, madame?”

			Felicity Vance skewers him with a glare. “Oh? Why, Rowan? Have you suddenly lost my number? Is it nowhere to be seen? Come to think of it, that might just explain the months of ghosting.”

			Kion watches in disbelief as the geancánach winces. “Ah. Well. You know modern technology confuses me…”

			“Oh, fine.” Not sounding convinced, Felicity digs back around in her pocket and gives the magis a slightly more crumpled one before nodding to Kion and Taissa and returning to the other DMC agents.

			“Cho,” Kion says before the magis can ask her any more inane questions, “let’s go.” They have to get their stymphs out of here. And the scent of blood is threatening to seep into his nose. A flashback is only minutes away at this point. Not waiting to see if she follows, he turns on his heel and strides away.

			“I just don’t understand,” Taissa says, catching up to him. “We shouldn’t have won.”

			“The rulebook of carriwitchet can be ridiculous,” he grits out, walking faster, away from the stench. “Remember, Cho, this whole game is based on war. If your enemy goes belly-up on a battlefield, well, you win. Technically.”

			“Something isn’t right about this—”

			“No shit.” Yeah, maybe he could have said that more nicely. But they’re surrounded by dead bodies. It’s hard for him to be nice to anybody on an average day, and this isn’t even an average day.

			Taissa makes an annoyed sound in the back of her throat, almost like a growl. “If it’s an illness, how did the cockatrices get it? I didn’t see them looking poorly throughout the entire match until they started, well, falling. They looked fine. I mean, they were beating us, weren’t they?”

			“I don’t know.” Kion runs a hand down his face. “Damn it, Cho, I honestly don’t know.”

			“That magis clearly suspected that somebody—well, he thought I cursed them.”

			“That was a ‘formality.’ You heard Vance. It’s just some weird illness.” Right?

			Wingeds get ill, he tells himself.

			Logic argues back. Usually they just come down with featherpox and colds and maybe sometimes a nasty worm. None of those do what he just saw.

			None of them make Wingeds fall from the sky like rocks. Or lull them into comas.

			“Locke, wait.” Taissa stops mid-stride and catches his arm, forcing him to stop. Her eyes are wide and frightened. He hates it. “We both know we’ve never seen an ‘illness’ like this. There’s got to be more going on. My point is that the magis obviously thought so, too.”

			Kion’s neck itches. He’s not far away enough from all the blood. With difficulty, he grinds out, “Cho. I agree, okay? But it’s not our job to play detective right now. It’s our job to get our Wingeds the fuck out of here. Yeah?”

			“Locke, for once in your life, just listen—”

			Before she can force out any more protests, a journalist shoves a large camera in their faces and snaps a photograph. “Thank Oberon! The holy couple of carriwitchet has survived!” the faerie crows, and that’s the final straw.

			It’s a reflex. Honest.

			He can’t help it.

			Kion punches the ridiculous camera right in the lens and watches as it shatters.

		

	
		
			Interlude
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			@cancelledcrones

			Cancelled Crone Alert!

			Taissa Cho pictured ARGUING with a magis on scene of the #DunanairdTragedy #DustBite

			Looking guilty, Taissa. Found another way to cheat?

			#cancelledcrone

			@dryadmama52

			Wouldn’t be surprised

			Liked by @elise.henricks

			@kiossafan123

			ok clearly you didn’t see the footage of her saving that Cockatrice player or trying to find survivors

			@dryadmama52

			She made an obvious show of it. Not convinced.

			@nclfan7891

			I bloody hate her but I don’t think she had anything to do with this idk feels like a stretch

			@knoxknox_whos_there [image: ]

			This is a bad look for you @cancelledcrones

			@islaadaway [image: ]

			hey so why r u turning a tragedy into a libelous tabloid?? just wondering

			@mahina_kehele [image: ]

			Leave Taissa alone. This post isn’t okay on so many levels, you shits.

			@gerry.the.grindelow

			She does have an evil look in her eyes. I always said so.

			@key_on_lock [image: ]

			You need to shut the fuck up before you bloody regret it [image: Heart emoji.] [image: Heart emoji.]

			@key_on_lock [image: ]

			Delete comment.

			@key_on_lock [image: ]

			DELETE COMMENT

			@key_on_lock [image: ]

			I meant [image: Angry face emoji.] not fucking [image: Heart emoji.]

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			 

			Taissa

			The team sits haggardly around the table in Taste of Delhi, the platters of kathi rolls, aloo tikki, and matar kulcha growing cold on the worn wooden table. Hardly anybody has eaten—hardly anybody has spoken since the short press conference they were forced to do with the NCL Cockatrices before departing Dunanaird.

			Usually, reporters at a Minor League press conference would be few and far between (if anybody showed up at all, honestly), but the “Dust Bite” (as the headlines are already calling it) somehow summoned at least fifty journalists, all from different news outlets. Kion, as captain and coach, had fielded all questions for the Stymphs.

			Unfortunately, Kion’s version of fielding questions involved the gratuitous use of his favorite word.

			Niamh had looked like she was going to have a stroke.

			The train ride back to Pinion-upon-Keat had been a somber affair. Taissa had curled up with her crocheting, but she hadn’t been able to concentrate on even a simple pattern. Her fingers were shaking and they kept slipping from the metal hook. There was still blood underneath her fingernails, all dried and brown and gunky. It had made her nearly vomit, right there, all over the poor trolley woman who was attempting to hand her a small glass of ginger ale.

			She’d washed her hands fervently in the restaurant’s small bathroom (there’s now no soap in the dispenser at all) but even after the scalding water and foaming suds, she still feels contaminated. Even after changing into clean clothes on the train. There had been so many bodies, dead bodies, crushed underneath the ruined stands or by the cockatrices. The few fans the Stymphs had left had come out to steadfastly show their support—and were repaid with death.

			Now, Taissa picks at her naan. Typically, after a game, she’d be hungry enough to eat an entire horse (and a cow, plus probably a couple of goats and a hog for good measure) but her stomach is still in knots and she doesn’t trust her hands to be well and truly clean. Knox is the only one eating, but his eyes are rimmed red as he quietly munches on a kathi roll.

			When Adriel speaks, everyone starts, nearly jumping out of their skin. “We shouldn’t have won,” he mumbles, burying his face in his ringed hands. Mahina rubs his shoulders, looking at him with concern. “We were losing. Like, pretty badly. It’s not right.”

			Taissa can’t help but agree. Even though they’ve dodged dissolution, there’s no feeling of victory, or anything except shock and horror. Even the amber glow of the faerie lights strung across the rafters of the restaurant, and the soft music swirling around them does nothing to soothe her. She feels, simultaneously, like she’s either about to jump right out of her skin or never move again.

			“There’s nothing we can do now.” Kion’s voice is gruffer than she’s ever heard it (which she once thought was impossible). “It was a freak accident.”

			“I have never seen anything like it,” says Óríon, next to her. His white hair is covered in debris from the field. “Nei. These beasts, they don’t fall. I don’t understand.”

			Taissa meets Kion’s eyes from across the table. Was it only this morning that he’d demanded she bare her neck to him? She can’t mask the stab of hurt she feels as she remembers Magis Elder’s cold violet eyes demanding she confirm she hadn’t been meddling in dark magic.

			Kion looks away first. Taissa goes back to picking at her naan.

			“There’s nothing we can do,” he repeats firmly. “The DMC and the magistrates are looking into it.” She watches as Kion’s throat bobs. “We move on.”

			James stiffens next to him. “Move on?” the player repeats, and tension settles over the team as James glares at Kion. “It was a genuine massacre, Kion. We cannot just move on.”

			Does the captain flinch? “James—look, I didn’t mean it like that.”

			Taissa’s eyes widen as James shakes his head, his knuckles shining bright around the armrests of his wooden seat. “Some of us may actually want to talk about what happened, about how we feel. I’m not quite sure that you understand that, Kion.” His voice is rising, as if emotion after emotion is bubbling, boiling, up inside of him, and spilling out after being kept inside for far too long. The few other diners in Taste of Delhi are shooting the team curious looks. A sinking feeling in Taissa’s stomach tells her this is not just about the disaster on the pitch.

			Something like a deep hurt flashes through Kion’s eyes before it’s replaced by a furious scowl. But she saw it, she saw it as plainly as Nessie on a clear, sunny day. And it wasn’t the sort of annoyance she would have expected from Kion at a comment like that. It was like seeing candy snatched from a baby, it was: a deep betrayal and a reeling shock.

			“What do you mean by that?” Kion’s sharp question sounds more like a threat.

			“I mean, Kion, that not all of us are as deeply repressed as you.” She can tell, from the moment the words leave his mouth, that James regrets it. It’s the way his face pales, how his eyes tighten behind his tortoiseshell frames. For a moment, she thinks he’ll take it back.

			But he doesn’t.

			Even the music in Taste of Delhi seems to falter. The Stymphs are all staring at James and Kion in varying degrees of surprise and confusion. Mahina has frozen with her glass of water halfway to her mouth. Isla’s cheeks are growing redder and redder. Óríon is suddenly fascinated by the food on his plate.

			And Kion…He’s so very, very still. He’s not even blinking. Looking at him, Taissa feels herself (or perhaps that lingering awestruck fangirl of a teenager inside her) rail in righteous anger.

			“Leave him alone,” she snaps, and she’s only realized that she’s gripping her fork like a weapon when she stabs it into the wooden table. Oops. “You wee, fancy shite. Aren’t the two of you the best of mates?”

			James straightens in his chair, like he’s just been waiting for Taissa to give him a reason. “I,” he sneers with withering scorn, “am not entirely certain why, exactly, you continually insist upon butting your head into conversations, and situations, and teams, you’re not welcome in, Taissa.”

			Oh, classic.

			“I’m a member of the NCL Stymphs,” she hisses back. “And you just insulted my captain.” Next to James, and in the corner of Taissa’s eye, Kion seems to make an infinitesimal movement. (The sudden rise, then fall, of his chest? Taissa can’t tell.)

			“Why are you?” James demands.

			Taissa blinks. “What?”

			He leans forward, eyes glittering with unconcealed dislike. “Why, honestly, are you a member of this team? You’re just as terrible as the rest of us; just as washed up and pathetic, incapable of performing like you used to.”

			Keep the heid. Keep the heid.

			“I’ve been off the field for two years,” she snaps back, even as his words hit home. He’s right. She’s been playing like a blindfolded rookie, and it’s maddening. Two years shouldn’t be enough to completely obliterate her, to reduce her to this. It’s struck her as odd (well, mostly infuriating) but now’s not the time to dwell on it. Not in the middle of this verbal sparring match. “And Locke recruited me to give you lot a fighting chance.”

			“Interesting,” seethes James, nimble fingers slowly tearing his naan to shreds. He’s not looking at her anymore. “Not, perhaps, because you were sleeping with him?”

			The restaurant is suddenly so quiet that one could hear a pin drop. Taissa’s stomach twists even more, almost painfully.

			Kion’s head snaps toward James. “Is this what you’re fucking on about?” he asks hoarsely.

			A guilty silence from James follows.

			“Merlin,” Knox chimes in, sounding exasperated. “Look at his face, Cap. It definitely is.”

			“James?” Isla says, furrowing her brow. “This isn’t like you…”

			Brontë clicks her tongue. “I mean, he has a point. What happened to the whole, ‘don’t you fucking dare date your teammate, Brontë’ speech? A lot of us were, well, surprised.” She glances at Isla, who suddenly blushes furiously and ducks her head with a hollow little shrug.

			“James.” Kion’s voice is uncharacteristically uncertain. James renews his naan-shredding with vigor. He drags a hand down his face, glaring accusatorily at Taissa through his fingers like this is all her fault (rude). She glares right back, shaking her head.

			Out of the corner of her mouth, so subtly that she’s barely moving her lips, she mouths: Don’t you dare tell them. It’ll put everything in jeopardy—her ability to pay off her bills and help her mum (as well as afford a fancy pair of trainers that aren’t of the bunny variety).

			I have to.

			No, you really, truly, don’t.

			“It’s just that,” says James, and his voice is thicker but somehow now calmer as he sets down his shreds, “I didn’t know. I didn’t know until you brought her here, and I don’t know why.”

			Kion regards his friend for a long, long moment. His neck is red again.

			“I tell you everything,” continues James, and Taissa looks away as his voice breaks. “Everything.”

			The two men stare at each other for a long broken moment. There are secrets swimming in James’s gaze, hidden truths kept quiet to everyone but Kion.

			Taissa averts her eyes, suddenly feeling like she’s intruding on something she shouldn’t be. She hadn’t been expecting a posh, snippy twat like James to have such a darkness in his eyes.

			But still.

			Is Locke really going to risk her losing it all?

			“Right,” Locke finally says. His voice is raspy, and she knows he’s decided. “Team meeting tonight. My flat.”
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			Oh, she could just kill Kion Locke.

			Taissa runs through every single available option in her mind (Crocheted noose? Poison snuck into his water bottle during training?) as she sits squashed between Knox and Brontë on Kion’s black leather sofa, watching him (murderously) as he stands in front of his team and explains, in a low voice, just what’s going on between the two of them.

			Kion Locke, she’s discovered, has an actual and probably diagnosable allergy to lies.

			His neck had been a bright, itchy red all the way back to the Nexitory, and was only subsiding now that the truth was outing itself through his lips—which she is not staring at. (And she is not thinking about how certain parts of him had…hardened…underneath her a few nights ago. No. Taissa never thinks about that.)

			(And she’s also not allergic to lies.)

			Maybe part of Kion’s sudden veracity is his need to give his team something other than today’s destruction to focus on.

			In comparison to the “Dust Bite,” the PR scheme between the pair of them is nothing at all. Taissa had also seen how the other players had perked up in Taste of Delhi as the drama between James and Kion had stewed. Maybe that’s why James had started it in the first place; to concentrate on something else, anything else, than the bodies in the bleachers.

			But his words to Kion, so sharp and freezingly cold, still ring in her ears.

			Not all of us are as deeply repressed as you.

			“So you’re faking it,” Brontë says abruptly, interrupting Kion’s explanation, a look of glee slowly spreading across her face. It’s a welcome change from the haggard, hollow mask she’s been wearing. “Ohoho! You’re faking being in love for cold, hard cash. Fuck me, I knew it! You’d best pay up, Tanaka.”

			Knox looks tormented. “I don’t know if I’ll ever believe in true love again,” he rasps as he rummages around in the pocket of his distressed jeans and passes Brontë a crumpled pound note.

			Taissa grabs the money from Knox and stares down at it in disbelief. “You didn’t buy it, then?” she demands of Brontë, who snatches the cash back from her. The other snorts through her nose.

			“Sorry, but nope. On no possible realm does Taissa Cho call Kion Locke her pookie. Plus, nobody is that loud during sex.”

			Óríon looks at Taissa. She holds her own underneath that steady blue glare, remembering his animosity from her first night there.

			“Ah,” he says after a long moment, looking slightly relieved. “This is good. He does not really love you. You won’t distract him with passionate lovemaking and sweet nothings.” Ouch. How blunt. “This is better for the team. I see now what you are doing. It is clever.”

			James, standing next to the couch, suddenly looks lost. “You lied to me?” Taissa hears him rasp to Kion as Brontë twists around to show off her winnings to Isla. Whatever Kion murmurs back is lost in return as Mahina’s hands dart through the air, Adriel translating.

			“It’s a smart idea, fake-dating. I wonder if Adriel and I can try it…” Adriel’s eyes widen. “Wait, what?”

			Mahina grins like a fiend and waggles her eyebrows.

			Meanwhile, Isla is watching the proceedings with wide eyes filled with bewilderment. Taissa grimaces as the team descends further into bedlam, providing more proof that this—all of this—is a welcome distraction from the morning’s horrors.

			Unable to take it anymore (visions of all her future money swirling down the drain), Taissa leaps to her feet and clears her throat. When literally nobody pays her any mind (insulting, honestly), Taissa clambers up onto the low coffee table in front of the dark sofa and pointedly stomps her foot.

			Underneath her, the glass surface shatters into hundreds of little pieces.

			Well, that gets everybody’s attention, doesn’t it?

			“Er,” says Taissa eloquently, standing in the middle of a glass pile, ankles stinging above her bunny baffies, “nothing a quick Mending glyph won’t fix, hey?”

			(This could possibly be a lie. The glass is so shattered that it would take an expert in advanced Mending glyphs—a handyman—to fix the destruction she’s unfortunately wreaked upon Locke’s beautiful little table.)

			Kion’s dark eyes are searing into her flesh like a brand. “You are the bane of my fucking existence, Cho.”

			Taissa shoots him her best murderous look. Given her current mood, it’s not too difficult at all. “Let’s not forget the time you broke my wrist. This? This is nothing.”

			That particular incident had occurred the year that the Major League bracket came down to the Wyverns and the Stymphs vying for the championship.

			Despite all of their warfare thus far, Taissa remembers how a part of her had still been clinging to the vestiges of her hope that she could somehow impress Locke, could win him over as a mentor, when he’d abandoned his position (illegally, mind you) to rush after her as she’d carried one of his team’s jewels over to her side. He’d reached out with one of his ridiculously massive hands, closing it around her wrist, jerking it at an angle in which no bone should bend. That was the exact moment she understood just how much of a monstrous numpty Locke is.

			(Had she cried her little heart out in the locker room after the game, even after the medics had Panacea’d her wrist? That’s a secret she’ll never tell. Except perhaps on her deathbed. Or for lots of money.)

			Now, she watches Locke frown. “That was an accident,” he grits out, but she doesn’t believe him. If it really was an accident, he would have apologized.

			“Wow,” says Brontë, on the couch. “So the two of you still actually hate each other, I see.” Her golden eyes are glittering. “Got it.”

			Taissa grits her teeth, shooting the other girl a scalding glare. “You can’t tell anybody. Not the press, not your friends, nobody. Or I…get kicked off the team.”

			Kion meets her eyes and violently shakes his head.

			Oops.

			Perhaps she shouldn’t have disclosed that, she thinks as James makes a soft derisive sound behind her (he’d just love to see her kicked off, wouldn’t he?). Panicking somewhat, Taissa whips out her qyl from its holster. There’s one way to swear the team to secrecy. “Nobody leaves this flat until Kion and I’ve marked you with an Untold.”

			Even at Level One, it’s an extraordinarily advanced glyph, a way to swear its wearer to secrecy. Bill Dodds probably doesn’t even know it, seeing as the secret between her and Kion is bound only by the threat to kick her off the team if it makes its way out into the open, and not by an Untold.

			Frasier, though, he had known it. Probably had learned it for the specific purpose of trying to put it on her. Taissa had almost been marked with an Untold by her ex-coach after The Scandal, and only by kneeing that sorry bastard in the balls did she manage to flee before he forced their qyl onto her again.

			Fat lot of good it did. His threats to Sansa were as good as any Untold.

			Taissa only knows the markings of the glyph because she’d made it up to Highly Advanced Glyphs at the Banallan Witchery and the Untold was one of the last glyphs they’d learned before the final exam. It’s powerful: Level One is enough to keep anyone from running their gob about any secret. Level Five is rumored to dissolve the wearer’s mouth. Taissa had spent hours drawing just Level One, over and over, on her parchment in an attempt to memorize the motions. By now, it’s muscle memory. She’s been dying to put it on Locke herself since the moment they signed that contract, but she knew there was no way he’d allow it.

			And unlike Frasier, Taissa doesn’t force people into glyphs they don’t want.

			The team is quiet, eyeing her with new gazes. She feels a bit smug about it, despite the fact that blood is running down her ankles and staining her baffies.

			(That’s right—Taissa Cho is smart. If it hadn’t been for that entire Scandal, she could have gotten a job with the UKHC Glyph Masters’ Guild instead of at the lovely Scran Mart.)

			“There is simply no possible way you know that glyph,” says James, who Taissa is positive will mope over this whole situation forever.

			Taissa ignores him. “Who wants to go first?”

			For a moment, nobody moves. Then Knox, groaning, rises from the sofa. He shakes his head, tousled brown hair falling into his eyes. “Me. I kinda like having you on the team,” he says, “even though you mostly ignore my magnificent presence. If it’ll make you feel better about knowing none of us will blab, you can mark me.”

			She can’t help but to smile hesitantly at that. Knox grins back, like getting her to smile is a huge achievement for which he will eventually receive an award.

			(It won’t.)

			Letting her features settle back into their usual grumpy positions, she gestures for Knox to give her the palm of his hand. Not all glyphs require specific placement on the body, but some (like Panaceas and Marriage glyphs) do. Untold is one of them; it must be inked on the wearer’s index finger—the finger that would usually press against the lips to say, Shhh. It can only be nullified by the person who put it there in the first place.

			Taissa’s shoulders stiffen as Kion moves forward to stand at her back, looking over her shoulder as she starts to draw the glyph. In her mind, she holds the secret, that their relationship is utterly fake (and that really, she has planned his demise various times), letting that secret flow with her magic into the swirling glyph on Knox.

			It’s a knotted key, this glyph, although it’s hard to tell. Each stroke is a swirl, and Knox’s finger is only so large. Taissa’s tongue pokes out between her lips as she draws, and when it’s finally complete, she steps away in satisfaction. Her back bumps into something hard and broad. Kion’s ridiculous chest, she realizes as he makes a sound of irritation low in his throat and his warm hands come up to her shoulders to nudge her slightly away. She wonders if they linger for a moment longer than necessary—but that’s ridiculous.

			Knox blinks at her. “I don’t feel any different.”

			“Try to run your mouth,” she says, and it sounds more like a threat. But Knox looks amused. He opens his mouth—and nothing comes out. Eyes widening, he tries again. And again.

			Still, nothing.

			“It’s like the secret is stuck in my throat,” he finally says, looking delighted. “Like that time I choked on a cough sweet, but in reverse.”

			“I remember that,” Brontë snorts. “I smacked you so hard it flew out and hit Samara in the face.”

			Triumphant, Taissa turns to the others. “Who’s next?”

			In the end, all the Stymphs wear Untolds. Except James, who is currently locked in a stare-down with Taissa.

			“James,” says Taissa with mock-sweetness, “won’t you please come here?”

			“I can drag him,” offers Óríon, sounding utterly serious.

			James Ridgeshaw IV breaks the stare-off. Taissa misguidedly feels a sense of victory until she belatedly realizes that James is eyeing the glossy black door of Kion’s flat. Presumably he’s preparing to run straight to the papers in the hopes of exposing this fraud and shunting Taissa right back off to the lovely Scran Mart.

			“James,” Kion says quietly. It sounds like a plea and a warning, rolled into one. The team’s captain is tense, stepping into James’s eyeline, blocking view of the flat’s door. His jaw is set, yet his eyes are uncertain.

			“Come on, Ridgeshaw,” Brontë urges, beginning to frown, toying worriedly with one of the golden cuffs gleaming in a slender plait. “You’re being ridiculous. We’d be worse off without her, and you know it. Whatever this is really about, you need to let it go.”

			“Don’t tell me you don’t want to be part of our super-secret tattoo club,” Mahina adds, her wry smile matching Adriel’s as his lips move in time to her darting hands. Her Untold glyph, on her finger, flashes black in the air. The dark coloring will fade in a few minutes to blend in with each player’s skin tone, but activate and turn inky black once more if they attempt to spill Taissa and Kion’s secret. Not all glyphs camouflage themselves like so, but the Untold glyph’s very nature is secretive. “Very exclusive, you know, and you’re being offered a last-call chance at admittance.”

			“If you snitch on Taissa,” Knox says, folding his arms and stepping to her side, “I’ll shave off your eyebrows in your sleep.”

			James flinches.

			“He is not joking,” adds Óríon, unnecessarily. Knox smiles unpleasantly and waggles his own brows.

			“I’m sorry, mate,” Kion says quietly, barely audible as he reaches out a hand to clap James’s shoulder. Taissa watches as the other man recoils, as Kion’s arm falls to his side. She straightens as James turns back to her, his face haggard, and his eyes bright with dislike.

			“Fine,” he says coldly. “Do what you must.”

			The air in the flat is practically frigid by the time Taissa finishes marking him with the Untold. Without a backward glance, James spins on his heel and strides out of the flat. After a brief moment of awkward silence, the rest of the team begins to trickle after him, muttering good nights and—in Knox’s case—platitudes about the excellent efficacy of eyebrow-shaving threats. When the door swings shut behind them, something in Kion’s expression breaks—just a bit—until he seems to remember that Taissa is still standing right there, in the midst of his broken table.

			“Do you want to step out of the glass pile now?” he asks slowly.

			She grimaces. She’s been so focused on protecting their secret that she completely forgot that one, she broke the table, and two, her ankles are still bleeding where the glass shattered around them. Suddenly lightheaded (she blames the sheer amount of Untolds she inked), Taissa tries to step away—and her legs promptly buckle.

			Locke’s there in a moment, hooking one arm underneath her knees. The glass crunches as he lowers her onto the sofa, still warm from where the others had been sitting. A funny look crosses his visage as he stares down at her baffie. She hasn’t seen this look on him before. More accustomed is she to hate, anger, annoyance, irritation, and bloodthirstiness on his stupid, aggravating, and obnoxiously handsome face.

			Kion has his qyl out in a moment. “Merlin’s scraggly beard, Cho,” he mutters gruffly, and Taissa nearly jumps out of her skin as he gently slides off her baffie, cupping her ankle in his warm, calloused hands. Gently. Too gently. An odd feeling has begun to flutter around in her stomach. “You can administer seven Untolds but not a single bloody Panacea?”

			She violently jerks her foot out of his grip, hoping he doesn’t see the traitorous stain on her cheeks. (A stain of anger. Anger.) “I can do that myself, thanks.”

			He has the nerve to look offended. “Only trying to help.”

			“No need.” She draws the Panacea in short, jerky motions. “You and your mouth have done more than enough.”

			Kion sits back on his haunches, eyes dark slashes in his face. “What would you have had me do? You’ve seen my team. Óríon and Knox want to kill one another, Isla barely speaks to anybody anymore because Brontë broke her damn heart, Mahina and Adriel are always squirreled away together, and James—” His mouth works. “I just can’t afford any more dysfunction. I did my fucking best to lie, Cho, I did, but I couldn’t do it any longer.”

			“So you just thought to jeopardize my career,” she mutters. “Again.”

			“No offense, Cho, but you don’t have much of a career anymore.”

			“Yeah,” she half laughs, even though there’s nothing remotely funny about this situation, “and I’d love to know whose fault that—”

			“I’m getting real fucking tired of you bringing up—”

			Taissa curls her hands into fists, cutting him short with a harsh pivot. “Locke, why in Morgana’s name is your team so bad?”

			He falters as she cuts him off. Clearly, this wasn’t what he’d expected her to burst out with. “What?”

			“What the hells is happening? Look, you lot were never the best—”

			“Fuck you.” His words are half-hearted, though.

			“—but you were never the worst, either.” Taissa tilts her chin up at him as he slowly stands, crossing his arms. (No, she has not noticed how muscular his tanned forearms are.) “And I, I was amazing—”

			“And as bloody humble as ever.”

			“But this”—Taissa gestures helplessly, shifting on the sofa—“this is on another level entirely, Locke. All of us, we play like…”

			“Rookies,” he grumbles reluctantly. “We play like rookies.”

			“Yeah. But I guarantee you one thing.”

			“Out with it.”

			“I think,” she says slowly, “that if I were playing carriwitchet on another team, any other team, I’d be good. More than good. I’d be like I used to be, an absolute force to be reckoned with. Even if I were with the Cockatrices. Even if I were with the Pegases.”

			He seems to be grinding his molars together. “Nice of you.”

			Taissa takes a deep breath, ignoring his sulkily offended glare. “Locke. Have you considered…Have you considered the possibility that the NCL Stymphs are cursed?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Fourteen

			 

			Kion

			For a moment, all he does is stare at her.

			At her wide brown eyes, the smattering of freckles across her nose as it scrunches in anticipation. The way her feet are tucked under her jeans, newly healed from the shards of glass currently sticking out of her bunny slippers. He stares at her in complete disbelief, watching as a smug, know-it-all look crosses her expression.

			His team, cursed. What a novel idea. Somebody call the magistrates. He’s got a genius here.

			“Of course I’ve bloody considered that,” Kion snaps, pinching the bridge of his nose and squeezing his eyes shut. “Do you think I’m an idiot?”

			Taissa makes a small noise that suggests the answer to his question is a great, whooping fuck yeah. Merlin. His eyes flare open. She rolls her own at him. “Like I said,” she tells him sweetly, “sometimes I really think you were hit in the head too many times.”

			Kion is pretty damn sure he’s going to crack a molar. “We checked for a curse.” It would have been better if they were cursed. That would give his team an excuse, at least, for being so suddenly bad. “There was nothing.”

			“How did you check?”

			He grimaces. Curses are tricky things in their world, and really fucking rare. There’s only so much wickedness to go around, thanks to the Great Depletion and the Wells subsequently running dry on dark magic.

			Besides, the Department of Magical Regulation is on their shit. They’re on so much shit it isn’t even funny. After he’d used the simple Truth glyph in her cottage, Kion had received a very angry phone call from the DMR. After some embarrassing arse-kissing, they’d let his “mistake” slide. Lionel Hawke is, after all, both a Stymphs fan and a friend. He bought the story that Kion was just trying to confess his love to a disbelieving Cho.

			That was the most humiliating call of his life, if he’s being honest.

			It was Lionel that Kion had turned to two years ago when, out of the blue, the NCL Stymphs had begun playing like hungover rookies debilitated by a yearlong bender. They knew each other solely because of the fire that had “accidentally” and “devastatingly” started in the Waywardly Home when Kion was fourteen. Lionel had covered for him then, too, after seeing the scars on Kion’s back. Lionel had only been six years older than Kion at the time, and couldn’t bring himself to turn the lad in. More than fifteen years later, and Lionel was still soft on him.

			Come to think of it, maybe one of his exes burning down his summer house was karma.

			Point is, he’d had Lionel check the DMR logs tracking illegal glyph usage, concentrating on Summoning glyphs. Lionel combed through the data, but apart from a warlock who summoned a crossroads demon to bargain away seven years from his life for a date with an elvish social media star, nothing turned up.

			He tells Taissa this—well, a shortened version of it, anyway—and she looks unimpressed. “Are you sure he didn’t miss anything?” she questions. “And, by the way, other species can perform curse-work, too. It’s not just a witch/warlock thing.”

			Kion scrubs at his face. “Yeah, Cho, I know that.”

			The Wells are metaphysical pools of shared magic, which all magic-capable creatures can tap into, channeling the magic from them into the physical world in ways unique to their species. While black magic is scarce in the Dark Well, there’s no shortage of gray magic in the regular Well, used for somewhat good things and somewhat bad things. Normal magic. Yet even gray magic is enough to burn down an orphanage. Kion winces. Dark magic…Well, that’s another substance entirely.

			To draw from the Wells, witches and warlocks use qyls. Elves use elemental magic. Vampires use blood-magic, síceachs use the Sight, and hags use…Kion doesn’t want to know what hags use.

			The list could go on. The point is, Lionel Hawke is his only contact in law enforcement. Unless you count Jacks Clarke, the bounty-hunting dullahan, and Kion sure as fuck doesn’t. Jacks is just as likely to commit a crime as he is to hunt down the people that did it.

			“So there’s no real way to know if you’ve been cursed or not.” Taissa drums her fingers on the couch as Kion scowls in reluctant acknowledgment. “To curse a whole team, though—that takes real power. Cursing one person is hard enough, it is. I should know.” Her eyes cut toward him. “I’ve tried.”

			Of course she has.

			“Listen,” Taissa urges, nudging a shard of glass with her toe. Kion fights back the desire to warn her not to do that, lest she cut herself again. “Dropping to the bottom of the Major League was uncharacteristic enough. Dropping down to the bottom of the Minor League? I hate to admit it, but that’s the sign of dark magic, not the Blunduns. Because you were…fine. I guess you were good. If you really push me, I’ll say this team was one of the best. And I’ve spent a couple weeks here and I feel it. Don’t you? I mean, look at Brontë crashing into the siege tower, my axe hitting Óríon—”

			“—and then me,” he snaps.

			“—Knox hanging out of his saddle half our game, James crashing into the siege tower, you almost decapitating Adriel…It’s a trainwreck. When we play, it’s like we’re fighting to swim against the current, or drowning in old, congealing molasses.”

			“Oddly specific, Cho.”

			“And then there was today. The Cockatrices. That’s not an illness, and you know it.” Taissa pauses to catch her breath. “You know it, don’t you? It just doesn’t make sense. But what if we’re cursed, and somehow it bled onto the Cockatrices? Is that even possible? Can curses be contagious?”

			Damn it. He closes his eyes, seeing it all again. The cockatrices, hurtling toward the ground, suddenly nothing more than dead weight in the sky. That smell, of blood and terror. His hand drifts toward his pocket, where Vance’s number is stored.

			“Even if we are cursed, there’s fuck all we can do about it now,” he bites out. It’s true. Curses, at least the ones he knows about, can’t be undone so easily. Either the maker needs to undo them, or a higher power, some entity, needs to get involved. And entities have better shit to do.

			“That’s not true,” Taissa bites back. Her eyes are shining, and for a moment Kion sees her on the field again, digging through the debris, dragging out the corpses. Something weird happens to his heart. It twists in his chest.

			And he really doesn’t like it.

			“Oh, yeah?” Kion gives her a disdainful look even as his mind swims. Cursed. He’s suspected it for a while, but sometimes—well, sometimes, it’s a lot fucking easier not to focus on things out of your control. Easier to chalk it up to a historically bad, clinical case of the Blunduns.

			To repress shit, as James would say.

			But Wingeds? Falling from the sky?

			At some point, you can’t repress shit any longer.

			“Yeah.” Taissa holds his gaze. “Tomorrow. After you finish running us ragged during practice. Niamh wants us to go to an ice-cream parlor on Lantern Street. Since we left Dunanaird early and didn’t have time to show everybody how in love we are.”

			After everything that’s happened, the elf is still forcing them to go smile adoringly at each other in front of the cameras?

			Sometimes he has no faith in the world.

			“Fucking hells,” growls Kion, but Taissa holds up a finger.

			“We’re not going to get ice cream,” she says. “We’re going to find answers.”
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			Trust Taissa Cho to leave on the most cryptic note possible.

			With no idea what she has planned for tomorrow, Kion can only assume it’s some attempt to play detective. He’s envious of her optimism. He drowns in pits of pessimism on the daily.

			Kion’s feet feel heavy as he trudges past Isla’s door to knock on James’s. Everything that happened in Taste of Delhi had been a disaster. He’d never seen James so…not calm. Not the serene, placid, posh tosser he knows. And it had frightened him. Kion had seen their friendship, their fucking brotherhood, slipping through his fingers. He’d been terrified.

			His knuckles rap against the door once, then twice. Heart pounding in his chest, Kion waits. Damn it.

			From the start, he’d known he shouldn’t have lied to his team. Especially if he was only going to end up telling them later.

			He hates deceit. It gives him a rash.

			But Kion didn’t know how to do an Untold glyph, or know that Cho could do one. If he did, he would have let the other Stymphs in from the get-go; but that glyph was some advanced shit right there. Taissa Cho would have been the last person he expected to have that glyph down to a science.

			Maybe, a small voice suggests in the back of his brain, there’s a lot you don’t know about Taissa Cho.

			Although the others seemed to take his confession in stride—maybe because after the Dust Bite, his lie seemed like nothing to them—he’d hurt his best mate.

			This damn lie created a rift between them. If Kion had told James in the beginning about Niamh’s plan, there was a chance that he would have even encouraged it. They all know how badly they need more good press. James might have put his personal dislike for Cho aside in order to abet them.

			Might have. Probably not.

			Kion clenches his jaw and knocks again. James isn’t answering, and he always answers. “Oi, James?” he calls through the door, and his throat is tight. No answer. Maybe he’s out. But Kion knows better.

			His hand falls away from the door. So many emotions surge up in him at once that it’s hard, so fucking hard, to stomp them back down.

			But he manages. Because that’s what Kion Locke has done his whole life. Manage.

			By the time it’s done, anger is the only flame still burning bright in his chest. That’s the only one he ever lets himself feel. Anger.

			“Like a wounded animal,” James had said once, in that calm, unjudgmental way of his. “Lashing out.”

			His other words echo in Kion’s head. Not all of us are as deeply repressed as you.

			Well, fuck James Ridgeshaw IV.

			In the corner of his eye, he catches a flash of red hair. Kion turns, a brow already arching. He bites back a sigh as he sees that Isla has crept from her room, and is knocking softly on Brontë’s door, which is right across from her own. Kion stands still, knowing that Isla hasn’t seen him yet. He waits four, five, ten, twenty seconds, watching as Brontë never answers, and as Isla’s head bows in a mixture of disappointment and frustration.

			“Isla,” he says softly. She jumps, whirling around to face him with wide, light-brown eyes. Her cheeks are pink. “Looks like we’re in the same boat, then.” Kion gestures to James’s door and stomps down the hurt again. Anger. He’s angry.

			That’s all. That’s it. End of fucking story.

			Isla swallows hard, shifting in her worn, oversized flannel. Her freckles make her look so young. “Y-yeah.”

			Kion holds back a sigh, eyeing Brontë’s door and then Isla’s crestfallen face. Not everybody holds on to anger as well as he does. “You all right?”

			He watches as she tries to smile, and clears her throat. “I’m…Yes. Yes, I’m okay.”

			Bullshit. “I haven’t seen much of you lately,” Kion prods gently. Usually, the little redhead would stop by his flat—and everyone else’s—with small gifts: boxes of new tea flavors she thought they’d like, fun snacks she found in the shop, and other odds and ends she hoped they could use. A dramatic poetry book for Knox. A new scarf for James after he lost his old one. A gentle lotion for Óríon, whose skin became red and irritated after he’d gotten a new tattoo on his left arm’s dark sleeve.

			Once, she brought Kion an entire bag of throat lozenges, a bottle of cough syrup, a stack of tissues, and a huge vat of chicken noodle soup from the best deli around…All this after he’d complained, literally once during practice, that there was a bit of a tickle in his throat.

			He knows that Isla is saved in Knox’s phone as Mum #2. But lately, after everything with Brontë, Isla’s hardly been out of her flat at all save for practice. Her trip with Knox into the stable to watch Taissa choose her stymph was one of the only times, recently, that she ventured out. It had been good to see her. Good to think that maybe Taissa’s presence was helping bring her former fan out of her shell again.

			Isla’s smile is wobbly. “I’ve been sort of, um, busy.”

			“Yeah?” Kion’s voice is gentle. Everybody on the team has a soft spot for Isla Adaway. Even Óríon.

			Everyone except Brontë. At least, not like she used to. She’s still fond of Isla, everybody is, but over a few drinks, the other girl had confessed to feeling “tied down” and “clung onto.” Kion won’t ever tell that to Isla. Their breakup had been bad enough.

			Largely because, to Brontë, it wasn’t a breakup.

			But to Isla, it was.

			Very much so.

			“You want to come in?” Kion asks, walking to his own door. “You want to talk about it?”

			Isla hesitates, shifting on her feet. “You’re probably tired,” she murmurs, “and today was…It was…”

			Bad. Monstrously fucking bad. And he’s dead on his feet. All he wants to do is raid his fridge for the containers of takeaway they didn’t eat at the restaurant, then collapse into bed and sleep, dreamlessly, for eons.

			But Kion holds his door open for her.

			“Come on, kid,” he says gruffly. “I’ve got a bottle of Scotch and some takeaway.”

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			The next morning, his head feels like it’s about to split in half. The pain only worsens when, at seven on the dot, Niamh calls him—summoning him to Bill’s office. Fuckkk, Kion thinks as he drags himself to his door, only somewhat presentable.

			To his surprise, James is in the hallway, locking the door to his own flat. He’s dressed to probably pop down to his favorite café in a crisp, white-collared shirt and jeans that Kion knows he gets professionally pressed. He blinks blearily, mind foggy, as James casts him a cool look. “Morning, mate,” says Kion, and for a moment he doesn’t remember why James’s eyes go hard and cold.

			But then he does.

			James brushes past him without a word, and Kion grinds his teeth together, not bothering to lock his own door as he stalks after his friend.

			“Oi!” he half shouts, not caring who he wakes. James’s shoulders stiffen, but he doesn’t slow down. Kion catches up in only a few strides, his long legs eating up the distance. “James. Can we talk?”

			This is why he fucking hates lies. Why he can’t bloody stand them.

			No matter what, they always end up hurting somebody.

			Last night, he’d come clean in fear of this. Their friendship, swirling down the drain. He could see it happening as James began to believe in their fake relationship; he thought that coming clean would stop it. Did it only make it worse?

			Panic buzzes in Kion’s chest as James slams his palm against the triangular Down button next to the lift. It’s the only indication that the other man is upset; angry, even. His expression is cold and smooth, giving nothing away.

			Infuriated, Kion’s fists clench at his sides. Everything is bubbling up in him like he’s some sort of volcano. His mouth works; nothing comes out. Rationally, he knows that there’s more going on with James than just the lie about Taissa. Yesterday’s disaster hangs heavy around them. But he still feels like he’s drowning in a loveless sea. James has been his anchor for years.

			The lift chimes, sliding open. James steps in, and Kion’s throat is tight as he stays frozen in place, helplessly staring as the metal doors close shut, swallowing his friend from view.

			By the time he reaches Bill’s office, his knuckles are aching from resisting the urge to punch a hole in the wall. As Niamh rises from her desk to let him into the office, her smile doesn’t seem as chipper as it usually does, and there’s a bandage on her forehead from the Dust Bite. Elves heal quicker than lackers, but slower than witches and warlocks: They can’t tolerate Panaceas. Niamh had been injured yesterday, Kion remembers. Some flying debris. If his morning hadn’t already made him want to commit murder, he would have asked how she was doing. He hates himself as he doesn’t, stalking past her into Bill’s office, where the man paces before the huge glass panes of the window before the pitch.

			“Sit,” says Bill. The skin underneath his close-shaven white beard is red, like he’s been rubbing his chin for too long. Kion bites the inside of his cheek and rigidly takes a seat on one of the chairs before his desk. Bill joins him a moment later, sighing as one of his knees pops.

			“Of course it would take a catastrophe for your team to avoid dissolution,” Bill says a moment later. “But it did. At least for now.”

			Kion says nothing, staring hard at a spot on his polished desk.

			“The Cilbrith Pegases match next week is still on. A home game, you’ll remember. Same stakes.” He gets the impression that Bill is staring at him in exasperation. “Do you need,” the owner says, “to see Dr. Harowitz?”

			Kion’s reaction is physical—he jerks in his chair like he’s been electrocuted. Dr. Harowitz is the team’s psychologist. “No,” he bites out immediately, “why the bleeding fuck would I need to do that?”

			Bill looks unimpressed. “A few of your teammates have already been in to see her after the events of yesterday. I see you’re your usual self, though.”

			His heart rate slows a little. For a moment, he’d thought Bill knew…

			Kion’s throat feels tight again. James has been trying to make him go to her—to any psychologist, any therapist, really—for years. Every time, Kion refuses. They’ll make him talk about it. That’s the last thing he wants to do. His vision blurs in the corners. He hears Quaid’s smug voice, echoing in the corners of his mind.

			“Who are you going to tell, devil-boy? Who are you going to tell?”

			“Nobody! I promise, I promise!”

			“Good.” Quaid’s smile was a nasty thing. “Because if you do, we’ll kill you.”

			Kion slams back into his body, blinking rapidly as Bill—who hasn’t noticed, thank Merlin—drones on about how reporters will probably be coming to poke and prod into yesterday’s events, and how he and Taissa should—with the rest of the team—present a united front. But especially with Taissa; the mags will eat it up. Niamh, apparently, wants to position Kion and Taissa as the romantic survivors of a terrible accident, capitalizing on the momentum of the current Dust Bite story to maximize exposure.

			It’s disgusting. Kion glares at Bill as he waves him away in dismissal.

			For the second time this morning, he wants to punch a wall.

			He settles for slamming Bill’s door on the way out.

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifteen

			 

			Taissa

			Taissa couldn’t find her favorite sports bra, and it’s put her in a horrible mood.

			(That, or the entirety of yesterday. Probably a combination of both.)

			(Actually, probably just all of yesterday. Hauling dead bodies out of the wreckage does something to you.)

			Sitting before Yggdrasil, Taissa blearily watches as Cronus’s beak snaps up half of her proffered gigantic chocolate muffin from the wee corner shop just near the Nexitory. The cocoa has turned to ash in her mouth, but her stymphalian has no qualms devouring the other half of the baked good, which she’d broken apart with her hands. Judging by the flood of happiness that assails her, and the strange, jerky wiggling movement Cronus’s body is doing as he gulps the muffin down, the old bird is a fan of chocolate.

			“Delicious,” he squawks. “Give me more.”

			“That’s all I have for you today, you old fart,” Taissa replies, watching as his scarlet eyes narrow and his feathers ruffle menacingly. She holds up the remaining treat. “I should try to eat some more. For energy—”

			“Useless hatchling,” Cronus mutters with no shortage of acidity, but settles onto the turf beside her nonetheless, tucking in his wings. He even allows her to briefly stroke the soft down of the feathers’ topsides, before twitching in warning.

			“Have you ever seen anything like what happened yesterday?” Taissa asks as Knox and Óríon burst into the stables, bickering loudly. Kion, the arse, hasn’t canceled practice despite the entire team’s near-unanimous vote to do so. So she counts it as a small mercy that he acquiesced to cancel her pre-practice training.

			And while it’s the handlers who typically saddle up their Wingeds before leading them out onto the pitch to save time, it seems that Knox and Óríon had the same idea as Taissa—coming in early to check on their stymphs, worried that perhaps they may have ended up like the cockatrices overnight.

			“Never,” says Cronus shortly, and that’s all Taissa needs to hear. She feels his confusion and disorientation as keenly as if it’s her own. He clucks his beak and glares upward as, overhead, there’s the flapping of wings. Taissa raises her brows as Cato swoops toward them, landing gracefully a few meters away before moving closer.

			“Does he know that he’s a stymph, not a vulture?” Cronus mutters as Cato strides up to Taissa and stares in a pointed way at the rest of the muffin. Cronus shifts closer to Taissa, and squawks something that sounds like, Away with you in stymph. But he’s not attempting to bite Cato, which she counts as progress.

			Cato makes that strange laughing noise in the back of his throat. He’s smaller than his father, but twice as broad, with dark wings untouched by the grays of age and eyes that aren’t red, but a purple so dark they’re almost black.

			Taissa shakes her head.

			Cato’s eyes widen. She wonders if he’s attempting to mimic a puppy, and then abruptly scowls as she realizes it’s working.

			“Don’t you dare,” Cronus warns, also staring at the rest of the muffin. “If anyone should get that, it’s me.”

			“You had your fill,” she sighs, reluctantly holding out the rest of the baked good to Cato, who delicately takes the muffin in his beak. Cronus squawks in irritation, and Taissa watches curiously as Cato cocks his head, looks at his father, and slowly drops the muffin to the ground—only picking half of the half back up. In his gigantic beak, it’s minuscule.

			“Meager crumbs,” mutters Cronus, but scoops them up all the same. Slow, confused gratitude—Cronus’s gratitude—blooms in her chest. Taissa bites back a smile as Cato winks at his father—and as Cronus blinks, slowly, back in something that looks…and feels…like a small softening.

			It’s gone a moment later as Cato takes a jobbie right in front of his father and flies off with a theatrical flourish. Defecation as an insult runs in the family, apparently.

			“UNGRATEFUL WRETCH!” roars Cronus, laboriously getting to his taloned feet and flapping his wings in fury. Cato laughs from Yggdrasil.

			“He’s a lot like you,” Taissa informs her stymph, arching a knowing brow.

			Cronus turns on her, eyes narrowing. “How dare you insult me—”

			“I live in fear of your bird,” says Knox, leading red-feathered Robin over to where Taissa climbs to her own feet, attempting to calm a seething Cronus down. Shadows rim his eyes, but that mischievous smile still twitches on his lips. “I think he could take over a small country if he wanted to. Has the rage of ten thousand soldiers, him.”

			“Ach, he’s nothing but a baby,” Taissa says, entertained by the way Cronus stills at this, solely to fix her with a deeply furious look. “A wee, colicky baby.”

			“This ‘baby’ will peck out your spleen.”

			“I could say the same for that one over there,” says Knox, jabbing a thumb toward Órión, who’s grabbing a harness from one of the stable’s walls. His blue eyes flare as Knox grins at him.

			“I don’t know what you just said, and I do not want to know,” he snaps.

			Knox’s shit-eating grin grows.

			A moment later, the rest of the team files in, heading for their stymphs. She hears Isla’s exhale of relief when she realizes Jemmy is okay, and Adriel’s laughter as Ahava chirps excitedly to him from her nest.

			“Has Markus been bothering you?” she asks Cronus as they walk out onto the pitch together. At the mention of the name, Cronus seems to shrink in on himself. Fury warms her blood as she watches her menacing Winged cow at the name of a flabby man. Her promise to break both of his hands should he lay them on Cronus hadn’t been a lie.

			“No,” he mutters, and Taissa relaxes infinitesimally. Markus, to her disbelief, still hasn’t been let go from the staff. Perhaps she should move on to blackmailing Dodds.

			“All right,” Kion barks. “Stretch up.”

			Taissa seethes as they run through their stretches, glaring at Kion and wishing she could still be in her warm bed. But as she looks at her captain, something in her whispers that this is how he copes. Pushing himself until he collapses. Maybe he assumes that they do the same. Maybe, in his own way, he’s trying to help.

			Well, he’s not.

			As they run drills, sparring in the air atop their stymphs with swords, Taissa counts down the minutes until Locke calls time.

			Below them, sitting expectantly on the bleachers, are gaggles of reporters. Oh, they’re just waiting for the right moment to pounce, Taissa can tell. The Dust Bite is the largest tragedy to happen in the UK since a baobhan sith went on a biting spree last year in Scotland, luring hundreds of lacker victims into a deadly dance before pouncing on their exhausted bodies and drinking their blood. The reporters are eating this up like a fine dinner.

			Like foxes in a skip.

			Sweat dribbles down the side of Taissa’s face as her sword clashes against Óríon’s. Both of them are fighting with the skill of unbalanced children. Taissa stares in disbelief as, somehow, Óríon’s blade cuts a notch into her own. Óríon tries to yank his away, but the two blades are stuck together. Taissa grits her teeth as they begin a ridiculous game of tug-of-war while simultaneously flying in a wobbly circle.

			“This is getting old,” grumbles Cronus. “Just wrench yours back.”

			“What do you think I’m trying to do?”

			“I don’t know,” snipes back Cronus, nastily, “because whatever it is, it’s failing spectacularly. You’re embarrassing me.”

			“Give it,” demands Óríon, pulling harder. Taissa nearly falls out of Cronus’s saddle despite her Balance glyph and the straps anchoring her down.

			“No,” she bites back. “I need my sword.” With a mighty heave, she yanks it back, ignoring Óríon’s frustrated stream of Icelandic.

			“So do I, drullusokker.”

			“Let—go—”

			Today, clearly, is not Taissa’s day (but when is it ever, really?). It is, in fact, the opposite of her day. Right now, in this moment, it is a very, very bad time to be Taissa Cho.

			Because impossibly, the force of her pull and backward heave has snapped the saddle-belt around her waist, the frayed leather ripping in half. As Taissa jerks away with her (and Óríon’s) sword in hand, there’s nothing to keep her even somewhat steady on Cronus—not even her Balance glyph, although it should.

			Instead, Taissa tumbles off Cronus’s back into thin air, screaming some very tasteful profanities at the top of her lungs as Cronus squawks in disbelief.

			“STUPID HATCHLING!” the old stymph roars, diving after her, red eyes widening in fear.

			The swords in Taissa’s hand are whipped up by a heavy gust of wind, and her fingers slip from the hilt as she falls, her stomach dropping straight out of her arse. She plummets past Kion, howling, and hears his alarmed curse in return.

			“CHO!” he shouts, and dimly, in the back of her mind, she notes that there’s a panicked hoarseness to his voice that she wouldn’t expect from him.

			“Oooph!” Taissa hits Cronus’s feathered back with a wheeze, scrabbling to hold on to the saddle as he lands on the pitch and grudgingly lowers himself so she can climb off him without leaping. Her legs wobble, and she grabs on to her Winged to steady herself.

			“You stupid, stupid hatchling!” Cronus repeats, but his beak is poking and prodding her gently, like he’s trying to see where she’s hurt as the rest of the team lands, faces ashen. “You idiotic, bumbling—”

			“Cho!” barks Kion, grabbing her shoulders like he wants to shake her. He doesn’t let go, eyes running wildly over her face. “What in Merlin’s name—”

			Not a moment later, there’s a faint whistling sound, and Taissa looks up to see the joined swords plummeting blade-first toward them. With a scream of warning, she staggers backward (hauling Kion with her), as do the others. Adriel leaps away a moment before the weapons hit right where he was standing only seconds before. The swords quiver where they are embedded in the ground.

			Breathing hard, Taissa meets Kion’s eyes.

			Everything that just happened defied the laws of probability. She’s never seen two swords become stuck like that. Even at Level One, her Balance glyph shouldn’t have been overwhelmed so easily, not by her own backward momentum. And her saddle…Of course it snapped free at just the right moment. And of course the swords nearly decapitated Adriel—again.

			Only dark magic can prey on probability like this.

			This is not the bloody Blunduns.

			Kion’s jaw seems tight as the reporters swarm them like flies to honey, all chattering over one another. It’s another madhouse, just like yesterday’s—reporters looking for Mahina to comment on her near-tragedy rescuing the Cockatrice player, nosing into whether the tragedy has brought the infamously bickering Knox Tanaka and Óríon Magnússon closer together, and practically salivating over the fallen swords.

			She can just see the headlines: Devastation Continues On-Pitch for the Stymphs: Second Near-Decapitation for Adriel Pollack.

			“Fucking hells,” mutters the captain.

			“It’s going to be like this for a while,” she grumbles back. “What with the Dust Bite and all.” Her eyes snap toward a shrewd-looking goblin, and inwardly she grimaces. Surely him, and the other reporters, are wondering why her supposed boyfriend shouted at her rather than comforting her after yet another one of her near-death experiences (she supposes it comes with the game). Right—time to act couple-y, then.

			Taissa bites down a scowl as she closes the tiny distance between them, enveloping (trapping, really) the captain in a hug. “Oh, pookie,” she rasps, “I was so scared.”

			The cameras click as Kion stiffens underneath her touch. Oh, honestly. “Hug me back,” Taissa demands in a whisper, stepping on his toes. You’d think the man had never been hugged, the way he’s standing like a statue.

			As his arms reluctantly close around her, Taissa tries not to notice that he’s not wearing cologne today, and smells instead of soap and sweat. She also tries very hard not to think about the Tent-Pitching Catastrophe, as she’s named it. Instead, she concentrates on how he’s holding her just a little too hard, and how he’s the most insufferable, horrible person she knows…

			“Locke,” she hisses, stepping harder on his toes, “you’re suffocating me—”

			“Pardon me!” a squeaky voice interjects. It’s the goblin reporter, popping up before them, adjusting his smart purple suit and slicking back the thinning hair on his large head. “If I could just take a moment of your time…That was a big fall, by the way, gave us quite a scare…Seems like everybody’s falling nowadays, hm?”

			“I didn’t even buck you off that time,” Cronus adds, unhelpfully. “Ungrateful chick. When will you thank me for saving your life?”

			Taissa breaks the embrace, stepping away from Kion, suddenly cold without the warmth of his ridiculously large body. “Thank you, Cronus,” she grumbles back. The elderly bird preens.

			“Manners are important.”

			“Hypocrite…You shit everywhere.”

			“FOR THE LAST TIME! It’s not my fault you stepped in it!”

			“I cannot have this conversation with you again.”

			While she bickers with her stymph, she sees that Kion is glaring at the goblin from behind her. “Spit out your question, yeah?”

			“Fine, fine. Miss Cho,” the tiny man continues, black eyes glittering, “are you aware that your old team, the NCL Wyverns, have had some words to say about your return to the sport?” His tattered, pointy ears and snout nose twitch expectantly as Taissa inhales sharply. A familiar pain slices through her chest as the goblin smiles smarmily (he’s getting a great story right here: Taissa Cho Falls from Sky; Starts Crying) and rummages inside the chest of his suit to give her a folded newspaper.

			With a hand that’s only shaking slightly, Taissa reaches down to pluck the newspaper from his gnarled, ink-stained little hands. It’s a copy of Complete Carriwitchet, and while the front-page headline is of the Dust Bite (Taissa closes her eyes against the image of the falling Wingeds), the dog-eared section in the middle is what the goblin is really waiting for her to get to. She takes her time, purposefully lingering on the page before the marked one, staring down at an ad for Púca Púca LLC (which she’s quite sure is a criminal front of some sort for the notorious Withers) without really seeing it at all. (get lucky fast! púca púca llc grants bargains without the jargon!) With a trembling finger, she turns the page.

			Kion, standing over her shoulder, seems to stiffen. “You don’t need to read that,” he says quietly. “At least, not in front of him.”

			It’s too late. In bold, black letters, she sees it: Wyverns Struck Incredulous by Return of Taissa Cho.

			
				The NCL Wyverns were left rattled yesterday when news broke of infamous ex-player Taissa Cho’s return to the National Carriwitchet League.

				“It’s absurd,” Elise Henricks, the Wyvern’s Bailer, confides. “Taissa’s a known cheat. I’m shocked that the NCL would allow her to rejoin even its worst team. But we all know how she got in, right?”

				Henricks is undoubtedly referring to the rumored romance between once-rivals Cho and Kion Locke, captain of the low-ranking Stymphs. In past weeks, this pairing has raised some eyebrows—and some questions, with Cho’s surprise reveal on the NCL Stymphs.

				“Taissa was a fraud and a half,” adds Aster Flint, Robber. “She fooled the world into thinking she was the crème de la crème. She fooled me. Here I was, comparing myself to her, when the whole time, she was probably using illegal glyphs. Rubbish. I’m counting down the days until she shows her true ugly colors—again.”

				Cho’s former coach, the beloved Colum Frasier, doesn’t seem to care at all about Cho’s return.

				“I don’t concern myself too much with the worms writhing around on the sidewalk after the rain,” he says, snorting derisively. “Why would I give a damn about Taissa Cho?”

			

			Taissa’s eyes burn as she stares down at the words, which have started to swim on the page. The goblin is scribbling away gleefully at a notepad as Taissa tries not to utterly humiliate herself before him (either by crying or by screaming profanities at the sky).

			“Stop that, you whimper-wimp.” Cronus’s sharp beak nudges lightly at the side of her face, betraying his gruff tone. “It’s annoying me.”

			“It’s not fair.” She sounds like a petulant child, she does, but it’s just—it’s not fair, not fair at all. As she loses grip on her composure, Cronus has evidently had enough: The stymph takes a menacing step toward the reporter, glaring down at him with those bloody red eyes.

			“Do you want me to pick out his liver?”

			Kind of, actually. But that would be a lawsuit and a half. “Cronus, no.”

			“Cronus, yes.” His feathers begin to ruffle menacingly, sharp silver undersides gleaming.

			Nervous now, the goblin taps his pen, an enchanted Pell-Mell Plume, on his chin. Taissa despises those shiny, purple-feathered ballpoint pens; they allow their user to write faster than what’s even remotely natural. Taissa had used them at the Witchery for churning out notes during the rapid lectures, but after The Scandal, she despised them. Pell-Mell Plumes are most often used by nosy reporters.

			“Er—can you call off your stymph?” the goblin pleads.

			“Nope,” Taissa is about to say unpleasantly, but Cronus beats her to it. With a violent snap of his beak, the goblin is in imminent danger of dismemberment. The little reporter scurries back, and with one last fearful glance, decides to target the rest of the team instead.

			“If you could stop falling off Cronus, that would be great,” Kion grumbles to her out the side of his mouth. But his heart doesn’t seem in it. He’s watching James with dark eyes.

			Taissa shoots him a glare, fidgeting with the newspaper. “I told you—cursed.”

			He exhales, exasperatedly, grabbing the paper from her. “And I told you not to read this shit, Cho.”

			“I dinna care, ye wee numpty,” she lies and the corner of Kion’s mouth twitches.

			“Is that why your accent is suddenly as thick as Knox’s skull?” When she fails to laugh, or even smile, at the joke, Kion’s eyes narrow. “You’re angry. I know your tells.”

			“Don’t pretend like you care,” Taissa bites back. You don’t believe me. It’s good to be reminded once in a while that Locke is still a raging arsehole. “Pookie,” she adds, simply because she can’t help herself.

			“Let’s not do this right now. Sweetheart.”

			(She is not blushing. Not at all.)

			“Fine,” Taissa sniffs. “We have better things to focus on. Is practice over?”

			His jaw works.

			“Is it?”

			“No.”

			“Is it?”

			“No.”

			“Is it?”

			“Fine.”

			“Where are you going, hatchling?” Cronus almost sounds disappointed, although the most potently noticeable overtone is his annoyance.

			“To pay a visit to someone with answers,” replies Taissa. “Go try to eat your children, old man. We’ll be back soon.”

			The look Cronus gives her is extremely unimpressed.

			“Bring me with you,” he snaps, crotchety. “Don’t just abandon me to my awful spawn. They’re planning my assassination; I just know it. A coup.”

			Taissa’s brows raise, incredulous, but she considers it. Unless, unbeknownst to her, her contact has moved, the man should still live in Pinion-upon-Keat (more specifically, on Cherrybush Lane). It’s not a far flight; not in comparison to the flight times of full carriwitchet games.

			And it would save her from listening to Locke tell her to keep her feet off his dash.

			“And,” Cronus adds in a grumble, “you just fell through the sky and almost died. I want to keep an eye on you, hatchling. You’re a danger to yourself.”

			Her eyebrows lift.

			“Don’t let it go to your head.”

			“Cho.” Kion’s voice is exasperated (but when is it not?), like he’s been trying to catch her attention for a while now. “What are we doing?”

			But she’s already backed up, preparing for her running start necessary to mount Cronus. Taissa’s perfected the High Mount by now, and launches onto his back with nothing more than a whuff of exertion, and quickly etches a Mending glyph into the snapped saddle-belt before fastening it around her waist.

			“Come on, Locke,” she says, ignoring the curious looks of the reporters and other team members below. “It’s time for some ‘ice cream.’ ”

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			Wind whips through Taissa’s hair as she and Cronus swoop over Lantern Street, inciting surprised hollers from below.

			Technically, the stymphs are supposed to remain in the stables when not in training or game-transport, or heading into retirement with their player.

			But technically, greasy handlers like Markus can kiss her saddle-sore ass.

			Cronus is hers, and she’s his. And she knows that the elderly bird has spent his entire life cooped up; that match in Dunanaird was his very first time out of the Nexitory’s property. He hasn’t even seen the rest of Pinion-upon-Keat.

			Besides, the rule is mostly ignored by every pro carriwitchet player. When she was bonded with Sansa, she’d often take the little wyvern on soaring rides through Banallan’s lush green fields. As long as she doesn’t test Cronus’s limits (long-distance flights are a no-no, especially for a stymph of his, ah, esteemed age), nobody can say anything without annoying both rider and Winged (a deadly combination, that).

			Next to her, Kion leans forward on Cato, who seems to be bickering with his father in the language of the stymphs, chittering and clucking in annoyance as the two of them soar over the wide-eyed shoppers.

			“Do you want to finally tell me where we’re going?” Kion demands, casting a suspicious look at her.

			“Cherrybush Lane!” Taissa hollers back.

			“Cherrybush?” Kion demands as she mentally requests Cronus to veer right. Her stymph obliges, turning gracefully. “What the fuck is there?”

			“More like who the fuck is there.” As their stymphs angle into a Parallel Position, the tips of their wings nearly touching, Taissa wonders if maybe, possibly, she should have called Alun Davies first. This has the potential to be extraordinarily and extremely awkward.

			It’s been years since she last saw him, and their encounter had been brief (“Many men finish too quickly. It’s nothing to be ashamed about,” she’d told him in resignation, approximately twenty-two seconds after flopping onto his bed). But he’s the one she needs now—well, more specifically, him and his abilities. If the stymphs are cursed, looking through DMR files isn’t going to do much good. But Alun…

			Well, Alun could be useful. For once.

			(He owes her something satisfying.)

			She doesn’t say any of this to Kion.

			At least, not right now, at the risk of bugs flying into her mouth.

			Instead, she ignores him, concentrating on finding Cherrybush Lane, using the Tally Ho Tavern below as a marker. That’s where they met that night, and then…

			Thirteen minutes later, Cronus lands on a cobblestoned road (narrowly avoiding crushing the parallel-parked cars), bronze talons clicking against the worn stones as Taissa jumps off him, eyeing the row of flats—redbrick with white trimmings and small black-fenced balconies—lining the street.

			“What’s that smell?” demands Cronus, and despite the usual displeased edge to his tone, Taissa knows he’s exhilarated. His giddiness swirls in her chest. In approximately twenty minutes, he’s seen more of Pinion than he’s seen in probably seventy years. Maybe two hundred years. She’s not sure how old he is. Between seventy and two hundred seems safe.

			“There’s a fish-and-chips shop just around the corner.”

			“Disgusting. I want to try some.”

			“Later,” she promises.

			As Kion’s boots thump on the stone, Taissa eyes the flats. “If I remember right,” she muses out loud, “his is 42B. Or maybe 43—44? No, 42—”

			Kion’s hand closes around her forearm before she can finish striding away. Somehow his touch manages to be firm yet gentle at the same time. “What are we doing here?”

			Taissa shakes off his grip, and nervously unplaits her hair. “We’re here to see Alun Davies,” she says slowly, wishing she had a mirror. Some charm may be needed here with Alun, despite the little debt he owes her. “He’s a síceach.”

			The captain’s eyes widen, but only fractionally. “A síceach,” he repeats. “You know a bloody psychic?”

			In the UKHC, síceachs are rare. Not as rare as, say, the endangered selkies or leshy (fur-hunting and deforestation have really done a number on the poor things, respectively), but síceachs are scarce all the same. They’re not witches or warlocks, not really—they can’t use glyphs in the way that Taissa and Kion can—but they’re, well, as a gnome is to a dwarf. Different, but…similar.

			(In the case of gnomes and dwarves, the most startling difference is temperament. Short-tempered dwarves, although not Unseelie, make up a large portion of Shackell Penitentiary’s inmate population for murder. Gnomes, on the other hand, like to garden.)

			While síceachs cannot use glyph-magic, they have something that witches and warlocks do not: the Sight, the ability to read auras, or the magic surrounding them. If the NCL Stymphs really are cursed, Alun will (hopefully) be able to confirm it by reading their auras.

			If, of course, he still lives here.

			“How the hells do you know a síceach?” demands Kion as Taissa starts up the stone steps toward a flat with 42B painted neatly on a black door. She’s not concerned about leaving the two stymphs on the streets—nobody will try to steal them, and if they do, well, Cronus has a nasty bite to him.

			The last thing Taissa wants to do is to discuss her sexual history with Kion Locke. “We, erm, met—briefly—a few years ago, when I was in Pinion for one of the Wyverns v. Stymphs games,” she explains quickly, pausing with her knuckles just above the door.

			“How briefly?” Kion is looking at her a little too closely for her liking.

			“Too briefly,” she mutters before taking a deep breath and knocking tentatively on the door.

			Ten seconds, twenty, thirty. Nobody comes. Taissa shifts on her feet. Underneath the summer sun, and away from the windchill of flying, she’s hot in her leather uniform.

			“You knock like a wuss,” mutters Kion.

			“Sod off.”

			“Let me knock.”

			She blocks his body with hers as he tries to step forward. “We don’t need to bang the door down.”

			“Maybe we do. Your lad’s not answering.”

			“I’ll knock again. And he’s not my lad.”

			“So you two didn’t shag?”

			Ugh. “I never said that.” She bristles. “Stop breathing down my neck.”

			“I’m not.” But then he does it again. On purpose.

			“Yes, you are—” Right as her knuckles graze the door again, it swings open to reveal a very puzzled looking Alun Davies.

			He’s…not quite how she remembers him.

			Taissa had been charmed by the sandy-haired, dimpled young man with bright green eyes and an easy laugh in Tally Ho.

			What’s before her now is Alun Davies, if Alun Davies had suddenly and unfortunately plunged into a goth phase.

			His hair isn’t the soft, wavy thing she remembers: It’s jet-black and spiky. Smudged blue eyeliner rims his lids; he’s wearing a white T-shirt with so many rips and tatters that it no longer looks fashionable or artistic—it looks like he lost a fight with a blender down at a smoothie shop. For some reason, a red tie hangs loose around his neck, only half done.

			And he’s wearing no trousers.

			His boxers (blue-and-white checkered, with rubber duckies) are very, very visible.

			“Oh, dear,” says Taissa. She can’t help herself.

			Behind her, she feels Kion stiffen. Either he’s holding back a laugh or a sneeze.

			Morgana help her.

			Alun’s eyes are squinting, and then widening in recognition. “Well, well, well! If it’s not Taissa Cho!”

			“Hello, Alun,” she says weakly. Alun’s eyes drift toward Kion behind her. His eyebrows raise. One of them has a piercing in it. “It’s, ah, er, nice to see you, uh, again. We…Well, we could use your help. As a síceach.”

			“Oh?” Alun’s eyes snap back to her. Kion hasn’t bothered to say hello (of course he hasn’t). “Yeah, yeah, okay. Uh, you guys want to come in, or what?”

			“Sure,” croaks Taissa. “Thanks.”

			As they follow Alun into his flat, Taissa’s conscious of Kion’s incredulous stare. “This is your type, then?” he whispers out of the corner of his mouth. She elbows him deeply in the ribs as a response.

			The flat smells like burnt sage and beeswax candles. Alun leads them into the sitting room, where an overstuffed couch sits before a telly, and chunks of glittering crystals sit charging on the room’s windowsill in the sunlight. Her riding boots are noiseless on the thick black carpet, which matches the dark walls. Someone down the hall is blasting the Howling Pumpkinheads.

			Alun clears off the sofa for them, shoving aside an odd assortment of things: pouches of what are probably dried herbs, tattered divination cards, one or two empty boxes of Jumping Jellies (there are a few of the stray candy beans hopping gleefully around on the dusty edges of the room near the bookcase), and a smudged crystal ball with more than a few cracks in it. “Sit, sit,” says the síceach magnanimously. As Taissa obliges, with Kion following, Alun stands before them looking both concerned and wary. “If you’re asking me to predict how your season ends, I’m afraid I can’t do that. Ethics, and all.”

			Taissa bites the inside of her cheek to keep herself from rolling her eyes. Síceach sports predictions are fickle at best. “That’s not what we’re here for.”

			“Oh?” Alun looks slightly surprised. “Why, then?” A dimpled smile suddenly appears. “If you’re looking for a third, well, color me intrigued.”

			Her face flushes as his meaning sinks in. “Oh, that’s not—”

			“I had a lot of fun with you, Taissa,” says Alun with a wink. In the years since she’s seen him (albeit however fleetingly), Alun seems to have become rather cocky, hasn’t he? Especially considering his, ah, time limit. “Wouldn’t mind doing it again…Or with him, either. And”—Alun winks again—“I’ve improved in…performance. I met the five-minute mark recently. Can you believe it?”

			Never before has Taissa been so immensely flabbergasted. All she can do is stare at the síceach with her mouth agape, torn between laughter and absolute humiliation.

			On the couch, Kion shifts closer to her, and she nearly jumps out of her skin as his ungloved hand—rough with calluses—closes around hers.

			“Out of the question,” he says, but he sounds amused, probably at her plight. Alun still has not deigned to put on trousers. “She’s mine—only mine.”

			Taissa casts him an irritated look even as warmth traitorously blooms in her stomach, and tries not to swat his shoulders. Instead, she quirks an eyebrow, careful not to let Alun (who, to his credit, looks slightly embarrassed) see. He’s laying it on a bit thick.

			Locke looks evenly back at her just as she clears her throat. His hand is still holding hers. (Not that she cares, or even notices, really.)

			“Actually, Alun, we were hoping you might be able to do an aura reading for us.”

			The síceach blinks. “Oh. We’re going in a much different direction than I thought we’d be.”

			He sounds so disappointed. Kion makes a sound of impatience deep in his throat. “Look,” he bites out, his hand tightening around hers, “we need to know whether we—the NCL Stymphs—have been cursed or not. Cho seems to think you can tell us.”

			Recovering admirably, Alun plops down onto the floor in front of them, legs crossed. Taissa closes her eyes as she unfortunately catches a peek of a vaguely familiar part of his anatomy.

			(“Charming,” mutters Kion under his breath.)

			“I can do that,” agrees Alun.

			“Thank you so—” she begins.

			“For a price.”

			Taissa swallows her gratitude. “How much?” she asks tightly. The sign-on advance for her joining the team is measly, and although Niamh’s emailed her about a few parties interested in giving opportunities to her and Kion, her bank account is still in dire straits. Kion’s probably better off, but with the way he’s glaring at Alun (and at Alun #2), she’s not sure that he’s in the mood for negotiations.

			Alun shrugs innocently before naming the most obscene, absurd price Taissa’s ever heard in her life. “Are you shitting me?” she hisses, and Alun holds up his hands in surrender.

			“A lad’s gotta eat. And if you really need the services of a síceach, well, you should be willing to pay for them, no? This is my livelihood, after all.”

			Coming here was a mistake. Giving him that fee would clear half of her bank account.

			“You owe me, Alun,” she snaps. Best to come right out with it. Locke raises his brows.

			Alun doesn’t look swayed. “As far I’m concerned, we experienced mutual bliss.”

			“In thirty seconds?”

			Locke makes a sound like he’s choking. Alun reddens.

			“Time is nothing but a social construct.”

			“Time is not a social construct, you absolute—”

			Abruptly, Kion mutters a curse, pulling out his phone. “You take FaeFund?”

			“I don’t see why not,” says Alun smoothly.

			“Locke,” Taissa says quietly, “it’s not worth it.” Not for the simple yes/no answer Alun will provide.

			Enough to just assume they’re cursed, and leave this (badly dressed) síceach behind.

			But Kion’s jaw is tight. It’s clear that he needs that absolute yes/no answer—for his team. Especially as they balance on the precipice of losing it all. She supposes she can understand. If it really is the Blunduns, then as captain and coach, he’s responsible. But if it’s a curse, well, that weight on his shoulders would be eased.

			And Locke seems to have rather a lot on his shoulders. She’s surprised he hasn’t crumpled underneath the pressure of it all.

			“Oh, I can throw in more to sweeten the deal,” the síceach says hurriedly. “I can tell you what type of curse it is, if you are, of course, cursed.”

			That would narrow it down, Taissa admits reluctantly to herself. And it would be enough to take to the authorities.

			Kion makes a low sound of irritation. “I’ll pay you after you’ve delivered. Yeah?”

			Alun tips an imaginary hat at him. “Sure. Sure.” He eyes them coyly. “Right, then. Let’s see.”

			With bated breath, Taissa watches as Alun’s eyes begin to fog over, like clouds suddenly rolling across the sky on a clear day. She’s never seen anyone do this before, never seen a síceach use the Sight. As that glowing white gaze fixes on her and Kion, trepidation skitters down her spine like spiders.

			The síceach tips his head, first one way, then the other. Fidgeting, she wonders what their auras look like—how Alun will be able to tell whether the stain of dark magic is upon them. Kion shifts slightly on the sofa, and his hand is still in hers. Does he realize that his thumb is drawing absentminded circles along her skin? Her heart is suddenly thump-thump-thumping in her chest in a way that has nothing to do with Alun’s strange, scrutinizing gaze.

			When Alun’s eyes finally blink back to green, Taissa feels as jumpy as the jellies hopping around the perimeter of the sitting room (one of them, she’s noted, is her favorite flavor: Sugared Pear). “Oh,” says Alun, adjusting his tie (in order to make it more unadjusted, it seems). “That was interesting.”

			“What did you see?” Taissa asks breathlessly.

			“Well…” Alun jumps to his feet (she has to close her eyes again) and hurries to the bookcase, crushing one of the Jumping Jellies underfoot in the process. The confectionary bean emits a sad, squeaking sound underneath Alun’s bare foot as he turns back on his heel, a worn book gripped triumphantly in his hand.

			The embossed title reads, Agatha Jar’s Properties of Auras.

			Sitting down before them again, Alun opens the book as if it’s Reading Time in kindergarten, and she and Kion are two children in need of entertainment. He’s flipped to a page filled with colors—a color chart. Every color imaginable fills the two pages, crammed in beside one another, with spidery ink listing each color’s—each aura’s, she realizes—attributes below.

			“We’ll start with you, Taissa.” With a finger, Alun taps a lovely lilac color. “This is the base color of your aura.”

			“Oh,” says Taissa, pleased. “It’s pretty.”

			“It means you’re suffering.”

			“Oh,” says Taissa again, less amused.

			Alun looks thoughtful. “Lilac auras usually emerge after some traumatic event. They signify a lingering hurt, and a strong, almost poisoning, bitterness.”

			It doesn’t take a genius to figure out when her aura changed from whatever it was to lilac. Taissa slumps backward on the sofa, seething at the reminder of The Scandal. “Interestingly,” says Alun, “Kion’s base color is the same.”

			Surprised, Taissa sneaks a sideways peek at Kion, who’s suddenly as stiff as a plank of wood, and not in the more amusing way. His hand is suddenly crushing her own, and Taissa winces, but for some reason she can’t bring herself to pull away.

			His aura is also lilac…She wouldn’t have expected it. At all. To her surprise, she’s found that there are things she doesn’t know about Kion Locke despite her die-hard fangirl stage (even recalling it, she reddens)—maybe things that nobody knows.

			But what?

			“Are we cursed?” Kion bites out.

			“I’m getting there.” Alun looks like he’s enjoying himself as he taps a nail against a new color, this one a light pink. “Lilac isn’t the only color your auras share in common. You also share this.”

			She doesn’t like the look of that color.

			“Attraction,” concludes Alun. “Nice to have confirmation of what you already know, hey?”

			This time, Taissa’s hand does leap out of Kion’s, like a frog dashing back into water. “No,” she says automatically, even as her brain goes to the Tent-Pitching Catastrophe and, also, the various posters she used to own of him, and how good he smells sometimes (fine, all of the time).

			Next to her, Kion is glaring at the síceach in a way that makes her wonder if they’ll be leaving a crime scene behind. “Listen—”

			Now in the groove of things, Alun doesn’t seem at all frightened. “Then, Taissa, you have scarlet, orange, and green—stubbornness, high energy, and high intellect.”

			She preens. Kion rolls his eyes at her.

			“Kion has an interesting display of scarlet, blue, and golden—the two latter being resilience and courage. Finally, there’s one more similarity you both have.” He taps the swatch of black. “Have you ever tried to mix balsamic vinegar and oil together? That’s what your auras look like right now. There are dark spots all over them.”

			“A curse,” Kion says slowly.

			“Ding, ding, ding!” Alun grins. “Yeah, you’re cursed, all right. But it’s interesting. There’s something else happening to your auras. It’s like…I’ve never seen it before.”

			Well, that can’t be good. Taissa jitters her leg. “What is it?” she demands.

			“I don’t…know.” His eyes shine white again, and he peers more closely at them. (At this point, he’s inches away from them. His breath smells like the Cruel Cinnamon flavor of Jumping Jellies.) “The curse-spots, they’re flickering. Every few moments.”

			“That’s a good thing, right?” Taissa asks slowly. “That the curse is fading?”

			“But they’re not fading.” Alun’s eyes go back to green. “They flicker, but they come back. They’re showing no signs of going anywhere. It’s strange. Really, really strange. Usually, curse-spots are steady. Unblinking.”

			“What kind of curse is it? Did it somehow bleed onto the Cockatrices?”

			Alun flips through the book again, this time keeping the pages to himself. “Curses don’t usually ‘bleed’ onto other recipients. Unless the Cockatrices are also cursed, what happened yesterday is something else entirely. Your curse, though, you can think of it as the opposite of a Luck glyph,” he says. Taissa winces at his pointed look.

			“It makes us unlucky,” says Kion slowly.

			He gives him an unimpressed look. “Well, yeah. Obviously. But as for the type of caster, it’s hard to make out.” Alun frowns down at the book. “Not a demon or a dark god. This type of curse is too minor for them to perform. They deal in pestilence and death and all those nice, fun things. Destruction on massive scales. This, I mean, this is literally just petty.”

			“So a Summoning glyph wasn’t used?” prods Taissa. The forbidden glyphs are used to draw those nasty, wicked things out of the dark to do dirty work on behalf of witches and warlocks.

			“Mm, no. I don’t think so.”

			Kion grimaces.

			If a Summoning glyph wasn’t used, the likelihood of it being a witch or a warlock has plummeted. They could still be involved somehow, but it’s less likely. More likely is it that it’s another curse-capable creature. One who’s not a fan of the NCL Stymphs.

			You’d think cursing one’s least favorite carriwitchet team would be more common, but it’s not.

			After the Second World Witching War of 1939, where dark magic had been used in such excessive quantities by the Hidden Cities of the Axis, the Well’s reserves of dark magic became…depleted.

			There’s not enough left to waste it on frivolous curses (like on your least favorite sports team)—and usage of the Well’s dark magic is rumored to be highly regulated by Queen Pike and King Puck, who want to conserve as much of it as possible for whatever nefarious purposes they might be holding close to their chests.

			To pilfer from the Well means an unpleasant visit from the dullahan—Unseelie bounty hunters. With the caster’s death comes the trickling of magic back into the Well.

			And even before the Great Depletion, curses—no matter the species of the caster—have always been dangerous. Tricky. Very, very few people could actually manage them with accuracy. Plus, nowadays, there’s the matter of the DMR and the CCB.

			When something like this happens, no matter how rarely, they should be on it right away, apprehending the curser and forcing them to undo the spell. Somehow, this slipped through their cracks. But how?

			Taissa’s head swims. “Is there anything else you can tell us? Was it a sluagh? A nuckelavee? Did the Dust Bite happen because of the curse? Is there any way you can get the hex off us?”

			Alun looks faintly amused. He checks her questions off on his fingers. “No, I can’t tell you what creature cast the curse—that’s far above my humble abilities.” Kion rolls his eyes. “As for the Dust Bite, there’s no way to know. I would lean toward no, since that entire incident handed you lot a victory. And if you want to get the curse off, your best bet is either to track down who did it and have them reverse it, or kill them. And now I’d like my money, please. Took a toll on me, this did.” Liar.

			Taissa’s stomach twists as Kion grudgingly taps away on his FaeFund. By the sound of it, they’re dealing with a curse—and whatever’s happening with the cockatrices. If it really is an illness, she can only hope it’s not contagious.

			But knowing their luck (or their unluck), all signs point to disaster.

		

	
		
			Chapter Sixteen

			 

			Kion

			Fuckkkk.

			As they exit the local magistrate precinct, mounting their stymphs—Taissa looks really damn funny, taking a running start in the cramped parking lot to do the High Mount—Kion wonders who he pissed off so badly to be cursed.

			Nobody he’s known has ever been cursed. That’s archaic stuff, “petty” stuff.

			The magis they spoke to promised to take their case to the DMR and CCB after paying a call on the emo síceach to confirm his and Taissa’s report. There’d been relief in the magis’s eyes, maybe that the NCL Stymphs weren’t so shitty, after all. Bill Dodds will be notified—effective immediately—and they’ll see where to go from there.

			Chances are, they still have to play, cursed or no. But maybe Bill will be a bit more lenient about dissolving them.

			Fuck, Kion still feels so stupid. Writing all of this off as a bad case of the Blunduns. What kind of captain is he? What kind of coach? The flight back to the Nexitory atop their stymphs is silent. He can tell that Cho is deep in thought. So is he.

			It’s not just the curse that’s bothering him. It’s that síceach. Is that really Taissa’s type? Can’t be, can it? He’s as far from it as possible. Not that it matters. At all.

			But he can’t stop thinking about it.

			And about how her aura was pink. How both of theirs were.

			When they finally land, Kion and Taissa are sure to give their Wingeds a good rubdown in the stables, underneath Yggdrasil. Neither of them speak. Taissa doesn’t even look at him, so focused on Cronus. After stomping out of Alun’s, she’d hastily grabbed a takeaway bag of fish-and-chips and now she’s staring at her Winged as he rips through the grease-stained paper and stabs the fried cod with his beak.

			“Cho,” he finally says, just as the stable doors burst open and Niamh, tottering on unnecessarily high pumps, rushes in.

			“Did you hear?” the elf gasps, flouncing toward them, tablet pressed to her chest. Kion’s mouth thins. So word of this curse has already spread. He opens his mouth to tell her that they’ve just come back from the station when she thrusts her tablet into his face. “Wily Witch wants the two of you to come in for an interview and a photoshoot for their front cover!” As Niamh squeals, clearly delighted, Kion’s mouth drops open.

			That’s definitely not what he was expecting her to say.

			He was expecting something more along the lines of, We’ve been invited to a vigil for the cockatrices. Wear all black and look as miserable as you feel.

			“Your ugly mug? On a magazine?” Cato snarks.

			Kion swats at him.

			“And,” Niamh continues, basically glowing with exuberance, “they’re looking for the two of you to officially and exclusively confirm your relationship.”

			Taissa clears her throat. “Doesn’t this seem a wee bit insensitive? So soon after the Dust Bite?”

			Exactly what he was about to ask.

			Albeit more polite.

			Niamh touches her bandaged forehead with one manicured hand. “Well, um, yes…But honestly, it’s because of the Dust Bite that Wily Witch is seeking this exclusive. The tragedy gave us a ton of exposure. People online have been speculating about the two of you, and one of the paparazzi photos reached nearly fifty thousand likes. Maybe some good’s come out of this. As callous as it is to say,” she hastens to add when Kion pins her with a glare. The colorful flowers threaded through her blonde hair seem to momentarily wilt. “Plus, they’re offering significant compensation.”

			Kion runs his tongue over his teeth. The síceach’s ridiculous fee has made a dent in his already-shrinking wallet. “How much?” he and Taissa ask at the same time.

			She types up a number. Shows them.

			“Each,” adds Niamh.

			Merlin’s shriveled balls.

			Kion clears his throat while Taissa emits something between a gasp and a croak. “All of this? For a few photos and an interview?” he asks, slightly disgusted.

			Fuck’s sake, there are people who don’t make this amount in a year. Maybe two. Maybe three.

			To his dread, Niamh suddenly looks uncomfortable. “Ah, the photos will be more of the…risqué…variety?” Her voice tilts up at the end, as if to lessen the blow.

			“Risqué,” repeats Kion softly. Even to his own ears, his quiet voice sounds deadly. “Define that.”

			The elf shifts from foot to foot. “Well, it is Wily Witch…”

			“Please don’t say we have to be naked,” says Taissa.

			Silence, except for Cato’s cackling a moment after the silence stretches just a little too fucking long. After a moment, Taissa’s stymph joins in, too. Merlin. They’ve gone and bloody joined forces. He shoots the stymphalians a look of warning.

			“Niamh,” Taissa urges, voice growing louder, “just tell us we don’t have to be naked.”

			Niamh’s attempt at an honest, trustworthy smile is laughable. “Er…you don’t have to be naked?”

			Ah, fuck. They definitely do.

			“I mean…” The elf blows a blonde strand out of her heart-shaped face. “They’re looking for some provocative shots. Not, like, porn—”

			“Small mercy,” mutters Taissa, who has suddenly gone pink. Kion’s own ears are burning.

			“—but tasteful,” finishes Niamh. “The two of you in, maybe, sheets. Things like that. You know. Seductive.”

			“You should see your face right now.”

			“Shut up.”

			“No. This is funny. A piece of art. Even better than that comedy show Tanaka put on last year—”

			Kion closes his eyes and prays to Merlin for mercy, taking one deep, steadying breath. The stable’s air smells like leather and wood. When he opens his eyes again, Niamh is looking at him with a damnably expectant expression. He realizes she’s asked if they’ll do it.

			Fuck, Kion wishes he still had his agent to field these ridiculous requests; to make demands and call people ugly words for him. But bottom-rank Minor League players don’t get swanky agents; nobody will waste their time on the lowest of the low. So all he has is Niamh.

			“Please?” the elf begs, suddenly looking hopeful. Kion knows that before Taissa strutted into Pinion-upon-Keat’s Nexitory, Niamh was on the verge of losing her job. She was going to be the next to go, after the janitors, kit boys, coach, assistant coach, bus driver, masseuse, and groundsman. With no even halfway decent press, and the tabloids calling his team “roadkill,” Bill Dodds was on the verge of letting Niamh go. Everybody could tell. It’s a bloody miracle she’s held on for so long. “All the shots will be tasteful, I promise.” Ah, shit. She’s pulling puppy dog eyes.

			“Give us a moment, will you?” Kion mutters, and Niamh nods, backing up a few paces. “Further. Further. Further…”

			Niamh looks distinctly unamused as her back hits the wooden wall. Only then does Kion turn to Taissa.

			“I say no,” he bites out. “We have a curse to look into.”

			“Think of the money, Locke,” is her hushed rejoinder. Ah, fuck. Cho’s eyes are wide. He can basically see pound signs sparkling in them. “And with all you just spent on Alun’s reading…It’s easy cash, don’t you see? We talk about how ‘smitten’ we are with each other and take a few photos—”

			“Provocative photos,” he reminds her through his teeth.

			“Heh,” says Cato. “He-he-he-he. He-he.”

			Cronus seems to be smirking. As much as Kion can tell.

			The look Taissa gives Kion is withering. “Locke, this isn’t the kind of money you pass up. Besides, I don’t think Bill would let us. Niamh asking seems more like, well, a courtesy. It’s in our contracts that we ‘do hereby agree to act in accordance to the necessary steps to ensure beneficial press for all parties involved; including, but not limited to, the pretense of a relationship between…’ ”

			Kion grimaces, but part of him is reluctantly impressed. He barely read the terms of agreement between them before signing it, but even if he had, there’s absolutely no bloody way he’d remember it as perfectly as Taissa. She’d had a green tinge to her aura, that síceach had said: high intellect. And she’d known how to draw a bloody Untold glyph.

			Right. So maybe, yeah, he’d assumed that she was…well, not dumb, not Cho, but maybe not smart, either. And he’s feeling like a massive, massive arsehole for some reason right about now. He’s assumed a lot of shit about her over the years. Maybe he shouldn’t have.

			Maybe there’s more that he’s assumed that’s…wrong.

			The thought is unsettling. His skin crawls.

			“Locke,” Taissa prompts. “Are you even listening to me?”

			“Listening. Yeah.”

			The glare she gives him is scathingly dubious. “We’re doing it.”

			“Fine.” He doesn’t let himself think too long about what kind of pictures they’ll be taking together. And he’s not imagining himself tangled up in sheets with her, or what one of her toned legs would feel like hooked around his underneath the covers. Damn it, the last thing he needs is another Stiffy Disaster.

			Not that she gives him stiffies.

			Anymore.

			Fuck. No. He means—

			“Locke,” Taissa says as Niamh—slowly and ominously, in his opinion—makes her way back toward the duo, “you look like you’re constipated. Or either thinking really hard about something. Which, by the way, I didn’t know you could even do.” As he glowers at her, she turns to Niamh. With grim resolution, she says, “We’ll do it.”

			The elf’s face lights up, and those flowers in her hair bloom back to life. “Perfect!” she squeals. “I’ll respond right now; they’re asking for you in three days. They’re wanting to get ahead of the curve and all. They’re afraid The MorningStar will beat them to it. Oh, you two, this is fabulous!”

			“Yippee,” says Taissa wearily, just as the Nexitory’s loudspeaker crackles far, far overhead, hidden by the branches of Yggdrasil. There’s one in each section of the Nexitory, and now, Bill’s voice screeches from the heavens like some kind of angry deity.

			“KION LOCKE AND TAISSA CHO!” Feedback shrieks through the air, and the stymphs begin cawing in distress, flapping their wings as if to escape the terrible noise. Cronus in particular starts squawking his head off, but Kion thinks it’s more to contribute to the chaos than anything else. “THE MEDIA ROOM. NOW.”

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			“Cursed?” wails Knox, draped mournfully and dramatically over a row of seats in the Nexitory’s media room, where reporters usually gather after a home game to grill Kion on why the fuck his team played so badly. At the conference table before the chairs, Bill Dodds sits with his arms crossed, his shadow dark on the purple-and-silver wall behind him.

			“Cursed?” Knox laments again. “Prithee, I beg you, say it’s not so!”

			Right now, Kion’s more concerned about Knox Tanaka than about the curse.

			Who the fuck says prithee?

			“Nobody gets actually cursed anymore,” Adriel argues from where he’s sitting next to a bewildered Mahina. “Cursing is, like, from Ye Olden Days. It’s basically the same as saying we still try to treat hay fever with cocaine, or wee into a chamber pot and then toss it all out the window onto people’s heads.”

			What a great description. Kion feels slightly nauseous.

			“Besides…” Isla’s soft eyes are wide and frightened. “Cursing takes dark magic, right? And the Well hardly has any left.”

			“Nei,” Óríon jumps in, his voice cold and hard. “You can scrape from the Well. It is hard, and there are consequences, but it is not impossible.” His hand drifts to the pocket of his leather duster, where Kion suspects he stores the worn Polaroid of the mysterious girl he left behind. “But it takes trickiness to do so. You need to be…”

			“Cunning,” supplies James. He sounds tired, stressed. Although it’s probably just a trick of the light, on the back of his head some strands of his curly hair seem to be silvered. He’s not the only one: Mahina’s brown eyes, usually bright and expressive, were dull with shadows underneath when she twisted around earlier to greet him. “One must be cunning.”

			“Are the magistrates looking into this bullshit?” demands Brontë. “We have a match coming up—”

			Kion grimaces as his team falls into panicked, outraged chaos. Sitting next to Taissa in the back row, Kion meets her eye. She shakes her head minutely as Bill slaps a hand against the table. “QUIET!” the club’s owner roars. He looks about half ready to start tearing out his white hair. Chastised, the NCL Stymphs settle down.

			Except Tanaka, who’s still lamenting like a bad Shakespearean actor.

			In the seat behind Knox, Óríon kicks the legs of his chair. Knox startles, and Kion inwardly groans as the lad jerks around to give Óríon a universally rude gesture.

			“OI!” Kion snaps, unable to take it anymore. He points to Bill as Knox pales slightly. “Listen the fuck up, yeah?”

			Although he can’t see Óríon’s face, he seems to be smirking.

			Dodds clears his throat. “Thank you, Kion,” he says as Knox reluctantly turns back around, murder sparking in his gaze. “Now, if the board allows it, I’m going to request for the match against the Cilbrith Pegases to be postponed until further notice. To answer your question, Rihowl, yes: A DMR agent is being assigned to the case. Magis Rowan Elder. He’s flying in from Dunanaird. I hear he’s quite good.”

			“Fucking great,” mutters Taissa. Bill skewers her with a look.

			“Something you wanted to say, my dear?”

			“Yeah, actually.” Kion winces as Taissa hops to her feet. The team twists, looking at her curiously. “If any of you can think of anyone in particular who might have wanted to curse this team, you should let Magis Elder know immediately—”

			“Well, obviously,” James says frostily, arching both brows. “Although come to think of it, this curse started around the time you were kicked off your old team, did it not?”

			“Well, yes—” Taissa looks alarmed while James’s otherwise cool expression has a ripple of…something underneath it. He’s stressed, Kion realizes, and that potent mixture of anger and hurt swirls in his own chest as he sees the lines bracketing James’s face.

			If James would just talk to him…

			Look. Kion freely admits that he fucked up. But it’s his only fuckup in years of friendship. Is James seriously going to torture him forever over one mistake?

			Apparently so. And he’ll torture Cho, too.

			“Well, then—who’s to say that it wasn’t you, Taissa?”

			Oh, for Merlin’s sake. Kion silently mutters a curse as the media room falls very silent.

			“The timeline matches up,” continues James, oblivious to the way Kion is glowering at him in warning. “And you have quite a convincing motive. On top of that, you also have a history of dark magic…”

			“Luck glyphs aren’t dark magic,” Taissa fires back, as quick as a striking snake. “They’re gray magic, middle magic, like everything else we use. You know that. Unless you’re not as smart as you take pains to look.”

			James spreads his hands, as if they stand in a courtroom and he’s letting the jury decide. He certainly looks the part of a lawyer today, having changed out of his leathers into a high-collared shirt and pressed slacks. His Rolex glints on his wrist. “Or they’re a gateway drug into worse things. Perhaps curses.”

			“James,” Kion mutters, half a warning, half a plea.

			His friend doesn’t even turn to look at him. How long will it be like this?

			Helpless. That’s how Kion feels as Taissa’s throat works, caught under the stares of the Stymphs. He can see her floundering, but not for one fucking moment does he think that she did this. Not when she was the one who dragged them to a síceach in the first place. Not when she was the only member of the team helping collect the bodies from the wreck in Dunanaird.

			But nobody else seems to be remembering that. They’re all staring at her with obvious suspicion, even kindhearted Isla. Kion opens his mouth to defend her, but she beats him to it.

			“If that were the case, why would I join this team? Why wouldn’t I reverse the curse? If any of you are so stupid as to believe that I’d waste this much time on a ruse like that, you don’t know me at all. I’m here to play. To win. So”—she smiles unpleasantly at James—“fuck off.”

			The others, at least, have enough grace to look embarrassed. Each one of her words rings with conviction. And they all know that she’s Taissa fucking Cho. That girl lives and breathes for winning.

			James’s stare is hard. For a moment, it darts to Kion, and he sees something flicker in the cool green depths. Jealousy? He’s never been good at reading emotions. He doesn’t know. “Well,” says James brusquely, “we’ll let the magis decide.”

			Fuck. Kion can’t take how Cho flinches, like she’s been struck. He’s had enough of this fucking shit show. He shoves back his chair, points to James. “James,” he snaps, every semblance of his prior plea gone from his voice. “Outside. Now.”

			His friend’s face turns, for a second, almost ashen—but then James is languidly coming to his feet and giving him an unimpressed look. He adjusts that ridiculous watch before idly following Kion out into the corridor. The door of the media room slams shut with a bang as Kion releases it.

			Folding his arms across his chest, he gives James a good, hard look as the other man leans against the wall, underneath a framed photograph of Yggdrasil. “You know damn well that Taissa Cho didn’t curse this team. The way you’re acting, mate, it’s not like you.”

			The James he knows would be hurt, yeah, that Kion lied to him—but the James he knows also would want to talk it through. Merlin. James and his love for “talking things through.” In another life, he would have been a therapist. Kion’s certain of it.

			Although he appears coldly placid, James’s left eye is twitching like a dying rat and he’s glaring at his finger’s invisible Untold glyph with great withering disdain. “I simply find it important that we cover all of our bases.”

			“You’re being a prat and you know it. You’re shitting on my player at every chance you get.”

			“Your player?” James’s eyes glitter. “We’re all your players, Kion.”

			Merlin’s fucking mustache. He can’t say anything right, can he? He feels a familiar twist of self-disgust, but pushes on, refusing to show James how much he’s wavering. “I just want to know what’s going on. I’m asking as your friend right now. Don’t make me ask as your coach.”

			James’s throat bobs.

			Kion uncrosses his arms, letting them fall helplessly to his sides. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry I lied.” His stomach aches with guilt. “Look, I didn’t want to. You of all people should know that. And it feels like by coming out with the whole scheme, I’ve only made it worse. But I was only trying to make things right.”

			Fuck, he hates being this vulnerable. It’s like he’s baring his jugular to a wolf and saying, Go on. Bite me. It would be so much easier to just be angry instead, to snap at James and get him right back for giving him the cold shoulder. He feels it rising in him, stubbornly overtaking the guilt and shame. Kion shoves it down.

			“You didn’t tell me about recruiting her, either.” James is staring fixedly at the ground. His glasses slide down his nose bridge; he pushes them back up with a finger.

			Kion grimaces. He has a point. And while it wasn’t exactly a lie, it wasn’t not one, either. “I didn’t think she would actually go for it.” Not until he’d seen her reduced to gardening, of all things. “Didn’t want to get the team’s hopes up. Besides, you know how Tanaka chatters. He might have leaked the plan to the press.”

			“Or you didn’t want us to talk you out of it.”

			James knows him too sodding well. “That, too.”

			A small snort. “You’re a prick.”

			“Yeah.” Kion bites the inside of his cheek. “Yeah, I know that.”

			“I don’t trust her. And you shouldn’t, either.” James looks back up, and the set of his jaw is determined. “Don’t you remember? She hurt you, Kion. She told Unseelie Weekly you were dating a troll—”

			“A jaundiced troll,” agrees Kion.

			“—she spilled wine all over you at that awards ceremony—”

			“Right before I had to make that bloody speech.” Somehow, she’d expertly made it look like he had done it to himself. And that suit had been a bloody expensive rental, in the end.

			“—and she ruined your relationship with Chasca—”

			“You never liked her, anyways.” James had hated the pampered Summertides princess with every ounce of his being, although he’d valiantly tried to hide it from Kion. When they broke up, Kion caught James dancing in his room.

			Literally bloody dancing out of joy.

			Now, James is glaring at him in what looks like abject annoyance. “Why are you smiling?” he demands. “These aren’t happy memories, Kion.”

			Smiling? Kion jerks back to himself and flattens his lips. He doesn’t smile. Least of all because of Cho’s shenanigans. The business with the troll rumor had cost him weeks of humiliation. He’d gotten hungry looks from Unseelie creatures for over a month afterward.

			“I’m not.” He shakes his head to clear it. Smiling. Fucking hells. What’s next? Will he be pulling rainbows and flowers out of his arse? “Can you forgive me, James?”

			Merlin’s balls. His voice hitches at the end, and he knows James can hear how bloody terrified he is that he’s gone and lost his best mate over someone as incorrigible as Taissa Cho.

			He’s not exactly the greatest at making friends. He’s even worse at keeping them. All he wants is to go back to normal. Drinks in his flat. Sundays spent racing their stymphs for outrageous bets—If I win, you have to go out wearing full-body Cockatrice merch—and swimming in River Keat until they’re as wrinkled as prunes and fighting off hungry merrows and greenteeths.

			For a moment, James looks like he wants to say more. His mouth opens slightly, and hesitation crosses his face. Almost like he’s about to tell Kion a secret.

			Something like foreboding scuttles down Kion’s spine. The hells’ going on with him? Even James’s eyes are suddenly dark, darting around the hall like he’s checking to see that nobody else is around.

			“Kion…”

			But then James’s hesitation is gone as quickly as it came, like sun breaking out of rain clouds, and he’s shaking his head. His mate gives him a weak smile.

			“Of course I forgive you,” James mumbles. “I’m just a colossal prick.”

			Kion’s not fooled.

			He might not be a genius like Cho apparently is, but he’s not foolish, either.

			That wasn’t what James was going to say. It’s as clear as day. Kion hesitates, caught between coach and friend, caught between forcing whatever’s happening out of him and letting it go entirely. With difficulty, he does the latter, reaching out to clap James’s shoulder.

			“Yeah, mate. Can’t argue with you there.”

			“Idiot,” says his friend, quietly but fondly. His eyes aren’t so hard anymore. The lines of his face have softened; he looks up at Kion with a tiny smile.

			“Spoiled brat,” Kion returns, and when James rolls his eyes, for a moment it almost feels like everything is back to the way it should be.

			He has a feeling it won’t last.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seventeen

			 

			Taissa

			Three days later, with the arrival of the esteemed (and dislikable, in Taissa’s case) Magis Rowan Elder comes the departure of Taissa and Kion for the dreaded Wily Witch photoshoot. Niamh accompanies them, nervously nibbling at a pink-painted nail as the cab takes them from the Foxchester train station to the Wily Witch headquarters.

			“Talking about the curse…” prompts Niamh as she sits squashed between her and Kion.

			“…is a ‘big no-no,’ ” Taissa dutifully replies as Kion mutters something under his breath and leans his forehead against the glass window of the cab.

			“Kion,” prompts Niamh, looking frazzled.

			The captain looks like he wants to start banging his head against the glass. “Niamh, I know. You’ve drilled this into us all bloody morning.”

			The Stymphs are banned from letting the team’s curse become public knowledge. It was Elder’s order—it could impede the CCB’s investigation with false leads, unwanted press, and other “unsavory obstacles,” as put by the magis. Bill Dodds had been rather against this, wanting the world to know that no, the NCL Stymphs aren’t actually bloodcurdlingly terrible at carriwitchet; it’s the fault of the curse. Besides, if the information regarding the investigation was made public, wouldn’t the caster want to undo it before the magistrates caught on to them?

			Magis Elder had said, unhelpfully, with some disdain and no further explanation, that simply isn’t how it works.

			Besides, the CCB is hell-bent on catching the team’s curser—so much so, they won’t allow them the slightest chance to undo the magic and erase their tracks.

			This is, apparently, their first big case since the Curious Chicken Curse of 1999, when some Scottish warlock had hexed all English chickens to lay massive glass marbles instead of eggs. (Taissa applauds this effort. Unfortunately, the warlock had been hunted down by a dullahan on behalf of King Puck and Queen Pike, who were very unamused at this frivolous use of the Dark Well’s power.)

			But all Elder, supposedly the CCB’s star agent, has done so far is take one player at a time into his office in the Nexitory (an empty room filled with dust; Taissa gets the sense that in better days, it used to be for the sporting director, who has since been apparently laid off) and ask them inane questions such as, Are you aware of any recent exposure to dark magic? and Do you have any ideas of who could be behind this?

			No, they don’t.

			That’s kind of the point, isn’t it?

			As the cab continues to bump through Foxchester’s streets, Taissa turns back to her phone, where the texts from Estee wait expectantly for her on the glowing screen. After the Dust Bite, the call she’d received from Estee had been frantic (her mum had been ready to move into the Nexitory with her, and equally as ready to cover Taissa’s entire body with a whole bucket of Level Five Protection glyphs). With difficulty, she’d managed to calm her down, but it would be an understatement to call the texts she receives from Estee (now every hour) only concerned.

			In fact, Estee’s panic over the Dust Bite is so immense that she has, apparently, forgotten all about Taissa and Kion’s supposed relationship. As Estee’s too far away to ink an Untold glyph onto (she’s now in the Not-So Hidden City of New Sinsi, South Korea—it’s not really “hidden” anymore as the lackers have most certainly infiltrated it), Taissa would prefer not to confide in her chatter-prone mum.

			As she reassures the chatter-prone mum in question that yes, she’s still quite alive, and no, she has not died in the wee hours, and no, Kion Locke has not murdered her, either, and vice versa, the cab parks on the curb before a looming tower scraping against the orange rays of the late sun. This, Taissa realizes as Niamh pays the cab driver, this must be the headquarters of Wily Witch.

			The most popular mag amongst gossip-loving witches and warlocks, Wily Witch has carved out a name for itself—a name that’s emblazoned on the receptionist’s polished obsidian desk, and apparent in the utter wealth overflowing in the HQ. Taissa’s bunny baffies (she still hasn’t had the time to replace them, please don’t judge her) are as silent on the glossy black floor as Niamh’s heels are loud. As she checks them in, Kion and Taissa commence the Bahoochie Formation.

			“Ready for this, Locke?” she mutters as the receptionist goes wide-eyed at the sight of them and punches a number into the telephone before her.

			Locke emits a faint growl that Taissa knows means he’d rather be anywhere but here. Back at the Nexitory, helping Magis Elder. Compulsively checking in on his stymph to ensure Cato hasn’t contracted the same strange curse sickness as the cockatrices.

			Not much has emerged on that front. The DMC is still, as far as Taissa can tell, utterly puzzled. The Wingeds still haven’t woken; the affected team is out of the season. But at least they’re alive.

			As the receptionist hurries to rise, gesturing for the trio to follow her through the posh office, Taissa does her best to look like she’s infatuated with Kion Locke in all his grumpy glory (he has, she thinks, had a hard time admitting that she was right about the curse). She also does her best not to clench her buttocks, as she is discovering is one of her nervous habits. And Taissa is, indeed, very nervous.

			In the moment, agreeing to some raunchy photographs and an interview—well, that was easy, with the amount of money involved. Now, though? Now, she’d very much like to run away.

			The receptionist leads them down another corridor, this one with glittery pink doors labeled Studio One, Studio Two, and, bizarrely, one reading: Terrible Danger—Absolutely Do Not Enter in looping, cheerful cursive. “You’re in Studio Four,” says the receptionist, eyeing Kion like she wants to gobble him up. “They’re expecting you—you can head right in.”

			As Niamh thanks her, Taissa glares, not at all liking the way the other witch has been eyeing Locke. To her satisfaction, the woman reddens under her stare and hurries off.

			“Well?” says Niamh, smiling although she looks frazzled and somewhat frightened (she doesn’t trust Taissa and Kion not to brawl in front of the cameras, apparently). “Let’s get this thing going!” Her faux-excitement only grates on Taissa already-fraying nerves as Niamh marches down the hall and twists open the sparkling doorknob of Studio Four.

			“Oh, dear fuck,” says Taissa as she steps inside and takes in the scene.

			Photographers mill about the studio, getting their equipment ready, while others pat down a giant, king-sized bed.

			A bed where, she is certain, she and Locke will be…posing.

			(Is it too late to turn on her heel and flee? Probably. But she has half a mind to try.)

			As a grinning stylist hurries over to them, Taissa takes in the light-lined mirrors of hair and makeup—and the racks of lingerie. Lacy, hot-pink lingerie.

			Well. That certainly isn’t for Kion.

			“Miss Cho? My name’s Vetta; I’ll take you over here. Mr. Locke, Claude will see to you over there.” She points across the studio to a stylish-looking warlock, currently twirling a makeup brush between his fingers as deftly as a qyl. Before either of them has a chance to protest, Vetta is impatiently tugging Taissa by her hand over to a makeup table, then plops her down in a seat.

			“We’re going for a flushed, just-fucked look today,” says Vetta cheerfully, bustling around the drawers of cosmetics. “Bee-stung lips, high color, messy hair—that sort of thing.”

			“Yay,” says Taissa, wanting rather badly to die.

			Fucked, by Locke. That’s the name of this look. And she doesn’t like the way her heart’s begun to stumble around in her chest like a drunkard leaving the bar for the night.

			As Vetta primps and preens her, Taissa tries to calm herself, envisioning that big, juicy paycheck. (And not envisioning Locke’s face when he sees the outfit—or lack thereof—that Vetta has chosen for her.)

			Makeup finished, and hair sufficiently messed, Taissa changes in the dressing room, trying not to tremble as she finally eyes herself in the mirror.

			Well. It’s a far cry from band tees and bunny baffies. The hot-pink bra, made entirely of rather itchy lace, cups her breasts before the lace runs down the rest of her torso in a skinny line toward her, well, fanny (as Grandmum Morag would say). Her back is entirely exposed, and the thong shows basically the entirety of her arse. Combined with her flushed cheeks, bee-stung lips, and gloriously messy hair, Taissa certainly does look well and thoroughly fucked.

			(By Locke.)

			Bizarrely enough, the outfit doesn’t end there. On her feet are the chunkiest, largest pair of fuchsia trainers with white laces. They raise her height by nearly an entire inch, and have the famous feather symbol of Shu—one of the premier athletic shoe brands in the UKHC, and a rival to Neit—etched on their sides.

			In short, she looks absolutely ridiculous. (Who has sex wearing massive, stomp-worthy trainers? Is this seriously what the world thinks athletes do? Shag in boots? Really, she only keeps the things on out of pure spite for Neit dropping her as their ambassador after The Scandal.)

			Tearing her gaze away from the mirror, she slips into a silk robe and ties the sash firmly around her waist. Keep the heid. Discounting the ridiculous trainers, she looks properly fit. She won’t let Kion, the numpty (who will surely do something to make her feel like an ugly toad), tell her any differently.

			As she exits the dressing room and makes her way over to the bed, blinking in the bright studio light, Taissa can’t help but feel a flutter of…something…in her stomach as she catches sight of Locke.

			Unfortunately, he isn’t in a pink, lacy thong like her.

			He’s shirtless, standing by the bed with his classic I hate everybody in the world expression as Claude fusses over his hair. His rich olive skin basically glows underneath the lights, and she realizes that they’ve rubbed oil all over him, defining his…his impressive muscles.

			Taissa’s mouth dries out as she traces the defined contours of his body, gaze snagging on the deep V right above the hem of his black briefs. The memory of him underneath her, hard and ready, has Taissa wishing somebody would give her a glass of cold water as she comes to stand on the opposite side of the bed, tracing his features almost reverently with hungry eyes.

			Well, that hunger fades somewhat as his own eyes snap toward hers, full of irritation. His glare says, Get me the fuck out of here, Cho.

			Her eyes move down to his feet, and she smirks. They’ve also put him in trainers—although his aren’t garishly fuchsia, but a plain black. Still, the sight is enough for a laugh (verging on nervously hysterical) to bubble up in her throat…

			It’s about to spill out as Vetta pops up next to her. “Your robe, miss?” the stylist asks pointedly. Taissa’s stomach swarms with nerves. She’s a professional athlete, she’s played in the biggest tournaments, fallen hundreds of feet through the air…but nothing makes her more nervous than undressing in front of Kion fucking Locke.

			He’s still looking at her, still watching as she weakly unties the robe’s sash and lets the fabric drop into a gray puddle of silk below her.

			Kion’s eyes darken. Taissa swallows hard as they rove across her body, snagging on that little lace river running from her breasts to where the skimpy thong rests over a place that is, for some horrible reason, beginning to ache in want underneath Locke’s gaze.

			Is she imagining it, or has he begun to breathe harder? Is his throat bobbing?

			Why are his fists clenching and then unclenching at his sides?

			Across the bed from each other, heat stirs between them. Pure heat, the kind that can truly burn. For a moment, the photographers and stylists turn into dust on the wind, and it’s only them and that scorching something crackling in the air.

			But then it’s over—Kion is looking away, his jaw tight, and the lead photographer (a small, middle-aged gnome with a potbelly) is urging them to climb into bed together.

			Heart beating fast, Taissa obliges, slipping onto the bed (feeling less graceful than she’d like due to the ridiculously heavy shoes). Somebody has expertly messed up the sheets to look as though they’ve been caught in the midst of a shag. The smell of Kion’s cologne envelops her as he settles beside her. Oh, Morgana, they probably look ridiculous. Lying side by side on top of the sheets, refusing to look at each other…like two awkward teenagers after the prom.

			“I bloody hate people who wear socks during sex,” Kion mutters out of the corner of his mouth, scowling. “This is even worse.”

			“I miss my baffies,” she mumbles sullenly. After ages wearing only them, the trainers are pinching her toes unpleasantly, and they feel the same weight as bricks.

			Clearing his throat, the gnome begins to call out various pose suggestions. Taissa’s heart is pounding so hard that she swears it’s about to break a rib as Kion—listening with a grimace to the instructions—rolls so he’s braced over her, one of his legs pressed between hers, his lips only a millimeter away from hers. Taissa trembles at the feel of his rough leg hair as it rubs against the soft insides of her thighs. His breath tickles her face, and she can’t stop her mind from imagining what it would feel like to have him panting against her, moving inside her…

			As her cheeks warm, she looks anywhere but his eyes, focusing on the Bonding glyph tattooed on his chest. But there’s another glyph there, too, so small that she almost missed it. Her lips part in curiosity as she recognizes a Level Two Glamour glyph, almost like a looping, inverted 3 with surrounding spirals. As the cameras click away from the side of the bed, she stares at it, puzzled. If she wasn’t so close to him, there’s no way she would have noticed it.

			Glamour glyphs are used to hide a great number of things. Sometimes, magistrates (or Taissa, on the train to the match) will use them to go undercover—the glyphs can transform appearances into something new altogether. But more usually, and more typically, Glamour glyphs are used to conceal physical features, like warts or burns (or, in her case during fourth-year, a badly done red dye job on her hair).

			Why is Kion wearing one? For a moment, she feels a wry glee—is he concealing a zit?

			But Kion Locke isn’t very vain. She doesn’t think he’d be much bothered by a pimple.

			Frowning, puzzled again, she reaches out to trace it with a finger…

			In a flash, Kion has flipped them over so she now straddles him, so that his hands are now closed around her wrists. As the photographers whisper excitedly, Kion glares up at Taissa with so much fury that she feels herself flinch. His anger is concealed—nobody knows him well enough to see it but her, to see the way his eyes have become dark slashes. His grip is firm yet gentle, but Taissa still winces—confused. Feeling hurt and suddenly oh so vulnerable. She can handle him hating her out on the pitch. It’s harder to handle it when she’s clad in nothing but lace, and is close enough to feel his thudding heartbeat.

			Kion, staring up at her, catches the motion. The flinch. His eyes suddenly soften, almost with…regret? Slowly his hands fall from her wrists, rising instead to brush a wayward strand of hair out of her eyes, smoothing it behind the shell of her ear.

			Sorry, Cho, he mouths. He’s not looking at her, either, though. His eyes, so angry not so long ago, are now shuttered and staring at a point just past her.

			Taissa blinks.

			Kion Locke.

			Apologizing to her.

			Have wingless pigs flown? She stares down at him, mouth agape, just as the lead photographer calls out a pose suggestion. But it’s like she’s been plunged underwater from the sheer shock of Locke saying sorry.

			She can’t hear anything but the muffled rumble of a voice—and something about a neck?—but then Kion is sitting up underneath her, face strangely gentle, pulling her further up his body—and then he’s kissing her on her neck, his lips roving against her skin, one hand pressed on her back to keep her upright as she shivers, and the other on her waist. He’s sucking and nibbling and causing her to fall, completely, into pieces. Taissa bites back a whimper, running her hands though his thick hair, her head tipping back in exquisite pleasure…

			Oh, Morgana.

			Taissa exhales shakily as her blood turns to honey, moving through her veins at a warm, sluggish pace. Every muscle in her body is fighting the urge not to writhe atop him like some wanton creature, but the aching between her legs has grown, and she thinks she might die from the want of it.

			When his teeth scrape ever so gently against her skin, a small, husky noise escapes her lips. Kion goes still beneath her as the flashes of the cameras surround them.

			When he looks back up at her, he’s flushed—flushed and breathing hard, staring at her with…with some emotion she’s never seen from him before. Not annoyance, not irritation, not even the rare wry expression he makes when they’re both witnessing some bullshittery.

			She doesn’t know what this is. But it makes her feel like she’s glowing.

			Maybe it’s an impulse. Maybe it’s sheer horniness. Maybe it’s the need to see how far she can take this before they go right back to hating each other, before she remembers all that he’s ruined for her.

			In truth, Taissa doesn’t know what possesses her to do what she does next—she only knows that she does it, unprompted by the director.

			Taissa well and properly snogs him.

			She crushes her lips against his, her nose bumping against his in her haste.

			For a horrible moment, he’s frozen beneath her, and she draws back, certain she’s made a terrible mistake. But then his hand is at the back of her head, guiding her right back to him, and he’s kissing her, kissing her back.

			Kion Locke is kissing her back.

			He’s kissing her like he’s a starving man, kissing her like he’s devouring her.

			Taissa wraps her arms loosely around his shoulders, shivering as he deepens the kiss, unable to extricate herself from him, like they’re magnetic, both of them, joined together by opposites. This kiss is purely Kion—this kiss is rough and hot and stubborn, with coarse edges and a blazing, consuming energy that sends little jolts of pleasure down Taissa’s spine. She tangles her hands in that wonderfully thick, mussed hair of his, burning for him, burning for his touch, burning—

			Burning.

			She breaks the kiss with a gasp of pain, a hand flying to her breastbone, where it feels like her skin is bubbling underneath a white-hot flame.

			“What is it?” Kion’s eyes are wide and slightly bloodshot. That unfairly plump bottom lip of his looks like it’s been stung by a hornet (she did indeed bite it a few times). But Taissa doesn’t notice any of this now as she gasps, agonized. “Sweetheart, did I hurt you?”

			It’s the tattoo; it’s the Bonding glyph. Frantic, Taissa staggers out of bed, hardly seeing Niamh’s concerned face or the photographers’ wary ones as she breathes hard. Cronus—it’s Cronus. He’s…He’s in trouble.

			“Taissa?” But the little voice, nothing more than a faint vestige of broken sound inside her head, is not Cronus’s old, gruff one. It’s young and scared and—and it can’t be possible. She smells leather and summer rain.

			It’s not possible. She’s too far away.

			And they took her away from her, they burned the Bond from her skin.

			All except that little piece of tattoo, underneath her new glyph…

			“Sansa?” Taissa thinks back, and she feels her little wyvern there with them. Her mischief, her playfulness…her fear.

			Taissa’s only vaguely aware of Kion, striding toward her with a stricken look on his face, only vaguely aware of how he takes her by the shoulders, dark eyes wide with panic.

			“Taissa. Miss…you…so…scared…don’t…feel…well…”

			“Sansa? How is this—What’s happening?” Taissa closes her eyes, and for a moment she sees her, her little Winged, curled up in the Wyverns’ stables. Her golden eyes are drooping; her dark scales look…faded. All around her, the other wyverns are asleep.

			No, not asleep.

			Ill. Ill.

			They have the same pallor as the cockatrices did, the same stone-stillness, barely breathing. Horror cuts through Taissa like a knife as the vision breaks, as Sansa goes silent.

			How many times has she imagined she heard her wyvern? How many times has she felt her, there with her? Taissa knows she hasn’t imagined it. Not when, suddenly, she feels different. Like she’s been sleeping with white noise, only to have it suddenly cut off, and for her to wake in something more than silence…the startling absence of a sound she hadn’t realized she’d grown used to.

			All this time, Sansa has been with her—somehow. Faintly.

			And now…she’s gone.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eighteen

			 

			Kion

			Kion Locke has chased after a lot of things in his life. Fame. Glory. Chasca’s escaped, rabid Chihuahua across a royal flower garden.

			Chasing Taissa Cho as she rushes out onto the busy Foxchester street—with her clad in nothing but pink lace—is a first.

			“CHO!” he shouts, grabbing her hand and yanking her back from an approaching double-decker bus. In his other hand, he holds his shirt, their qyls and their holsters, her phone, purse, and ridiculous bunny slippers. Breathing hard—she nearly just fucking died, there—he wrestles her into his own black tee, which hangs like a dress on her. He hadn’t been able to find her own clothes in the chaos of the set, with the Wily Witch staff yelling at him in confused rage.

			It covers her arse, thank Merlin. He doesn’t like the idea of anyone but him gawking at her.

			Wait. What?

			He didn’t mean that.

			Kion grimaces. A group of passing pixies are snapping photos on their tiny phones as they flit by.

			He bares his teeth at them and they hurry off.

			“What’s going on?” he demands, trying not to show how panicked he is. Did he hurt her? Probably. Kion Locke hurts, ruins, destroys, every little thing he touches.

			He tries to ignore how he can still taste her on his lips. The hickey forming on her neck. The way he called her “sweetheart,” and meant it, this time, with every single ounce of his being.

			Kion had gotten caught up in the moment. That’s all.

			That’s all it fucking is.

			Now, the eyes that she turns onto him are wide with tears. “I felt her,” she croaks as he presses her qyl into her hands. Her fingers shake as she straps the holster around her thigh.

			“Felt who?” To say he’s bewildered would be a massive fucking understatement.

			“Sansa.” She sniffles, and fuck it, part of him must still be caught up in their playacting because he wants to fold her into his arms. “My…my old wyvern. Kion, she’s sick. Like the others. I have to go to her.”

			Kion bites down on the urge to tell her that it’s impossible. She’s speaking like she still has the Bonding glyph, but everybody who even remotely follows carriwitchet knows that it was seared off her. His throat feels, momentarily, like it’s closing and he tries to keep his mind off how much pain she must have gone through.

			“Cho, listen—”

			“Cabbie!” she cries, sticking her hand into the street and frantically waving it as a cab approaches.

			Is she about to go all the way back to Banallan?

			“Cho,” he tries again, but then Niamh is bursting from the Wily Witch HQ as the cab pulls up onto the curb.

			“WHAT ARE YOU TWO DOING?” their publicist cries, stomping over on her massive pink heels. The flowers in her hair quiver furiously. “YOU NEED TO GET BACK INSIDE RIGHT NOW—”

			Unfortunately for her, Taissa is already ducking into the cab, and Niamh is far too late to stop her. Kion stares helplessly at Taissa as she disappears from sight, but then her head pops back out impatiently. Maybe even desperately. “Aren’t you coming, Locke?”

			Fuck it. Of course he is.

			As Niamh pins him with a furious glare, Kion jumps into the cab with Taissa, slamming the door behind him.

			Twenty minutes later, Taissa is a mess of frenetic energy as they board the train headed to Banallan. She practically barrels past the other passengers into a compartment, and as Kion closes the door behind him, scrolls furiously on her phone. “I took a photo of Vance’s card,” she explains in a breathless mutter. “The agent from the DMC. I should ring her…”

			Kion, wearing a shirt he purchased from the train station reading I Heart Foxchester, tries to choose his words carefully. “If Sansa called out to you—and I’m not saying she didn’t, don’t look at me like that—if she called out to you, how would she have done that without the Bonding glyph?”

			“The wanker who burned it off me missed a spot,” Taissa replies, still swiping through her phone. “It’s under the new glyph you put on me. Didn’t you see it?”

			He’d glimpsed her burn that night—it had twisted something deep inside of his stomach to see it—but he hadn’t seen a remnant of her old Bonding glyph. But then again, he’d been—distracted. Her skin had been so warm. He’d felt the beating of her heart underneath his hands. He’d felt—unsteady.

			“Missed…a spot?” he repeats slowly, blinking.

			“That’s what I said.”

			That still doesn’t make sense. Usually, Bonding glyphs only allow communication between Wingeds and riders within a certain distance. With Cato, Kion can only speak with him if they’re nearby, the same amount of closeness required for any sort of conversation.

			For Sansa to have successfully reached out to Taissa from leagues away? Without a full Bonding glyph?

			If that’s possible…

			Well, that means their bond must have been closer, more powerful, than Kion ever knew.

			He doesn’t like the emotion swarming in his stomach like a horde of angry wasps. Guilt. He’s been feeling so much of it lately. Kion opens his mouth to ask another question, but Taissa’s punching a number into her phone and giving him a please be quiet look.

			So much for how he was just fucking nuzzling her neck.

			His own phone has been ringing nonstop with about twelve calls from Niamh. He’s shut it off completely. Now, Kion stares fixedly out the window as the train rises into the air, and as Taissa inhales sharply.

			“Is this Felicity Vance? From the Department of Magical Creatures?”

			A muted reply in the affirmative.

			“This is Taissa Cho…”

			As she launches into a breathless explanation, Kion drags a hand down his face. What the fuck are they doing? Although a part of him is maybe, possibly, relieved that it wasn’t their kiss that sent Taissa running out of WW like a dullahan was on her heels, a larger part of him is disoriented by how quickly his day changed. One moment, he was doing a boudoir shoot with Cho, and the next he’s crammed in a train headed for Scotland.

			Without meaning to, he touches his lips. He can still feel her there, molded against him, her touch killing him slowly. She’d…kissed him. Had the lead photographer told her to? Kion must have missed it.

			It’s not like Cho would ever kiss him of her own free will.

			And it’s not like he enjoyed it.

			It’s not like her skin, hot against his, and her mouth, sweet like honey, had filled that gaping hunger inside him that’s existed since he was a boy: a hunger to be touched, gently, not in violence. It’s not like he drank it in like a man dying of thirst.

			Merlin’s arse, he’s become such a fucking liar.

			Taissa ends the call, looking even more distressed than before. For some inane reason, he wants to take his thumb and smooth out the worried crease between her brows. He’s gotten all disoriented. It’s awful. “What did Vance say?” he rasps.

			“She confirmed that the wyverns are sick, too,” rasps Taissa, looking small and lost. “But not just them: the hippogriffs in Pluenn, the rarins in Glascolm, and the pegases in Cilbrith. The DMC has been getting calls all day.” He feels utterly helpless as a small tear leaks out of the corner of her eye. He watches as she furiously scrubs it away. “Vance is visiting all the sites, and they’re all ill, Locke. No glyphs will wake them up.”

			He swears under his breath. “So whatever this illness is—it’s contagious.” Kion turns his phone back on, intent on warning the others to keep an eye on their stymphs.

			“I didn’t know.” Taissa is hugging her knees to her chest, and in any other circumstance, he’s pretty fucking sure he’d be staring at her bare legs like some kind of Victorian man with an ankle fetish. She’d angrily shucked off her giant pink trainers in the station, hissing that they hurt her feet—along with something about bricks—and now she’s back in those ridiculous slippers. “I didn’t know Sansa was still with me. I would have…” Her bottom lip trembles. “I would have told her so many things.”

			As he types out a quick text to the group, he glances back up at her. She’s staring at the clouds through the window, her gaze unnaturally bright. Pocketing his phone after sending off the text, Kion hesitates. He wants to say that Sansa will be okay, because clearly that’s what Taissa needs to hear right now, but he’s not a liar—not out loud, at least. He doesn’t know if her little wyvern will survive.

			Taking in the tormented planes of Taissa’s face, Kion can tell that she loves her old wyvern with every inch of her heart. A part of him that catalogues everything he knows about Taissa quietly notes that when Taissa loves, she loves strongly. Not every player would rush out of a lucrative boudoir shoot in nothing but lingerie because their old Winged was ill. Not every player would hop on the soonest train to…

			To do what?

			“Oi,” Kion says, and even he can tell that his voice is gentler than usual. “What’s the plan?” Originally, he’d thought she wanted to confirm what she’d seen, but with Vance’s call, they don’t need to travel all the way to Banallan to do that.

			“I need to see her. Sansa.” Taissa’s throat works, and Kion realizes that she thinks that today’s the day she’ll need to say…goodbye.

			Kion tries not to narrow his eyes. “I heard,” he says slowly, “that you were banned from the Banallan Nexitory. By a ten-mile radius.”

			“Yeah.” Hells, she doesn’t even try to deny it. She meets his gaze evenly. “That’s why we’re sneaking in.”

			Merlin’s balls.

			Kion knows he should, as her coach and captain—even just as her teammate, or her fake boyfriend, or just as someone who cares even a jot about her well-being—be trying to talk her out of this. But there’s no dissuading Taissa once she’s set her mind on something. Kion can understand that. He’s the same. James is constantly trying to have him think with his fucked-up head, not his angry heart, but his efforts don’t get either of them anywhere.

			She’s clearly waiting for him to argue with her. Instead, Kion gives her a long, hard look. “If you get caught, I’m not bailing you out of jail.” His neck itches.

			“Fair enough.”

			“And if we’re sneaking in somewhere,” Kion adds, turning back to his phone, “there’s probably someone else who should come along, too.”

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			“What the fuck is this?” demands Kion as he and Taissa rise from the hard station bench where they’ve been waiting for the last thirty minutes, and stare at the three NCL Stymphs walking toward them. Brontë, Knox, and Óríon. Out of the trio, Magnússon was the only one Kion demanded get on the train to Banallan.

			He’s pretty fucking certain that Óríon has done some breaking and entering in his old life in Vesturbær. The Icelandic warlock is basically, in Kion’s humble opinion, a walking almanac of how to do bad shit and get away with it. Why else would the Icelandic government be chasing him? They hardly go after anybody.

			But Brontë?

			Knox?

			Brontë Rihowl is more likely to lose interest in the said breaking and entering before they’re even halfway done. And Knox Tanaka, the cheerful and loudmouthed wanker, is not the type to recruit for a stealth mission.

			As Óríon shakes his head in annoyance, Brontë spreads her hands apologetically. “I wanted out of the Nexitory. Some space,” she adds, and Kion takes this to mean a break from Isla’s heartbroken eyes. He fights a grimace as Brontë winks at Taissa, and then him. “Nice outfits.”

			The i heart Foxchester shirt is itching his skin. Part of him wants to demand that Taissa give him back his own shirt, but he doesn’t hate that she’s wearing it as much as he probably should. Kion compensates for this disgusting thought by sending Brontë a dark look. The woman just snickers.

			“I, personally, only tagged along to annoy Magnússon,” says Knox, and it looks like it’s working. Óríon is clearly ready to punch the younger player into orbit.

			Meanwhile, Taissa has edged closer to Kion. When he glances sideways at her, he sees something he rarely ever sees on her: uncertainty. She suddenly looks so small in his too-large shirt, making his heart twist funnily in his chest.

			If he had to guess, she’s probably remembering James’s accusation and how everybody in the room had stared at her in suspicion. He knows she hasn’t exactly made friends with the others. Nothing happens in the team that he’s not aware of, not as coach and captain: Kion knows that Knox has invited her out to drinks multiple times, as has Brontë. She’s turned them down repeatedly. Apparently, Cho has some trust issues from all the shit that went down between her and her old teammates. Again, that strange feeling swarms in his stomach. Guilt.

			Fucking hells. He’s turning soft. A few fake snogs and he’s a wuss.

			“Oi,” he says gruffly, giving her a nudge. “Let’s get on with it, yeah? Maybe find you some real clothes?” He can’t have her walking around in only his T-shirt any longer. It’s doing things to him. Things that he doesn’t want to look too closely at.

			“Right, yeah.” Taissa swallows, evidently not seeing how Knox is grinning at her, or how Brontë still looks faintly approving of her ragtag outfit. Even the fact that Óríon’s here means something. He gets the sense that Magnússon has begun to like Taissa more than he lets on.

			Maybe he’s not the only one.

			Irrelevant.

			Cho would have three fiercely loyal friends, if only she could get out of her own damn head. But Kion’s one to talk. He’s stuck in his head every single day. That place is a prison.

			“We’ll stop by my house. And then…” Taissa trails off, looking abruptly tired now that her impulsive scheme has become a reality.

			“And then we do strategy, já?” asks Óríon.

			“Já,” agrees Taissa, and her eyes are as hard as he’s ever seen them.

		

	
		
			Interlude
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			@UKHCMorningStar

			#Kiossa seen on a Foxchester street in some *interesting* outfit choices!

			@kiossafan123

			stop it omg is he giving her his shirt????

			@fangirlforkiossa

			eeee he is!!!

			@mahina_kehele [image: ]

			Do you see Niamh chasing after them @adrielpollack???

			@adrielpollack [image: ]

			I spat out my water

			@dryadmama52

			Why is she running around in lingerie ewwww

			@mahina_kehele [image: ]

			HE is running around in briefs and I don’t see you saying anything!

			@gerry.the.grindelow

			Here she’s a 9 damnnn my eyes are wide open

			@key_on_lock [image: ]

			Close them.

			@UKHC_Uncovered

			No updates about the cockatrices? It’s almost like you’re trying to distract us. Our eyes won’t be closed that easily. We all know the government is behind the #DustBite. Wake up, people. Something is wrong.

			@nclfan7891

			She looks kind of fit actually

			@nclfan7891

			So does he

			@nclfan7891

			Now I’m confused

		

	
		
			Chapter Nineteen

			 

			Kion

			Taissa’s small cottage can barely hold the five of them. As Kion waits in the cramped kitchen, he paces the uneven floorboards, glancing outside the small smudged window to her tiny vegetable patch. In the couple of weeks since he last visited, weeds have somehow engulfed the entire little plot.

			Brontë is running a hand over the cracked kitchen counter thoughtfully. “This place is tiny,” she says in that blunt Brontë way of hers. Kion looks at her in warning. Taissa’s in her room, changing, but Rihowl doesn’t exactly have a quiet voice. “What? Not in a bad way. Cozy, like. I just meant, it’s not what I was expecting from the Taissa Cho.”

			Kion grimaces as “the” Taissa Cho herself pads into the room, still clad in his shirt, but this time also wearing a pair of gray joggers she must have scrounged up somewhere. There’s even less in the cottage than the last time Kion was here. He grits his teeth against the memory of all her belongings fitting in only two suitcases.

			“I blew my money on bribes that didn’t even work,” Cho says, hopping to sit on the counter.

			Brontë’s brows rise. “Bribes?”

			Her answering smile is bitter. “Hush money,” she explains, kicking a slippered foot. One of the bunny’s ears is now bent. Both baffies look like they’ve seen war. “For the journalists, you know? I tried paying them off. They took the money and then ran the stories, anyway.”

			The feeling unfurling in Kion’s chest is a dangerous one. He suddenly wants to track down these fucking journalists and punch them right in their solar plexuses. Gritting his teeth, he glances back out the window, concentrating on the faint Unseelie shapes lurking in the woodlands rather than on the clusterfuck that is his head right now.

			Knox, sitting at the kitchen table with Óríon, makes an outraged sound in his throat. “That’s illegal, though, innit? Taking your money like that?”

			“I mean,” replies Taissa, sounding like she’s ready to be done with the conversation, “I couldn’t really call the magistrate since the bribes were illegal in the first place.” She clears her throat, and Kion turns back around. Unfortunately, his eyes go straight to the love bite he left on her neck, bared to him by the hair she’s pulled back into a ponytail.

			It’s like a blooming flower, the shades of purple and red almost like a smudge of paint across a ready canvas, beautiful in its vibrancy.

			Bloody hells. Since when did he become a poet?

			And why the fuck can’t he stop staring at it?

			Apparently he’s not the only one. Knox’s gasp—a theatrical gasp, at that—cuts through whatever Taissa’s about to say. “Your neck!” he exclaims. “Were you bitten by a vampire?”

			Confusion swims in Taissa’s eyes before it’s quickly replaced by dread. Flushing, she lets her hair down, snapping the elastic back around her wrist, but it’s too late. Brontë is smirking at him, and Óríon is tapping his chin thoughtfully.

			“I do not think it was a vampire. I think it was Kion.”

			Knox looks disproportionately annoyed. “That was literally the joke.”

			“Haltu kjafti,” seethes Óríon. “Your jokes, they are not good. They are not amusing.”

			Brontë is winking at Kion now. Dramatically.

			“It looks like you’re going to have a stroke,” he snaps at her.

			Brontë’s winking turns even more exaggerated, and Kion questions all of his life decisions that led him up to this point.

			“Anyway,” says Taissa, and she gets no points for subtlety at all, “because we don’t know if the disease can use humans as vectors, we should—”

			“Get hazmat suits,” suggests Knox.

			“—use Decontagion glyphs.” Kion nods as Taissa meets his eye. Those are the glyphs being etched onto their stymphs right now by the handlers as a precaution. Taissa hesitates, breaking his gaze to look at the other three players. “But you don’t need to come. It’ll be risky.”

			Óríon shrugs. “Without me, I think you will get caught. I have infiltrated many places. Some where nobody would dare to go.”

			Brontë and Knox exchange wary looks. Kion nods. This is exactly why he called him in the first place.

			“Your old stable, it will have wards, yes?” Óríon presses.

			“Yeah,” croaks Taissa, looking momentarily queasy.

			He shrugs, unbothered. “I can break them. So I am coming.”

			“And I, personally, want some answers about this illness,” adds Brontë, folding her arms. “We saw the cockatrices fall from the sky, but still, nobody’s told us anything except that it’s some sort of disease. This could kill the entire sport. Carriwitchet could die, and it’s the one thing I’ve never gotten bored of. So, count me in.”

			“Personally, I just needed something to do,” Knox chimes in, but it seems good enough for Taissa. A corner of her mouth is twitching.

			Have her lips always been so pink?

			A moment later, Kion realizes that they’re all waiting for him to say something. Shit. He grimaces. “It’s your wyvern,” he manages to say, grateful his voice sounds gruff and not fucking wishy-washy. What is happening to him? Why is he staring at Cho’s lips? “You deserve to see her.” One last time, he refrains from adding. But he sees it in Taissa’s eyes: She knows the unspoken part.

			“Right.” She swallows and he watches her throat bob. “Shall we get on with it, then?”

			Five Unseen glyphs, five Level Three Decontagion glyphs, and one car ride in a sputtering Dacia later, the team stands in front of the looming Banallan Nexitory. It’s fucking disconcerting—he can see himself, but he can’t see the other four, thanks to the Unseens. He can only hear their voices as Taissa whispers a nervous curse under her breath, standing somewhere to the right of him.

			Whereas the Pinion Nexitory is a glass mammoth, the Banallan one resembles a Jenga tower: large and wooden and slightly slanted. He knows it won’t topple over, that the slant was probably some prick’s idea of architectural genius, but something in his gut still twists as he stares up at it. He’s never broken and entered before. Yeah, he’s done questionable shit—arson, and possible accidental murder from that arson—but he’s reformed.

			Well, as much as he can be.

			Sleek siren-ed SUVs—magistrate vehicles—surround the Nexitory, along with a few cars from what must be the DMC. Taissa parked about a mile away. He’d had a hard time following her here, since he literally cannot see her. They’d had to make a human chain. Kion’s still holding Taissa’s hand in his right one, and Knox’s in his left one. Óríon has been complaining this whole time that Knox is holding his hand “too tightly.” Knox has been vehemently denying it. Brontë, meanwhile, has been snorting under her breath and egging both of them on.

			Only after Kion threatened Knox and Óríon with laps and suicide drills did they shut up for a while.

			And by a while, Kion means only four and a half minutes. Yeah. He counted.

			None of the players are outside, and there are only a few magistrates milling about, which is a small fucking mercy. But still, Taissa’s voice is quiet, hardly audible, as she says: “The stables are connected to the back of the Nexitory. There’s an entrance that will probably be open. But there will be wards.” Magistrates can easily bypass a good number of wardings, but for the Stymphs, it will prove trickier. At least they have Magnússon.

			Kion feels like a child as they, all holding hands, make their way around the Nexitory. The building is right next to the Wyverns’ pitch, and the grass tickles Kion’s ankles as they skirt the edges of it. Ironically, it’s a beautiful afternoon. The sun is dazzling from up above, and the air smells fresh and sharp, like the woodlands bordering the pitch. It’s only in the distance that there are a few gray clouds. He tries not to think about whether or not that means an incoming storm.

			His head doesn’t do well with storms. Any sudden or unexpected noises, really, but thunderclaps are something different. His heart pounds just thinking about it.

			The stable, an attachment to the back of the Nexitory, comes into view. It resembles a cheerful barn, red with a sloping slate roof. Not the type of building you’d expect dangerous wyverns to be housed in. The type friendly cows and sheep might be in.

			Taissa’s hand tightens around his own as they spot the entrance, the barn doors slid open to allow DMC agents to hurry to and fro, along with puzzled-looking magistrates. Glyphs are carved onto the right side of the barn, and Kion feels Óríon depart to do whatever it is he has planned to grant them access. It won’t surprise him if somehow, Óríon knows a Level Five Unlocking glyph.

			Kion can feel Taissa’s pulse through how hard she’s gripping his hand. It’s going wild, like a herd of stampeding horses. Beating even harder than it was when she was sat atop him, kissing him for the cameras. “Keep focused, Cho,” he mutters to her. It’s the same advice he gives her during practice, when she gets sloppy from frustration. It’s probably the same advice he needs to give himself.

			That boudoir shoot messed with his head. Did a number on him.

			“I am focused,” she snaps back, her voice anything but.

			He scowls, even though she can’t see him. He has the feeling that she’s scowling right back up at him. She definitely is.

			When Óríon’s disembodied voice speaks directly into his ear, Kion almost jumps a full foot in the fucking air. “It’s ready,” says Magnússon. “We can enter now.”

			Taissa squeezes his hand so tightly that he feels a bone crack. He hears her breaths, coming fast, too fast. “Cho,” he says gruffly, and even though he’s holding back a wheeze of pain, he doesn’t jerk his hand away from her. “Breathe. You’re going to make yourself hyperventilate.” Damn it, he wishes that he could see her face.

			She whispers something back, but he can’t hear it. Knox is tugging impatiently on his hand; Kion shakes it out of his grip. “You three,” he snaps. “Head in. Poke around.” He wants a moment alone with Taissa. Only when they hear the sound of the others’ steps retreating does Taissa speak. And, Merlin, he’s never heard her voice so weak. Feeble. That’s not the Taissa Cho he knows, but it’s the Taissa that now mumbles something he still can’t make out. “Louder, sweetheart,” he says gently, and then wants to kick himself because it’s the second time he’s said sweetheart today and meant it.

			Merlin save him. He’s losing his already-lost mind.

			This, this is what happens when you’re so bloody touch-starved as a child.

			Someone snogs you or plays with your hair or holds your hand and your brain goes absolutely haywire. It gets confused. So many women hated how “clingy” Kion Locke became after a shag. It didn’t exactly line up with their image of him: a strong, formidable, and foulmouthed player on the pitch. It’s embarrassing, honestly, the way he aches inside. The way he has since he was a child, for a touch that wasn’t violent, for a touch that was warm and sweet and soft. So he doesn’t enjoy this phenomenon, either.

			And now it’s happening again, but with Taissa.

			He doesn’t even like her.

			She’s the worst.

			Taissa doesn’t seem to notice his excessive use of sweetheart, thank fuck. Her words waver as she raises her voice only slightly. “I said, I think…Coach Frasier might be in there. I hear his voice.”

			Fear. That’s what’s making her so damn quiet. Kion bites the inside of his cheek hard enough that it hurts.

			He can understand not wanting to see her coach again. Everybody knows that she was chewed out by him, that he ran his mouth all over the tabloids, calling her names that no respectable journalist should have let run in the first place. He remembers her face after reading the new Complete Carriwitchet article, the way it crumpled. And he suddenly wants to punch something.

			But why is she so damn frightened of Colum Frasier? This goes past the nervous reluctance he expected. He’s still holding her hand. He can feel how clammy her skin is. He’s never seen her like this before, not even during the Dust Bite.

			“I don’t think I can go in,” says Taissa, voice beginning to wobble, and that’s when Kion knows something is really wrong.

			This woman raced here in nothing but uncomfortable lingerie to see her old wyvern, who’s probably on the brink of death. A wyvern that, if her ability to somehow still communicate with the Winged without a full Bonding glyph and from hundreds of miles away, she loved more than life itself. Those kinds of bonds are legends from Ye Olden Days. And she actually has one.

			Had one.

			Yet even the thought of running into a pouch-bellied man has Cho wanting to flee. And she’s…crying. He can hear her soft sobs and he doesn’t know what to do. Not once, in years of rivalry, has he heard Taissa cry. Not even after she was expelled from her team and paparazzi hounded her daily, shouting insults to her face.

			“Cho.” His voice is so rough that it scrapes his throat. He doesn’t know what to say, because he doesn’t know what’s wrong. Fucking hells. He doesn’t know what’s wrong and it’s killing him. It’s a bewildered agony that pierces him from all directions.

			“I’m sorry, Locke.” She hiccups softly. All of her armor, her crabbiness and sharp tongue, have crumbled away and it’s terrifying. Wrong. It’s like the sky has suddenly turned black instead of blue. “I know we came all this way—”

			“Don’t apologize,” he hisses, and this time he’s the one squeezing her hand. “You’re really going to let some arsehat of a coach stop you from seeing Sansa? We’re going in there. Shoulders back. Head high.” He can’t see her but he hopes her tears are slowing as he says, “You’re invisible. You want to kick that old bastard in the balls, you do it. Yeah?”

			Her answering laugh is shaky. “Yeah.”

			As they walk toward the entrance of the stables, Kion might just take his own advice.

			Because this bastard made Taissa cry.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty

			 

			Taissa

			Taissa has never been able to forget the Banallan stables.

			Not the warm, hay-like scent of it, nor its high rafters where bunches of dried lavender and chamomile hang. The wyverns, filled with excessive energy, used to have so much trouble sleeping. Their days were spent soaring around the pitch, the stable only for their restless nights. Banallan handlers took every step to make the stables more like a nursery for the wyverns: The giant stalls are padded with quilted blankets and rest underneath lazily spinning mobiles of stars and moons. It wasn’t a rare occurrence that Taissa would creep into the stables to sleep with her little wyvern, Sansa curling up around her like a child might curl up with a favorite teddy.

			Now, though, it appears that the Wingeds are having no trouble sleeping.

			It’s not natural, seeing the black-scaled creatures huddled stiffly in their stalls, their eyes closed and their massive bodies barely moving. It’s not right, not at all. Taissa swallows hard, barely seeing the DMC officials moving about the stables, barely seeing the magistrates speaking in low tones to a few handlers that look vaguely familiar. Like a shell pulled back to sea by the tide, she’s walking toward Sansa’s stall at the end of the stables, moving soundlessly across the dirt floor.

			It’s then that Colum Frasier steps in front of her.

			Her heart stops in her chest. The floor falls away beneath her. For a long, horrible moment, she’s sure that the red-haired man with a crooked nose and harsh gray eyes is staring straight at her. Every instinct in her body screams at her to run.

			She feels his hands on her again, rough and unrelenting, holding her down as the sharp point of his qyl digs into her skin. Feels his breath, hot and huffing against her ear as he etches that forbidden glyph onto the back of her neck. Sees his cruel smile as he warns her not to nullify it, because then, well, then he’ll have his contact at UKHC Unveiled run that photo of them, after all.

			He’d planned it. Carefully. Her da, he’d just…

			He’d just died.

			Her heart at once feels like it’s shattering from the memory. (What use is being a witch if no glyph can cure late-stage cancer?)

			Taissa was lost. No, more than lost: She was adrift in a violent sea and on the verge of being yanked under. She couldn’t focus on anything more than two minutes, and she couldn’t stomach eating anything but applesauce, the sort that comes in the wee plastic bag. Her hair was unkempt and matted because she couldn’t bring herself to lather it in her usual detangler. It was her da who’d taught her to do it, her da who’d had the same thick, curly hair although his was as red as anything. And she didn’t know it at the time (she didn’t know anything at the time save for her da, her da with his quick smile and booming laugh, her da who loved her mum so much he took her last name, was gone forever), but she briefly took up the habit of muttering nonsense to herself under her breath, but they didn’t know she’d been mumbling a song he used to sing her, “Bà Bà mo Leanabh Beag” in Gàidhlig.

			Her teammates thought she’d lost her marbles, and they weren’t the only ones. Coach Frasier had, too, and with a big match against the NCL Stymphs looming in the next weeks, Frasier had concocted a surefire way to make sure Taissa Cho brought home a victory.

			(Really, he could have just used a reserve player. They weren’t great, not like her, but truly it would have been so much easier for all parties involved.)

			(Frasier never took the easy way out.)

			(Frasier liked to make things…difficult.)

			Her coach took her out to a fancy dinner under the guise of talking it through—mind you, Taissa was too far gone in grief to realize how abnormal this was—and over a candlelit dinner of lasagna that she couldn’t eat because it wasn’t applesauce, a paparazzo snapped away at a set scene that looked, suspiciously, like an illicit date between a much older coach with a string of pretty ex-wives and a much younger player who personally found Frasier repulsive. But that didn’t matter. Not to the pap, who’d been sent by Frasier himself.

			And then the Monday of that match, he held her back in the locker room after the others had gone to the stables and asked if she’d permit a “performance enhancement.” By then, Taissa had been emerging from the pit of her grief (she’d moved on to cheese toasties from applesauce), and was wary enough to refuse, sensing an illegal ploy. He’d threatened to release the paparazzo’s pictures of their candlelit meal to the public, complete with a smear campaign. Taissa, growing furious, dared him to do it. The answer was still no.

			But no hadn’t stopped Frasier in the end. Taking her by surprise, he’d pinned her against the wall, yanking her hair to the side and etching the Luck glyph onto her neck. And the rest, well, the rest was history.

			Frasier’s eyes narrow on hers. Taissa feels like she’s about to be sick, all over his shiny boots, but then an invisible hand is yanking her out of his path. Oh. The Unseen glyphs. Heart pounding fast enough that it’s surely cause for alarm, Taissa watches Frasier make his way over to a magis, his thin lips barking a question.

			“You all right?” Kion asks in her ear.

			Never before has she been so glad to be invisible. “I’m fine,” she lies, and tries to believe it as she walks over to Sansa’s stall and crouches down on trembling legs.

			Sansa. After two years, the runt is a little bigger than Taissa remembered (more muscle about her middle, maybe the picky eater of a wyvern has finally been giving raw chicken a chance). She sleeps, curled up, like she was imagining Taissa lying there with her, cuddled together like they used to be. And she’s so very, very still.

			Taissa has never, ever seen Sansa this unmoving. Even sleeping, she would roll about, kicking Taissa in the back, snarfling and snorting and snuffing. But now? Now, she’s just as much of a statue as the cockatrices.

			Tears burn in Taissa’s eyes as she presses a hand to her mouth, holding back a sob. “Sansa?” She reaches out, but it’s like shouting into a void. Is she really only asleep?

			What if…what if she’s already dead?

			Kion’s hand presses against her back as, shaking hard, Taissa strokes the wyvern’s large snout with tentative fingers, waiting to feel a puff of air. Sansa loved nose rubs, even more than she loved tummy rubs and the sweets Taissa would smuggle her. (Probably why she never preferred chicken over a good chocolate sweet. Taissa spoiled her, she did.)

			When she feels the slightest breath from her wyvern’s snout, Taissa thinks she might break completely from the relief of it. She rests her forehead against Sansa’s, a tear leaking down her cheek. “I’m so sorry, San.”

			Taissa’s not quite sure how long she stays like that, pressed against her wyvern, breathing in the smell of her, so distinct this close: like hot creosote mingled with leather and summer rain (and, strangely, maraschino cherries).

			This little wyvern had fought for her, viciously, when nobody else would. Sansa had wanted to go and chomp off Frasier’s head after that disastrous game, and only Taissa’s pleas for her to remain out of it quelled the Winged’s murderous rage. Sansa was the one who had stayed by Taissa’s side through all of it, until their bond was burned to shreds and Taissa was exiled like a traitor from a kingdom. As Taissa had cried, Sansa had nudged her tearstained face with hers.

			“Be strong,” the wyvern had told her. “Don’t let them see you cry. Never let them see that.”

			So she hadn’t.

			Until those photos of her wailing in that bar, and later behind the skip, had leaked.

			Memories swarm in her mind like a flurry of butterflies swooping across a dying garden. The moment she first laid eyes on the tiny runt, the way golden eyes locked with brown ones and widened. Midnight escapes from the Nexitory into Banallan, soaring through summer squalls, laughing as hair and scale were drenched with warm rain. That time they had a team photoshoot, and Sansa had balked at the flash of the camera, sending Taissa flying through the air and landing right on the photographer’s head.

			Sansa, sneaking out to accompany Taissa on her first date with Everest Huang, hiding behind a tree in the park and watching their picnic from behind giant sunglasses and a massive sunhat. The wyvern had forced Taissa to slide the oversized frames over her snout and plop the hat atop her scales because she thought they would be an excellent disguise. They’d laughed for hours afterward about Everest’s face when he’d finally spotted the Winged spy. When Taissa choked on her own spit, Sansa had pounded on her back with a giant clawed foot, which had only made them laugh harder. Especially when Taissa fell down into the mud from the impact.

			(Later, Taissa had tried to set Sansa up with Everest’s Winged, a giant dragon named Rolfe, but seeing as Sansa was a little less amenable to consorting with the enemy, the wyvern-dragon romance never came to be.)

			Painting Sansa’s claws hot pink. Wrangling her into a giant, ugly holiday sweater she crocheted for her. Living and laughing and loving, all with her.

			For two years, she’s yearned for her wyvern. Her best friend. She’s cried herself sick missing her, has forced herself to watch Wyverns games just to catch a glimpse of Sansa. And now she’s here, but something is so very wrong.

			It may be minutes, or hours, before Kion whispers that it’s time for them to go, that more magistrates are pulling up outside the stables and she’s not in a state to be arrested. Reluctantly, and with a wet face, does Taissa pull back from Sansa and slowly rise to her feet.

			She’s raising a hand to rub the evidence of her tears off her face when she notices something rather odd. Well, very odd, actually. Incredibly strange.

			Coating her five fingers and her palm is an unfamiliar, glittering black dust.

			(Her immediate reaction is to turn to Kion and say, “What the fuck is this?”, but of course he can’t see her, and also, there’s probably very little that he knows and she doesn’t. Thick skull, that one.)

			It came from Sansa, this dust, but that doesn’t make any sense. How many times has she stroked Sansa, trailed her fingertips across her scales? It must verge on the thousands. And how many times has she encountered this odd substance? Never. Only now, when her wyvern is ill. Taissa puzzledly rubs it between her fingers.

			There’s a strange, almost silky feel to it, like the fine dust collected on the top of Estee’s piano that she never uses. As Kion’s footsteps retreat (he must think she’s walking with him, the numpty), Taissa crouches back down and tries to find out where else the dust is coming from on Sansa’s still body. With her other, clean hand, she strokes Sansa’s flank, but her fingers come away clean. Her tail, too, is free of any sparkling black powder. In fact, everywhere but Sansa’s snout is clean.

			(The possibility that she’s covering her hands in wyvern boogers is suddenly of great concern to Taissa, but she remembers a particular instance when Sansa sneezed all over her, and her fears are quickly put to rest. Wyvern boogers are much more disgusting than whatever this is.)

			The dust is seeping from Sansa’s slit nostrils. Did she inhale something, snort something that caused this illness? Was she…doing some sort of drug? The other wyverns, is this coating them, too? Carefully, Taissa crawls to the next stall over (dodging an overzealous magis’s rushing feet) and swipes at the other beast’s nose. Gerrick, this one is called. Aster’s wyvern. Yes. It’s on him, as well. Probably all the others, too. Maybe even the cockatrices, the hippogriffs, rarins, and pegases.

			Mind whirring, Taissa climbs back to her feet. Does the DMC know about this? Why haven’t they said anything? She should call Vance again, and show her the powder. Taissa, grimacing, pulls out her qyl from her thigh holster and draws a Level Three Preserving glyph on her wrist. It will keep her exactly as she is, dust and all, until she manages to scrape it all off into a container. Part of her is terrified at keeping an unknown substance on her hands (what if she falls ill, too?) but the Decontagion glyph she inked onto her skin should be enough. Probably. Maybe. Hopefully.

			Tucking her qyl away, Taissa swallows hard, looking back at Sansa. “I’ll figure out what’s wrong with you,” she promises, although the Winged can’t hear her. “I swear.”

			Heart pounding with the hope that she’s found a lead, Taissa creeps back to the stable’s exit, passing by Frasier. He’s arguing with a haggard-looking DMC official, who, Taissa realizes with relief, is holding a small jar of the sparkling black dust in his hands.

			“This is an official investigation,” the official is repeating. “We can’t give out any information at this time.”

			Well, there goes her plan of eavesdropping. But Taissa can’t resist taking Kion’s advice to heart. Besides, Sansa would want her to do the same. And with grief and anger spilling over in her broken heart, she’ll take the beautiful chance presenting itself before her.

			Drawing her foot back, Taissa kicks Colum Frasier hard in the tadger. As he shouts in mingled confusion and pain, clutching his wee delicate unmentionables, Taissa sprints off, and doesn’t stop running until she makes it back to her car.

			Panting hard, she slides into the driver’s seat—only to make contact with a hard male body underneath her. A hard, male, invisible body. She would know that grunt of annoyance anywhere. “Locke!” she snaps, scrabbling out of the car and nullifying her Unseen glyph. “That’s my spot—”

			One by one, each Stymph pops back into view. Kion, sitting in the driver’s seat (and glaring at her; she had sat down rather hard), Brontë in the back with Óríon…

			Taissa’s brows furrow. “Where’s Knox?”

			Watching Kion’s eyebrows rise in serious alarm is better than the best telly.

			“Fuck,” he hisses, slapping the wheel. “We forgot Tanaka.”

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			It’s a good long while before all five Stymphs have returned to Taissa’s cottage. She takes back what she thought earlier—watching Kion drag Knox over to the car from the stables by his ear beats anything that could ever air on the telly. A storm is rolling in as they all crowd around her tiny sitting room, examining the strange black powder that she scraped into an empty jam jar, sealing it tight. It contains only around half of the strange substance found on her little wyvern—the other half she dumped into an old Branston Pickle container that is only slightly sticky. It’s evidence, after all: If she’s to turn the powder in to the magistrates, she’d quite like some to keep for her own research purposes (which have so far involved fervently shaking the jar in hopes that the answer to what it is will suddenly manifest itself. It has not.).

			She’s lit the fireplace, and the sharp pops and crackles make up for her lack of a heating unit. The temperature has dropped dramatically from the merry summer afternoon it was as heavy gray clouds, bloated with cold rain, creep across the horizon. It’s almost cozy, this scene: Taissa and Kion sitting on the tattered sofa, with Óríon, Knox, and Brontë scattered about the cushy black floral rug Estee had given Taissa for her birthday last October (far too big to drag to the Pinion Nexitory). One of Kion’s legs is pressed against her own, and she doesn’t exactly hate the feel of it, even though she should.

			So what? He was kind to her outside of the stables for a grand total of ten minutes, and suddenly she’s ready to forgive him for ruining her life—and being a cruel bastard long before then? Absolutely not.

			(But it doesn’t help that the suppressed, teenage fangirl inside of her can’t stop replaying the events of the boudoir shoot, blushing and giggling and kicking her feet. Pathetic. It was just—an act. They were acting. Being actors.)

			“What is that?” Knox asks as Taissa tilts the jar this way and that, examining it in the orange light of the fireplace.

			“I don’t know.” Taissa shakes her head. She’d called Felicity Vance, frantically, after returning home. But the DMC agent had regretfully told her that the ability to share their current leads was far above her pay grade. It’s comforting, knowing that the DMC has also found the strange substance, but Taissa wants answers now. She is, personally, a fan of instant gratification. So, really, what else is she supposed to do but try to figure it out on her own?

			Or, perhaps, not on her own. There are four of her teammates watching her with curious eyes.

			Even though the idea of putting herself back out there to be ripped apart by so-called friends makes her rather want to stomp off and hole herself up, Taissa wonders if perhaps she should try to…trust these players. For Sansa. One person trying to solve this alone, well, it’ll take much longer than five.

			(And maybe there’s a loneliness in her, dark and empty. She hadn’t realized how closely those wisps of Sansa clung to her until they disappeared, dormant. Asleep.)

			She clears her throat. “Maybe it’s a drug,” Taissa says, tapping her fingers against the glass. “It was all around their snouts, coming out their nostrils. They ingested it.”

			“Wyverns do drugs?” Knox asks, frowning. Brontë shushes him, but it’s a valid point. Saying it aloud sounds ridiculous. Sansa was always so picky. She would never touch a carrot, let alone some hard drug.

			“Or this powder is spilling out of them from the inside,” offers Óríon somberly. With the shadows of the fireplace flickering around him, the hard planes of his face are darker than usual, and his blue eyes gleam like raw sapphires. “We do not know much about this illness, do we?”

			“Maybe we should just let the DMC handle it,” says Knox, yawning. “They’re the pros. I’m just a wee lad who plays a wee sport.”

			Taissa bristles. “Don’t you realize what’s at stake, Tanaka?” she demands, shaking the jar angrily. “It’s not just Sansa. It’s the entire bloody game. No Wingeds means no carriwitchet. No carriwitchet means no careers. I’ll go back to working in Scran Mart and crying behind skips.”

			Brontë grins. “Oi, come on. I saw that photo. You still looked fit. D’you know, some people look hot when they cry? I’d never understood it until that picture.”

			Morgana. Taissa takes a deep breath, trying to organize her spiraling thoughts. She fiddles with the jar, bouncing it from one hand to the other. (Is it a good idea to bop the dust around like this? No, probably not, but she just can’t keep still.) “It’s not that I don’t trust the DMC. But I want to help. My wyvern is sick. I don’t want Cronus to be next, and I’m sure you don’t want your stymphs coming down with whatever this is, either. And”—she shrugs helplessly—“our match next Monday won’t be going on, will it, with the pegases down for the count? We have time on our hands.”

			Knox looks as serious as she’s ever seen the cheerful lad be. “I mean, what you’re saying makes sense. But if we’re going to, I don’t know, become a bunch of sleuths, shouldn’t we focus on the team curse?”

			“What is ‘sleuth’?” asks Óríon, frowning.

			“Rannsóknarlögreglumaður,” supplies Knox, and Taissa blinks in surprise. He turns to her. “I learned some Icelandic so I could understand when he was calling me a ‘stupid nobody.’ ”

			Óríon scowls at Knox, who sneers right back. Taissa is beginning to wonder if they are, possibly, secretly, best mates.

			Locke, who’s been broodingly silent until now, speaks in a low tone. “The team curse can’t hurt us if there’s no sport to play. Magis Elder is handling that. For us, one thing at a time, Tanaka. The illness first. There’s no harm in looking into it.” His eyes flick to her, and she wonders if he sees it. Taissa has never been able to stand still. Her hands need to be busy, and her mind, too. Estee’s right: She’s a hummingbird. Busying herself every moment of the day.

			(It helps keep the grief away, you see. No time to curl up in a ball and cry if one is violently gardening or, say, investigating a mysterious illness! Genius, is it not?)

			She has an aversion to free time. And with recent events, she has far too much of it. Best to start focusing on something.

			Kion’s leg nudges hers. Almost like he’s trying to comfort her, but that’s ridiculous. Isn’t it? She can’t stop a flood of images rushing into her head, the way they’d kissed only this morning, crashing against each other like planets in orbit, devouring each other body and soul.

			The memory sends a jolt through her, and startled, the jar lurches out of Taissa’s hands (oh, she really shouldn’t have been fiddling with it) and into the air. It almost happens in slow motion, it does, the way the jar flies toward the fireplace like a meteor hurling for Earth. Unstoppable. Brontë lunges for it, but her fingers only graze the jar’s side, sending it spiraling even faster toward its flaming doom.

			Glass shatters in the fireplace as the jar meets its fate.

			What happens next is something that Taissa will never fully comprehend.

			Kion bellows out in warning as the powder, heated by the flames, explodes in a shower of black. She barely knows what’s happening as Kion, his arms closing around her, tackles her off the sofa. Taissa hits the carpet with a thud, his body weight heavy atop her. She’s vaguely aware of Knox having done the same to Brontë, who was closest to the fire.

			The world has turned dark, as if the night sky has collapsed around them. Taissa, eyes squinting and watering from the smoke (oh, her contact lenses feel right about to dissolve), chances a peek upward through the darkness.

			A looming stallion of shadow stands before the fireplace, its mane wisps of smoke. A hoof stomps once, then twice, on the sooty rug before it flickers and vanishes altogether, leaving nothing behind but an ashy trail like a candle snuffed.

			Well. That was dramatic.

			She coughs out soot as the room begins to clear—Óríon has leapt to his feet and is opening the sitting room’s windows—and attempts to wriggle out from beneath Kion’s body.

			“Locke,” she rasps, “Locke, will you please move?”

			It was suspiciously noble of him to shield her with his body, but as she is slowly crushed underneath his weight, Taissa suspects ulterior motives.

			He doesn’t answer.

			Oh, Morgana, is he dead?

			Frantic now, she scrabbles out from underneath him and leans over his prone body, shaking his shoulders. Why are his eyes so glassy? But he’s breathing. He’s breathing…quickly. Too quickly. “Locke?” Her voice rises in pitch. Knox and Brontë, wheezing, crawl over to her. “Locke, are you hurt?” Even as she asks, she’s whipping out her qyl, and trying desperately to figure out where he’s injured so she can draw a Panacea.

			It’s like he can’t hear her. Like he’s spaced out, but worse. Taissa, on the verge of utter panic, is about to drag off his shirt to scan for wounds when Óríon’s cold hand closes around hers.

			“Nei,” he says quietly. “You cannot help him. It is not his body that is injured.”

			Brontë and Knox exchange bewildered looks. Óríon shoots them a glare, his white hair covered in the dust. (Not for the first time, Taissa thanks Morgana that none of them nullified their Decontagion glyphs.) “Out,” he snaps, hands gesturing sharply. Knox looks mortally offended for a brief moment, but then Brontë is tugging him away, her face drawn. “You stay,” Óríon says to Taissa.

			She can feel how wide her eyes are.

			She thought she knew everything about Kion Locke. But this? This goes well beyond knowing that Rules is his favorite club and that his taste in women ranges from leggy and blonde to blonde and leggy. Something sinks in her stomach as Kion jerks up, shaking her off him, breathing hard with those glassy eyes as he stands, his hands clenching and unclenching at his sides. Little by little, his gaze becomes clearer. His tremors stop. And he glares at Taissa with all the hatred in the world as she unsteadily rises to her feet.

			“Locke…?” she asks timidly.

			Speaking was a mistake. His burning glower cuts from her to Óríon, then back again. (Is that humiliation staining his neck red? Or is it anger?) She can’t think of what to say. “Are you okay?” Taissa whispers. Hesitantly, she reaches out to take his hand like he took hers outside the stables. “Let me help you.”

			And all of a sudden, it’s like she’s back at her debut gala, walking up to him with all the hope in her heart only for him to yank it out of her chest and crush it underfoot. He snatches his hand away from her touch and looks at her like she’s the most repulsive creature he’s ever seen. Maybe she is. Kion’s lips pull back from his teeth, like he’s some sort of feral animal.

			She swallows hard. He’s clearly unwell. She refuses to take this personally (although her stupid little heart is sorely tempted). “Locke…”

			Breathing harshly, he backs away from her, his mouth working as if it’s loaded with volatile words and it’s only with great effort that he’s restraining himself. Neither she nor Óríon move as their captain suddenly spins on his heel and stalks away. A moment later, the door of the cottage slams so hard that her entire house quakes.

			The sparkling dust settles around her and Óríon’s shoulders as they stare at each other for a good long while. His are like chips of ice.

			“You cannot hold this against him,” he says after a long moment. “It is not his fault.”

			“I don’t,” she replies, and isn’t that the truth? A wounded animal lashes out. Kion is…wounded.

			Not all injuries are perceptible. Some are as invisible as a speckled fish hiding between the river’s rocks.

			And some can be made invisible.

			Slowly, she remembers the Glamour glyph she’d tried to touch on his chest this morning and blinks back a sudden prickling in her eyes. Óríon is staring out the window, although Kion is nowhere in sight.

			“This, he tries to keep hidden,” he says, almost to himself. “But it is not easy. He will think he has failed.” Óríon shakes his head. The sparkling powder falls from his hair like dark snow. “He will come back. And when he does, his head will be as high as ever.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-One

			 

			Kion

			Never, in his thirty years, has Kion Locke been so fucking embarrassed.

			Not when Complete Carriwitchet had run a hideous caricature of his face for an entire week. Not even when he’d been caught with his trousers down, literally, outside Chasca’s grand palace in the Summertides.

			Sitting in the woods behind Taissa’s cottage, his back against the rough bark of a tree, Kion tries to ignore the Unseelie staring at him from the shadows. The Wilderness Unseelie and Seelie are different from the fae inhabiting cities and towns; they’re wild, like their Ye Olden Days ancestors. He could very well be killed by a nuckelavee or eaten by a hobyah with nobody any the wiser. But he doesn’t care. At least it would put him out of his humiliation.

			It was the fire. He’d thought it was flames exploding, not the strange dust and smoke. In his head, he’d been back at the Waywardly Home, watching Quaid burn in the blazes he’d been stupid enough to start and angry enough not to put out.

			It’s not a nice thing, watching a body bubble with burns and blisters. Not even a body that had tormented Kion’s as much as Quaid’s had.

			The fire happened his third summer back from the Witchery. He’d just turned fourteen, and he was all skinny limbs and clumsy feet. He’d only just started putting on weight from his long hours of school carriwitchet and scarfing hearty meals down in the dining hall. After years of Quaid, Ralf, and Gerald stealing his portions of food, it was near to impossible for Kion to be anything but a twig.

			He thought his summers would be different. The boys wouldn’t be able to hurt him, because he had magic. Merlin’s teeth, he was so fucking wrong. The DMR forbade warlocks who lived in lacker city limits to use any glyph, even the most minor ones. It was different for the kids in the UKHC, where magic was no rare thing, but he was in South London. So when Quaid cornered him in the washroom with a Bible and a belt—both given to him by Father Jameson—Kion realized with a rush of terror that in fact nothing had changed.

			Nothing at all.

			The washroom was a dirty, cramped thing. There was nowhere for him to run, and only one place for him to hide: the yellowed tub, with the plasticky shower curtain pulled tight around him. But of course Quaid found him. He always did.

			It wasn’t until the stained, damp bottom of the tub began to run pinkish-red that Kion snapped, rage bubbling up from a well deep inside him. His vision ebbed as he screamed, catching the length of the belt in midair with one hand, and yanking his hidden qyl from his pocket with another. Quaid’s eyes had gone wide, not with the usual sadistic pleasure, but with fear. And seeing Quaid scared of him was empowering enough that Kion had let go of the belt with a snap and drew a glyph on the palm of his right hand.

			A harsh circle. A swirling line, like a wavering fox tail.

			The Fire glyph.

			A Level Four. The only one he knows. Snuck and painstakingly memorized from the pages of an upper-level library book when he was bored. When his mind kept worrying about what might happen if he was cornered again.

			If they called him a monster, he might as well become one.

			Kion had smiled with bloody teeth as flame shot from his hand toward Quaid. He hadn’t been thinking, not with his head. He’d been thinking with his heart, which was shriveled and scared and bitter from years of this damned abuse. His heart hadn’t thought about the consequences of the high-level Fire glyph. It had only thought about the possibility of changing the Waywardly Home’s pecking order.

			The washroom began to burn down. And so did Quaid.

			And in his panic, Kion couldn’t remember any Extinguishing glyphs.

			The fire brigade had come soon after that, and he’d had a hell of a time explaining how he stood unmarked in a room heavy with ash and smoke, a burned body lying at his feet. Lionel Hawke, who had followed on the tails of the London firefighters and the DMR alerts of a Level Four glyph, might have had something to do with the lack of charges against him.

			In the forest now, Kion blinks the memory away, shaking his head to clear it. If he had any choice in the matter, he’d forget all of this shit; everything that happened at the Waywardly Home. And then, maybe, he wouldn’t be so broken. They’d all seen him. Knox and Brontë and Óríon and…and Taissa.

			His hands tremble as he pulls out his phone from his pocket and punches the Call button next to James’s name. It rings once, then twice, but then James is picking up and Kion is closing his eyes in relief.

			“Kion?” His friend sounds tired, drained. But at least he’s here. With how strained things have been between them lately, Kion wasn’t sure that James would pick up at all.

			“James,” he rasps, and he can tell that his friend automatically knows. “They saw.”

			A long silence. He can tell that James is measuring his words carefully. Kion wishes he’d just spit them out. He’s not that fragile.

			“Perhaps it’s a blessing in disguise.” James’s tone is gentle. “You’ve always hated keeping that secret.”

			It’s the one other lie Kion has ever told. Although it’s not a lie, exactly, hiding this. Nobody but James has ever asked. So Kion has never told the truth. “Maybe,” he mutters, but he doesn’t mean it. There’s an awkward pause that wouldn’t have been there before. To break it, he says, “How’s it going with the magis?”

			“He’s wondering why five out of the nine members of the team have suddenly up and fled.” James sounds faintly amused, but there’s also a tinge of something else. Jealousy? “I would have come, too, had you asked.”

			Kion grimaces, glad that James can’t see his face. To be fair, he’d only asked Óríon. Knox and Brontë had smuggled themselves over all on their own volition. But saying all of this will just make him look like a prat. “I know, mate.” He hesitates when that awkward silence comes again. “Has Elder found anything?”

			“Ah, he was speaking to Markus Terven today.”

			“The handler?” Kion stiffens. Has Markus hurt Taissa’s stymph again? He blinks past the rage. Cronus is a menace, yeah, but he’s Taissa’s menace. Fuck being short-staffed—the fact that Bill hasn’t sacked him, even with his and Taissa’s combined efforts, verges on cruel. “And?”

			“And Elder had someone on speaker. A DMC agent, I believe. She was shouting at him.” He can hear James’s small, weary smile through the phone. Kion wonders if it was Felicity Vance on the other end of the line. “Elder caught him trying to kick the geriatric bird during feeding time. He nearly got his head taken off. Needless to say, he’s been let go; caught red-handed and all by a magis. I’m not quite sure that he’s a suspect; just a nasty bastard, I suppose. Although who knows?” James hesitates. “But there’s something else I feel you should know.”

			“What?”

			“Ah…Someone was in Taissa’s room earlier.”

			“Who?” Kion demands, immediately straightening.

			“I’m rather afraid I don’t know. I saw the door shut when I was coming home from lunch. I waited for some time, but they didn’t come back out. I thought perhaps it was Magis Elder, but when I brought it up to him, he denied it. And although he looked into the matter, as you know, that there are no security cameras in the residential area.”

			Kion recognizes this for what it is: James’s attempts to make amends where Taissa’s involved. He appreciates it, but unease still slithers down his spine like a snake. Who would have gone into Cho’s bedroom? And why? “You’re sure?”

			“I’m quite certain.”

			He drags a hand down his face, feeling the familiar prickles of stress stabbing his temples. “Fuck.” Is it the team’s curser? Is it possible that they’ve been in the Nexitory all along? Is that too far-fetched?

			“He’s looking into it.” James sighs, and there’s a subtle shifting, like he’s getting dressed. “I have to go, I’m afraid. Are you…all right?”

			“Yeah.” Kion’s hand falls back to the ground; he takes a deep breath of night air. “Yeah, mate. Thank you.”

			“You’ll be back soon, won’t you?”

			“Tomorrow,” promises Kion.

			“Good.” James sounds relieved, adding: “Niamh is beside herself. Is it true that the two of you ran out onto the street in your underwear?”

			“Good night, James,” Kion says pointedly, and his friend gives a little haggard laugh before ending the call. As a few curious pixies flutter around his head, Kion stares hard into the woodlands shadow. Somebody was in Cho’s room. Who? Why? Whatever the reason, it can’t be anything good.

			With budget cuts, the Stymphs don’t have cleaners, so it wasn’t some friendly man or woman armed with nothing but a few feather dusters and some advanced Cleaning glyph. It was also clearly someone able to get past Taissa’s lock; to his knowledge, she hadn’t put a Protection glyph on the side of her door. So either someone with a key, the ability to pick locks, or a qyl with an Unlocking glyph.

			Merlin.

			One fucking thing after another, isn’t it?

			The thought of somebody trying to hurt Taissa makes his blood roar in his ears. He looks toward her cottage as dusk falls, and as thunder booms somewhere in the distance. The storm is still coming. And with it, probably another fucking flashback.

			Quaid and the other boys used to come after him during storms. When the thunder would mask his screams from the Sisters. When it was dark enough that he couldn’t see them coming until they were right there. When he could never tell when another crack of thunder was booming until it was shaking the walls of the orphanage; when he could never tell when another strike would land until it did.

			Ever since, he hasn’t done well with unexpected noises. He can steel himself against loud sounds so long as he’s expecting them—so long as it makes sense for his environment, like the roar of a carriwitchet crowd or the throbbing of a club’s bass, even the screams of fans on the street—but all bloody bets are off when he’s taken by surprise, or if it’s a storm. A storm is the one thing he’s never been able to prepare himself for, even by watching for lightning, for counting the beats between each thunderclap. The fear is seared into him like a brand, burned into his mind.

			Mother Nature is forcing his hand. Kion climbs to his feet, feeling stiff and ashamed. Either he can stay outside during the thunderstorm, where everything will be so much louder, or he can take refuge in Cho’s home and try to explain himself to his teammates and then try to scurry away before the thunderclaps start. What great options. His stomach twists as he makes his way to her back door, careful not to step on her weed-filled vegetable patch lest she tackle him again.

			They’re still in the sitting room, probably having cleaned it up with a Scouring glyph. Their voices are low murmurs in the air, and Kion hesitates, pressed against the wall, frightened that they’re talking about him. How weak he is, how pathetic and sniveling.

			“Does anybody want to talk about the elephant in the room?” Knox is demanding, and Kion, flinching, holds his breath as the lad adds, “By which I mean the GIANT BLACK HORSE that was in your SITTING ROOM?”

			Kion blinks. They aren’t talking about him.

			They aren’t talking about him. Not laughing or speculating or calling him weak and sniveling. Surprised relief is a cool balm on his racing heart.

			“Stop shouting.” Óríon’s low, rumbling tone is at odds with Tanaka’s cries. “But yes. It was strange. I do not know how that happened. It is magic. But what sort, I do not know.”

			“Probably the bad type,” says Brontë wryly. “From the Dark Well. Maybe.”

			Hells, Kion is more nervous than he’s ever been before a game. Trying to straighten his shoulders, he steps into the room, and acts like he’s not being ripped apart by humiliation on the inside. “There’s a way to know for sure,” he offers, and his voice is rough with stress as his teammates turn to him, eyes wide. Fuck. Kion clears his throat and continues on, “I know a dullahan. If Queen Pike or King Puck have detected anyone scraping from the Dark Well and there’s a bounty on their heads, Jacks would know.” It could also help them track down the team’s curse: two birds with one stone. If the DMR knows jack-shit and Lionel can only tab dark glyph usage for him (like Summoning glyphs), there’s no point in going back to them.

			It’s becoming pretty fucking clear that they’re not directly dealing with a witch or a warlock, at least not for the team’s curse. That goth síceach confirmed it, and Kion has a feeling that this illness—if it is foul play—also wasn’t done by a glyph. He knows of none that can, one, create a disease-spreading dust, and two, create a horse out of that dust when it’s touched by fire.

			It’s bloody weird, is what it is.

			Very quickly, they’ve swum out of their depths. And judging by James’s call, it doesn’t seem like Magis Elder has any leads. He probably should have suggested paying Jacks Clarke a visit earlier, but until now, he didn’t think it was necessary. And the magis would probably be reluctant to pay Clarke a visit without arresting him, or worse. Bounty-hunting isn’t exactly legal in the UKHC.

			Plus, the things Jacks does on the side are very, very illegal.

			And he can be…difficult. Understatement of the century, that. So Kion didn’t want to see him unless he absolutely needed to.

			It seems like he does.

			“You know a dullahan?” blurts Taissa and he feels himself soften even as there’s a low, distant roll of thunder that likely only he can hear. Kion knows he wasn’t kind to her earlier. He’d seen her face, stricken, as he’d yanked his hand away. And he’s been worried he hurt her when he crushed her against the floor. But he’d seen the fire, and Quaid’s body, and he panicked.

			“Jacks Clarke,” Kion replies gruffly, trying to think coherently. “Lives in Pinion, near the southern part of River Keat. I could ring him.”

			Taissa blinks at him. “And how, exactly, do you know this dullahan?”

			Er. He winces. “That’s not…important.”

			“I think it is!” chimes in Brontë, eyes sparkling. Knox joins in, and Kion stares at them in surprise. They’re not treating him any differently. It’s like nothing has changed. Bewildered, he looks to Óríon, who gives him a small smile and nods.

			Something in his chest swells as Knox pats the seat next to him on the rug in clear invitation. “Come on, Cap,” he says, laughing. “Regale us, won’t you, with your exploits?”

			Kion bites back something like a smile. The storm is getting closer, but the thunder is still far enough away, perhaps by a half hour or more. And Taissa is looking at him with eyes wide in curiosity.

			Fuck it.

			“I met Jacks Clarke at a pub,” he begins, sitting down next to Knox, “when he was fighting seven trolls at once, and flirting with another two.”

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			The air of the cottage is thick with the fast-approaching storm by the time that Kion lies in a surprisingly cushy sleeping bag in Taissa’s attic, Óríon and Knox sleeping like, well, puppies next to him.

			Puppies who spent a full hour arguing with each other about whether or not Óríon’s hair is bleached before they fell asleep.

			As electricity crackles through the air, Kion decides he can’t take it anymore and climbs out of the attic, his entire body itching as the storm looms overhead. His body thrums with nervous energy, tense and ready to run, not wanting to remain stationary.

			Brontë is downstairs, dozing on the sitting room sofa. Kion is careful not to wake her as he creeps into the kitchen—and almost jumps out of his skin as Taissa looks sharply up at him from behind her glasses where she’s sitting at the table, her phone propped up against a cracked mug.

			“That’s definitely not what she said,” an irritated—and familiar—voice crackles through her phone. “Try again. She said…” There’s a brief silence as Taissa turns quickly back to the screen, where she squints at Adriel, who must be on video chat with her. Kion blinks, puzzled, as Taissa chews on her nail.

			“Er,” she says, “you said, ‘You’re a wank-job, Taissa.’ Right?”

			“Yep,” replies Adriel, “and seeing how Mahina will probably say this to you again at many points, it’s a good phrase to know.” Kion, shoulders slack with surprise, rounds the table to stand behind Taissa. On her screen, Adriel sits next to Mahina, who’s signing another vulgar phrase for Taissa and looking extremely amused.

			“Uh…‘You play like shite.’ ”

			Mahina nods enthusiastically before her eyes flick to Kion, who hovers over Taissa’s shoulder. “Hi, Captain,” she signs, dragging a finger across her opposite biceps, where Kion’s purple armband typically rests during practice or a match.

			“Mahina, Adriel,” Kion says, unable to mask the surprise in his voice. Merlin. Taissa’s learned BSL, or some of it, anyway. He hadn’t thought she was serious about it, thought she’d be like Niamh and the others, with their overly sympathetic preening and promises to learn right away. Fuck, he’d told Taissa off, hadn’t he? His stomach twists, and not just because of the incoming storm.

			Mahina lost her voice to a merrow’s trick when she was seven. She’d wandered down to a beach in Woolmouth, where one of the Unseelie seapeople had cornered her into a bargain. Mahina had just reluctantly moved to Wales from Honoka’a, Hawai’i, where the sparkling ocean was more friend than foe. So when the merrow demanded a price in exchange for her dream—to make a professional carriwitchet team—she agreed, expecting the cost to be a few quid.

			It was her voice.

			The merrows watch too many sodding Disney movies.

			“Taissa is learning the most important phrases in BSL,” Mahina tells him seriously. She lifts her pinky fingers to her mouth and then gestures outward a couple of times in slightly circular motions. “Swears. Along with, of course, other basic words.”

			“I can see that,” he replies, mouth twitching. But then a crack of thunder, louder than the others have been, has him white-knuckling the back of Taissa’s chair. He blinks furiously, like that will stop him from sinking into memories he’d rather not look too closely at. He’s vaguely aware of Taissa turning to him, then saying goodbye to Adriel and Mahina, and shutting off her phone as Kion’s mind begins to slip to another place and another time.

			She stands, looking him levelly in the eye, and cocking her head like a curious bird. As her hair falls to one side, his eyes snag on the hickey on the side of her neck in a strange fascination he’s powerless to stop. The pressure in his mind recedes, just a bit, even as thunder booms up ahead. “Sit down,” she says, and it doesn’t look like she hates him as much as she did the last time the two of them stood in this kitchen. “I’ll make you a hot toddy.”

			Irritation has him jerking his eyes away from the love-bite. “I’m not a child, Cho,” he snaps, and wonders if this is it, if this is the part when everybody starts treating him differently.

			Apparently not. Taissa puts her hands on her hips and glowers right back at him. “I’m trying to be nice, you absolute dobber.”

			“Well, you’re doing a shit job of it.”

			Her eyes gleam. “I’m making you a hot toddy, Locke, and you have zero choice in the matter. Now sit.”

			Grumbling to himself, Kion lowers himself into the seat she vacated only moments before. “I’m not a dog. You can’t just make me kneel and sit whenever you like.”

			Cho, who apparently didn’t deign to toss her perishables before moving out, is filling the mug her phone had been balancing on with hot water from the tap. They’d had stale crackers and sticky marmalade for dinner while he “regaled” them with the story of Jacks Clarke. Kion eyes the sink distrustfully. Fucking sacrilege, doing this without a kettle. “Are you sure? You’re very doglike,” Taissa says, slicing open an old-looking lemon from the fridge. Is that even edible? “You smell bad when you get wet, you drool all over the place, and I’m not sure you’re—”

			“If you say ‘potty-trained,’ I’ll kick you off the team,” he growls as lightning slashes through the sky. His whole body tenses, and his heart starts marching about like a merry soldier, but he concentrates on Taissa as she pours whiskey and lemon juice into the hot water.

			“Well, I wasn’t going to, but I want to, now.” Kion will never admit that he loves the way Taissa sometimes says wasn’t like wasnae. He’d rather die, actually. Taissa plops the hot toddy down in front of him. “It’s more like a lukewarm toddy,” she adds.

			“Fantastic.”

			Thunder shakes the cottage. Rain lashes against the windows like the belts against Kion’s skin.

			“Go on, try it.”

			“No.”

			“Go on,” she wheedles, “or I’ll hire another caricature artist to draw a really hideous version of you for Complete Carriwitchet.”

			The storm goes dead silent as Kion stares at her, mouth agape.

			Of all the fucking things.

			He’d thought somebody at the paper just really had it out for him. Clearly, he should have known better.

			“That was you?” Kion demands, slamming the lukewarm toddy down on the table. It splashes onto his hand. Lukewarm indeed.

			Taissa bites her lip. He stares at it for some unfathomable reason. “Yeah,” she says, with a disdainful sniff. But she looks quite proud.

			“Cho,” he growls.

			“Locke,” she snaps back.

			They stare at each other as the air grows thick. Taissa crosses her arms. “I have it framed,” she admits after a long moment of obvious triumph.

			“No,” he snarls.

			“Yes.” Taissa crooks a finger at him and smiles unpleasantly. “I’ll show you.”

			His back stiffens as thunder roars, and he’s lurching to his feet before he even understands what he’s doing. “Fine,” he grits out, and it’s like he’s on autopilot as he follows Taissa to…her bedroom.

			It’s small, tiny, with only a mattress stripped of its sheets…and the giant monstrosity hanging on her wall in a ridiculously ornate golden frame, as if it belongs in the bloody British Museum. And the portrait inside…

			Him, but worse.

			So much worse.

			Kion barely hears the thunder over his potent mixture of anger and exasperation.

			“I couldn’t take it back to the Nexitory, you see, because I thought you would confiscate it.” Taissa is standing next to him as they both gawk at it like perusers of some seriously questionable art gallery.

			“Damn right I would,” he snaps. He reaches out to do exactly that, but Taissa hauls him backward before he can even touch the frame. Her arms are around his torso and she’s pressed flat against his back; he can feel her body molded against his, her breasts pushing into him—

			Kion’s neck flushes.

			“Don’t touch the art,” she warns, hauling him even farther backward. Her knees bump the bed frame as Kion wriggles out of her grip—fuck, she’s strong—and turns to glare down at her.

			It’s half-hearted. Taissa Cho and beds have begun to bring something out in him that he doesn’t understand. The psychologists, and James, would probably call it classical conditioning.

			She’s swapped her contacts out for glasses. It baffles him, how good she looks with the frames. One of her curls is somehow sticking straight up into the air. It seems like Kion watches himself from afar as he reaches out to smooth it down.

			Taissa’s eyes go wide.

			“Be careful,” she warns, but her voice is a little husky. “You’ll make me start thinking you don’t hate me. Pookie.”

			His hand falls back to his side, his fingers twitching. He blames the shock of the rumbling thunder for what he says next. “You’re not as bad as I thought you were. Sweetheart.” Ah, shit. He clamps his mouth shut but it’s too late. Coming from him, this is high praise. Too high. He scrambles to cover his arse. “You’re worse.” Kion jabs a finger at the framed portrait. “Tell me what the hells I did to deserve that.”

			“You don’t remember?” Taissa plops down on the bed. After a moment of hesitation, Kion sits down beside her. Somehow, the storm seems farther away as she punches him in the arm.

			Hard. He winces.

			“Merlin, Cho—”

			“You told Everest Huang that I had Pixie Pox, you wanker.”

			Oh. Kion might remember something about that.

			“And then he dumped me,” Taissa finishes with blazing eyes. “I really liked him—”

			Him? Everest Huang was, and continues to be, a gullible ninny. “The only reason I told him that you had the Pox,” he snarls back, “is because you ruined my relationship with Chasca—”

			Indignant, she straightens, leaning forward to jab him some more. This time her finger pokes viciously at his chest. “Which I only did because you decided to nearly trip me on a red carpet—”

			“That was a bloody accident!” Her dress had been ridiculously long, damn it, and he hadn’t meant to get tangled in it. “But when you spilled wine all over me, it wasn’t!”

			“Really? Was it a ‘bloody accident’ when you accused me of being on Fury right after my debut?” Her cheeks are flushed. “I had to take a drug test—”

			Ah, fuckkk.

			Look. No rookie on any team should have played as well as her. It wasn’t Kion’s finest moment, but he’d truly believed she could have been on the illicit performance-enhancing drug, which would have been harder to detect than an illegal glyph. The season past, the Peryton’s captain had been high off it every game. As well as a Hippogriff’s Knocker. It was some sort of demented trend in the sport. Besides, her coach Frasier, he’d served some time in his youth for dealing it.

			All Kion had done was mention the possibility in passing to James, but some nosy reporter had overheard and from there on, it had snowballed in a way he’d never meant it to.

			And yeah, maybe he’d been insecure when the world had started calling her the “new Kion Locke.” Like he was somehow elderly because he’d hit twenty-five and she was a chipper nineteen-year-old.

			Like he was replaceable.

			Do you think anybody will care if you disappear, devil-boy? You’re replaceable. The Sisters, I bet you they won’t even notice.

			His throat works. Kion feels the words, the explanations, building up in his mouth, but he can’t get them out before Taissa is glaring at him with glittering eyes. “How about the time you told me you would ‘never waste a precious fucking minute’ on mentoring ‘a simpering muppet’ like me?”

			It might be the rain lashing against her bedroom window, or the thunder booming above, but Kion’s mind shudders to a halt and draws an absolute blank. Taissa, scanning his face, laughs softly.

			“You don’t even remember, do you?” she asks, and flops down onto the mattress like a limp fish, staring up at the ceiling. “You tore my heart right out of my chest, and you don’t even remember. Oh, Locke. You’re as predictable as ever.”

			Kion wants to think she’s making it up. But those words sound exactly like him.

			As in, an arsehole.

			“It doesn’t matter,” says Taissa, still staring up at the ceiling. But something in her voice tells him that it does matter, very much. He’s struggling to find words, any words, when Taissa abruptly changes the subject. “That Glamour glyph. On your chest. It’s covering scars, isn’t it?”

			Fucking hells. He’d rather talk about what a dick he is.

			Her throat works. “It’s…it’s not because of that time Sansa and I plowed through you, and you fell through the siege tower, right? It’s not from the—the splinters?”

			Kion stares at her. She looks so concerned and remorseful; her eyes are wide—fearful—and she’s fidgeting with a loose strand of the ratty blanket on the mattress.

			Does she really think that the scars he’s hiding are her fault?

			An uncomfortable feeling unravels in his stomach. Guilt. Hot and churning. Because her scar—her burn—is because of him.

			“Locke?” Taissa prompts, looking uncertain.

			That match had been brutal. He and Taissa’d had a huge brawl—breaking any and all carriwitchet rules—that accumulated into him being knocked off Cato and falling through the siege tower from a massive height. Wood had erupted around him, and he’d set the world record for the number of splinters somebody could have. Luckily Cato had been able to snatch him up by his beak as he’d tumbled out of the tower. Cho had been given two purple cards.

			Panaceas wouldn’t work on the splinters. They’d had to be plucked out, individually, one by one before a Panacea could do anything without sealing the wooden shards inside the flesh. James had done it, ignoring Kion’s many threats to murder him as the tweezers had assaulted his skin.

			But for some reason, Kion’s mouth is twitching again at the memory. Fuck. Is he depraved? Maybe.

			“No, Cho,” he says, and lowers himself to lie down next to her. He doesn’t know why he’s amused instead of angry. Maybe because of how worried she looks. The Glamour covers things far worse than the few faint scars he has from that day. “Not everything’s about you.”

			She exhales through her nose. Grumpily. “Well, who hurt you, then?”

			Kion’s blood freezes in his veins.

			Cho rolls onto her side, propping up her chin with a fist. Her gaze is level and serious. “Tell me. I need to know.”

			“Why?” he rasps.

			“Nobody gets to hurt you but me. Antagonizing you is a very special privilege reserved for yours truly.”

			It’s eerily similar to what he’s thought to himself about her. Kion blinks. “It doesn’t matter.” His neck flushes.

			The look she gives him is dead serious. Before she can ask again, he says, “Today. With Frasier. Do you want to tell me what that was all about?” And now he’s not speaking as Kion, but as Coach Locke. It helps, being able to make that distinction. Makes it easier to distance himself from the curly-haired girl next to him.

			Taissa swallows hard. He can practically see the gears turning in her head. “Maybe I can now,” she mutters, almost to herself. “Because Sansa’s gone, anyway.” Her voice catches like the sleeve of a sweater snared on a hook.

			His brows draw together in confusion. “What do you—”

			Her brown eyes glisten like raw-cut cassiterite. “If I tell you, Locke, you can’t tell anyone else. And if I tell you, you owe me a secret, too. I want to know who hurt you.”

			There’s something very ominous about her tone.

			Kion’s lips thin. “You can’t just go and kill them, Cho.” Quaid is dead, but Ralf and Gerald are still very alive. Last he heard, Ralf was in prison for petty theft. Gerald fried haddock for a fish-and-chips spot.

			“Why not?” She’s almost pouting. It’s adorable. Kion’s eyes go back to the hickey he left on her skin. “You’re mine to hate.”

			His neck flushes as he pretends like something in his chest doesn’t tighten at those words. Kion stares fixedly at the wooden rafters of her ceiling, weighing his options. He wants—needs—to know what happened between Taissa and Colum Frasier. There’s this gaping pit of dread inside him, telling him that he’s missed something crucial, that whatever truth she’s holding close to her chest changes everything. But apart from James, he’s never told anybody shit about his crock of a childhood.

			Fuck it. He remembers the soft sounds of Taissa’s sobs outside the stables and he needs to know what that prick did to her. Now.

			And it’s not like he needs to tell her everything.

			“Right,” he says, voice gruff. “It’s a deal.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Two

			 

			Taissa

			“He held me down,” Taissa says thickly, hearing her voice as if from very far away. She’s not sure that she should be telling him this; not even with Sansa gone, and on the verge of what very well might be death. Frasier’s threats still ring in her ears; tell anybody and he’ll have her little wyvern put down. It doesn’t matter if he had been bluffing, if he’d meant to give Sansa to Elise all along—even if there was a slim chance he wasn’t, Taissa couldn’t risk being the reason that her Winged was killed.

			It would have broken her. Completely.

			She believed Colum Frasier could do it, if angered enough. The DMC would be infuriated, of course, but it was known to happen with Wingeds who grew violent beyond measure (although that typically only happened amongst the winged grizzlies, rarins, who are known to on occasion eat their riders and also small children), and Sansa had a history of biting.

			Besides, this was the same coach that forced a glyph onto her, who callously blackmailed her, who (if rumors were true) had a brief stint in Shackell Penitentiary from charges of dealing Fury and aggravated assault.

			Perhaps she should stop talking. But Taissa finds that she simply…can’t. After years of Locke writing her off as a cheater, something in her leaps at the chance to explain herself. (Pathetic, isn’t it, how a part of her still wants to prove herself to him? How part of her can’t stop thinking about the feel of him beneath her, about their kiss? Fake it might have been but the way her heart twists when she thinks of it is too real.)

			(Stupid, she tells herself.)

			Taissa pays less attention to the words she speaks than she pays to Kion’s reaction as they lie next to each other. It’s subtle at first: the stiffening of the sharp, chiseled planes of his face. The way his thick brows begin to pull together. That bobbing of his Adam’s apple. A flush of color beginning to stain his ridiculously high cheekbones, like the blushing hue of an Envy apple.

			And then it changes, all at once.

			His breathing becomes quick and shallow. Kion lurches up from the bed, standing, his chest heaving. There’s a murderous gleam in his eyes, and something else. Something like regret and shock and horror all rolled into one. Taissa falls silent, the story done, truth lingering in the air between them. The truth of her grief, and the coach who took advantage of her. Taissa doesn’t bother to describe the fallout; Kion knows it well already.

			Does he believe her? Or is the fury in his eyes at her? Does he think she’s lying?

			“I’ll use a Truth glyph,” Taissa rasps, sitting up and fumbling for her qyl. The DMR won’t be pleased, but if it makes Kion believe her, maybe, maybe it’ll be worth it—

			“No,” he bites out, so violently that she nearly flinches. “No,” he repeats, fists clenching and unclenching at his sides. “I believe you, Cho. Fuck. I believe you.”

			“You do?” she whispers.

			Kion gives a sharp nod, eyes dark and furious. For a long, long, moment he’s silent—running a hand down his mouth, shaking his head. When he does speak, there’s a hoarse edge to his voice that she’s never heard before. “It didn’t make sense for you to be scared of him. You’re the bravest person I know. I’ve seen you fall through thin air without even a scream. But now I see why you are.” He drags a hand down his face. “Fuck,” she thinks he mutters again. “Merlin’s fucking tits.”

			Taissa draws her legs up to her chest, drumming a nervous rhythm on her knees. “I could have taken it off,” she admits in a small voice. “Nullified it. Or gone immediately to the authorities. I just didn’t…in the moment, I couldn’t think straight. And he shoved me out onto the pitch before I could try anything…”

			“You shouldn’t have had to do any of that.” Locke’s eyes are hard and gleaming. “But now we should take this public. Get him sacked.”

			Alarmed, Taissa shakes her head. “Sansa—”

			“Is currently in the best position she can be in,” he finishes firmly. “Watched over by the DMC, night and day. Nobody’s getting to her.” She blinks, feeling slightly unsteady as Kion crouches in front of her. “If you take this public, Cho, I’ll stand by you. Not as your ‘boyfriend,’ but as your captain and coach. Your teammate. But it’s your choice, yeah?” As she nods, swallowing hard, Kion hesitates. “It probably means shit-all now, but—I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. For everything that happened these past couple of years.” As she blinks, taken aback, he points a finger at her. “Not for telling Everest you had Pixie Pox or any of that other shit because you started it—”

			The absolute nerve of this bastard. Her lips quirk despite herself. “I did not, Locke, take it back, right this bloody second—”

			“—but I am sorry for calling you a ‘pathetic liar and cheater’ at every press conference I went to for two years straight, even if nobody brought you up.”

			Taissa blinks. “I didn’t know you did that.” She’d watched the games, but skipped the press conferences, lest Locke say something exactly like that.

			Kion grimaces. “Oh.”

			“Anything else you’re particularly sorry for?” she asks, swatting his finger away.

			“I’m sorry for not punching Frasier in the face today when I had the chance,” he snarls, and the sheer violence in his voice is startling. (Why is it making her want to blush?)

			“Oh.” She clears her throat. “I might have taken care of that.”

			Kion does not look very satisfied.

			“Anything else?” she wheedles.

			A muscle seems to be pulsing in his temple, but his lips are also twitching. (It’s very odd, like he can’t decide whether to frown or smile. But that’s ridiculous. Kion Locke does not smile.) “Don’t push it, newbie.”

			“Fine,” she says, crossing her arms. “Now tell me who hurt you badly enough that you wear a Glamour glyph.” Taissa hasn’t even realized how tightly she’s been holding on to the possibility that whatever he’s hiding is from an accident until Kion’s face goes all tight. He stands, backing a foot or two away from her. And he doesn’t look at her as he says, “I grew up in an orphanage. South London. The boys there were—violent.” Every word is short, like he’s biting them out, severing whatever more might be left of the sentences with his teeth.

			“Wait…” Taissa shakes her head, trying to clear it. “You said in an interview—you said that your mum and dad, they ran a-a bookshop? An apothecary? Or something?”

			“I…I lied.” He scratches at his neck, looking away.

			Her stomach sinks like a pit. Kion was (is?) an orphan? How did she not know? How many hours has she spent poring over every available nugget of information about him? How did she miss this?

			But it explains so much, doesn’t it? His prickly exterior, his tendency to hate everything and everyone that makes the mistake of crossing his path. Kion was…abused.

			He was alone.

			What was he like, as a child? In her mind’s eye, she sees a little boy with a thatch of black hair and wide, dark eyes. Did he smile then?

			Or was all the joy beaten out of him?

			His episode in the sitting room. How often does he have flashbacks?

			“I don’t tell people.” Adult Kion’s sharp gaze snaps toward her in clear warning, bringing her back to the present.

			“But your last name,” she protests, rather stupidly. Locke. Kion Locke. Orphans don’t…

			The look he gives her is exasperated. “I chose it. We can choose our surnames at sixteen, you know.”

			“Why Locke?” Taissa doesn’t know why this is what she’s latched onto, but she wants (no, needs) to know.

			Kion’s throat bobs. He shrugs, idly, but she can see the tension in his shoulders. “It’s stupid. The reason is…stupid.”

			“Don’t say that,” she says softly.

			He exhales and runs a hand through his hair. “The first time I ever felt like I—well, like I bloody belonged, was when my Witchery’s headmaster told me I was a warlock. So when I got the chance to choose a surname, I picked ‘Locke.’ ” He glares at her. “I know. It’s fucking cheesy.” His shoulders hunch in (very expressive, his shoulders) like he’s playing defense on the field. “I was a teenager and dumb.”

			“I don’t think it’s cheesy,” Taissa whispers and she’s overcome with the dangerous desire to reach for him. Their eyes hold for an electrifying moment. Heat rises to her cheeks.

			They’ve misjudged each other, haven’t they? Maybe they don’t need to hate each other so much anymore. Maybe they can call a truce. Or at least half a truce?

			A loud THUMP from directly overhead, and a muffled squawk of pain, breaks the moment between them like glass.

			Kion’s head jerks up in alarm. “What—”

			“Attic,” she mutters. (For some reason, she is disproportionately annoyed at Knox and Óríon right now. Did they have to choose that exact moment to start squabbling?)

			“Go back to sleep!” Óríon seems to be shouting.

			“Oi!” That’s Knox’s muffled response. “I didn’t mean to trip over you, I just needed a wee!”

			“Fucking hells,” mutters Kion, pinching the bridge of his nose as what seems to be a physical altercation follows (lots of thumping, thudding, banging, and swearing). “They’ll be at it for hours. I don’t know how they expect me to get any sleep.”

			(Don’t offer it. Don’t say it. Come on, Taissa, be strong…)

			“MMPHFFGRHH! GET YOUR ELBOW! OUT OF MY MOUTH!” Óríon roars.

			“You could stay in here,” Taissa offers, as Knox screeches something vulgar in reply.

			(For Morgana’s sake, Taissa.)

			So this is what a flabbergasted Kion Locke looks like (mouth slightly agape, eyes bulging a bit wide). “What?”

			She loses her nerve last minute.

			What is wrong with her? What possessed her to suggest that? Morgana help me.

			“There’s a nice spot on the floor,” she says quickly, and points to a dusty spot in the corner. “Warm and cozy-like.”

			“So generous,” Kion mutters.

			“Do you want to sleep in my bed?” Her voice has a familiar antagonistic edge, but some part of her might possibly be hoping he’ll say yes. The way they kissed this morning…

			Flabbergasted has given way to something like mortal offense. “The boudoir shoot is over, Cho.”

			Ah, right. With those six little words, she has come floating down to reality. No matter how much her memory reaches back toward Kion’s lips roving across her skin, it was pretend. All pretend. Fake, false, fabricated, and most important, finished.

			She was worried that this would happen, that she’d become confused, fact mingling with fiction in her head. Fake-dating and Taissa Cho, it seems, do not mix well. Taissa fights against the rush of humiliation threatening to swallow her. It wasn’t like she was asking Kion to let her ride him to heaven and back.

			There are two sides of every bed, after all.

			Kion’s face seems to soften as her traitorous cheeks stain red. Or perhaps she’s imagining it. Overhead, Knox screeches like a pterodactyl. Óríon snarls something unintelligible in violent Icelandic. “I should probably go stop them from killing each other,” he says.

			“Right.”

			“Right.”

			Neither of them moves.

			“Good night, then,” says Taissa. “Please do feel inclined to let the bedbugs bite.”

			“ ’Night, Cho,” says Kion, who looks (impossibly) like he’s on the verge of smiling. It’s possible that her heart sinks a little as he turns away instead, and walks out the door, closing it softly behind him.

			“Shite,” mutters Taissa, and slaps her palm against her forehead.
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			(She’s woken hours later, maybe by the sound of soft footsteps, maybe by the sound of the front door opening and closing. Maybe by the rumble of her car starting.

			Maybe.

			The tides of sleep pull her back under. It’s a very long time before she wakes again.)
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			Shifty. Extremely shifty.

			That’s how Kion Locke looks in the early morning as he leans against her battered old car with the rest of the Stymphs, hands in his pocket, looking anywhere but at Taissa as she locks up the cottage.

			(Interesting. She’s never seen Kion Locke look shifty before. Between this and flabbergasted, she’s collecting many more of his expressions.)

			“Whoa!” a small voice exclaims. “Are you Kion Locke?”

			Hands on her hips, Taissa turns around on the sunken front porch to see little Abigail Williams traipsing across her lawn, mouth sticky from jam, orange hair stuck into pigtails. In one of her chubby hands, she holds a nibbled-upon scone.

			“Abigail Williams!” she shouts, more out of habit than anything, pointing an accusing finger. “Off my lawn!”

			Abigail cheerfully gives her an obscene gesture that Taissa has never before seen, skipping up to Locke and proffering him her half-eaten scone. Brontë claps a hand over her mouth, apparently to hide a cackle as Abigail says, “Here. It’s for you.”

			Pocketing her key, Taissa strolls over to the others, expecting Kion to fix the little girl with a withering glare and demand who would want a soggy scone (it’s what she would do). Instead, Locke very visibly grimaces, before taking the scone in his hand. “Thanks,” says Kion (not gently, but not unkindly, either) and Abigail beams like he’s handed her the moon.

			“My da says you’re even more rotten at carriwitchet now than you were before,” she says. “But not as rotten as her.” A sticky, jam-coated finger points to Taissa. Then Abigail turns to Brontë, Knox, and Óríon. She pulls the sides of her mouth wide and sticks out her tongue to blow a raspberry. “GO WYVERNS! BOO STYMPHS!” the child hollers before giving Taissa a pointed look and stomping all over her lawn back to her own home.

			The scone falls from Kion’s hand to the ground.

			“I hate children,” he grumbles, but somehow, Taissa doesn’t believe him.

			It’s a small mercy sent by Morgana herself that Kion doesn’t mention the embarrassment of last night (had she really offered to share her bed?) as they make their way to the station and board the train bound back to Pinion-upon-Keat. In fact, none of the Stymphs are really saying…anything. Taissa watches as Knox opens and closes his mouth while looking at Kion. As Brontë clears her throat but then apparently chickens out and says nothing.

			The unhappy twist to Locke’s mouth tells Taissa that he’s very aware of their scrutiny. After a half hour of this, he makes a low sound of irritation in his throat and pins the two Stymphs with a glower (Óríon is listening to music with his eyes closed, fast asleep; Knox kept him up all night with bickering). “What?”

			“Er—we just want to make sure that you’re okay. After, you know, yesterday,” says Knox.

			“I’m fine.” He bites it out in a way that suggests the polar opposite.

			“Oh, good,” says Knox, nodding fervently. “Good. That’s good.”

			“We’re here if you need us,” adds Brontë, and then rolls her eyes as Kion narrows his own at her. “Oh, stop it. We didn’t want to poke and prod you last night, but we’re allowed to be worried about you. We care about you.”

			“Well, then stop it,” mutters Locke, folding his arms. “I don’t enjoy it.”

			Knox snorts. “Well, you’re back to your usual self, at least.”

			“Cranky, cranky,” Brontë teases, but it’s clear that the duo is dropping their line of questioning.

			Taissa shakes her head, glancing back down at her phone screen, where she’s been scrolling through the news, looking for updates about the “Sleeping Death,” as several outlets have dubbed the Wingeds’ affliction. According to The UKHC MorningStar, DMC attempts to heal the Wingeds via Panaceas have yielded nothing, leaving experts (and Taissa) puzzled. The sooner they can ring Locke’s dullahan friend, the better.

			Also according to the MorningStar, handlers at all afflicted stables attested that the days leading up to the Wingeds’ illness had been normal: no concerning activity in the creatures, no changes in eating habits, nothing. Symptoms are limited only to their comatose states. Nobody mentions the sparkling black powder (that turns into a bloody horse). The DMC, it seems, are as tight-lipped as ever despite Taissa’s numerous texts to Felicity Vance last night after the explosion in her sitting room. Taissa shakes her head, looking for more articles as the train compartment grows silent, save for Óríon’s soft snoring. As she scrolls, more and more ads pop up, lagging her phone—she really needs to get an ad blocker. Frustratedly, she attempts to scroll past them, but they only propagate in number. Púca Púca LLC…With a Swish, We Grant Your Wish!, Seal a Deal with Púca Púca LLC…We’re Better Than the Devil!, and, finally, Oi, You! Stop Scrolling Past Us! Púca Púca LLC Is Here for All Your Needs!

			She rolls her eyes…and freezes when the first headline after the collection of advertisements pops up. A sharp gasp lurches from her throat as her fingers hover over the bolded words: Colum Frasier Enraged: “They Attacked Me!”

			She clicks it, heart pounding hard in her chest. It’s by Complete Carriwitchet, and the very first photograph is of her old coach, his eyes flashing as he stares down the camera against a white wall. His nose is, apparently, broken. Dried blood crusts his milk-white skin, and he’s got an impressive shiner.

			
				Late last night, an unknown assailant—likely utilizing an Unseen glyph—attacked NCL Wyvern’s coach, Colum Frasier, as he returned from the Wyvern’s Nexitory from a late-night obligation.

				“I’m furious,” Frasier tells Complete Carriwitchet. “Obviously, in this line of work, it’s a risk you take. It’s not the first time I’ve been punched in the face, and it probably won’t be the last.”

				Local magistrates have opened an investigation into the assault.

				“I’m grateful to the Banallan magistrates for their speedy response time,” Frasier adds (sarcastically). “It’s not like the [REDACTED] got away, or anything.”

				Anyone with information is asked to call the Banallan Magistrate.

			

			She reads the short article twice over before snapping her eyes up to Locke, who’s still looking…shifty. When she catches his eye, his neck flushes.

			You didn’t, she mouths.

			Hadn’t she been woken up last night? Heard her car engine starting?

			Kion shrugs.

			Taissa raises her eyebrows.

			And although he’s barely moving his lips, she can almost hear his voice in her head, all cold and hard and steel edges as he mouths back, He fucked with my player. He got what he deserved.

			Locke!

			He could be arrested, or worse, officially banned from carriwitchet. Assaulting a coach (without provocation, off-field, premeditatively) would be a valid cause for his removal from the NCL. Why (truly why on earth) would the dobber risk it?

			She is aghast. (There is not a disturbingly warm feeling growing in her chest.)

			Taissa looks back down at the article and fights to hide a smile. She doesn’t do a very good job of it. When she peeks back up, Kion is watching her, and the corner of his mouth is tilted—ever so slightly—upward.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Three

			 

			Kion

			“You lot have the stamina of slugs!” roars Kion that afternoon, pacing the length of the field where his players grunt and heave in his prescribed ten-dozen push-ups, their stymphs watching in sadistic amusement—especially Cronus. Each Winged is marked with a Decontagion glyph, and Kion has yet to nullify his own. He’s hoping it’s enough to ensure he’s not a vector.

			He’s already finished his push-ups, but the others? Lagging. Badly.

			So maybe it’s irrational—

			Okay, yeah. It’s definitely irrational holding practice while cursed, but an indeed irrational part of Kion is convinced that if they train enough, they can break through the dark magic.

			Not everybody is so convinced. But it was also Magis Elder’s idea.

			The geancánach sits in the stands, watching the team with narrowed violet eyes. “I require a closer examination of the nature of the curse,” he’d explained, stiffly, to Kion as he’d puffed on his pipe. “Watching a practice match may allow me to determine whether the curse is of the simplistic Unlucky nature—like a Broken Mirror or a Black Cat Crossing Curse—or perhaps sits upon the regressive-degeneration spectrum of curses, which are considerably more advanced and can only be done by the very powerful. It’s a fine line between the two groups,” he’d added, with an air of intelligent superiority as cloying as Knox’s body-spray. “Only the most senior, and adept, members of the CCB may note the difference.”

			Right. Whatever leads Elder has, he refuses to say. Kion has the feeling that he has absolute jack-shit when it comes to the team’s curse, and is too proud—and prickly—to admit it.

			Besides, these past days have been the longest Kion has gone without playing carriwitchet since he was eleven. Cursed or no, he needs to be in the skies. It’s visceral, this hunger. Almost bestial. On the ground, he feels cramped, restrained, held down by his broken mind and the memories that rattle around in it like marbles in a glass jar. In the air, with Cato, he feels light. Free of the Waywardly Home and the abuse from within its walls.

			Free of the belief that he’s worth less than one of the crumpled soda cans behind the bleachers where Elder sits with a handful of DMC agents, who are watching the stymphs warily for any signs of the Sleeping Death. Edward is also there, because of course he is. And of course he’s watching Taissa with literal heart-eyes.

			This irritates Kion.

			“KNOX!” he shouts now as he glimpses the lad flop dramatically onto his back with his arms splayed. Giving Kion a scathing glare, Knox rolls back onto his stomach, ignoring Adriel’s snickers. “Look at me like that again, and I’ll have you running lines,” he snaps out, irritation scraping against his throat.

			Oh, he’s in a bad fucking mood today. Their return to the Nexitory this morning was anything—literally anything—but pleasant. For one, there was the raging lecture from Bill and Niamh. The elf still isn’t over their abrupt departure from the Wily Witch shoot and has since rescheduled the interview portion of the feature to take place today: with a huge pay cut for both Kion and Taissa thanks to their “egregious behavior.”

			Egregious behavior?

			Egregious indeed.

			Imagine if she knew what he did last night. How, in the dark parking lot, he’d slammed his invisible fist into Frasier’s ugly face and relished the resounding crunch. It was a stroke of luck that the bastard was outside the Nexitory, probably coming back from a pub, with alcohol on his breath. Saved him the trouble of breaking in.

			Which he had been completely prepared to do. He’d spent a full half hour on his phone browsing CrystalBall for the advanced Unlocking glyph Óríon had used. Kion’s memory, when it comes to glyphs not related to carriwitchet, is pretty shit. He never paid much attention in school.

			Kion tells himself it’s just because Frasier fucked with his player; that as one coach to another, he has every right to punch in his swarmy, smug face. But there’s a part of him that knows it might be more than that.

			Still. Sitting down and acting all lovey-dovey with Taissa for an interview is the last thing he wants to do. That’s not all that’s pissing him off today, though.

			And maybe part of his bad mood has to do with how for two years he thought the worst of Taissa. Never even questioned it.

			Maybe, just maybe, he’s disgusted with himself.

			He glances toward Taissa, where she’s huffing next to Mahina, a few strands of curly hair obscuring her eyes as she lowers herself up and down. At least there’s this: She’s come a long way from where she was just a couple weeks ago. The extra drills have helped. She’s stronger. Faster, too, as Kion shouts for his players to run the field, joining them in the loop. Not the fastest—that goes to Knox and Óríon, tied neck and neck—but she’s not the slowest, either. Kion falls into pace with her.

			“Newbie,” he greets, watching how her loose curls bounce with her every movement.

			“Numpty,” she replies, glancing sideways at him.

			Is he overanalyzing it, or is her voice warmer than it usually is when she speaks to him? Not a pitying warmth like he might have expected after telling her about the orphanage, but a wry warmth. Like a I don’t despise you as much as I used to kind of warmth.

			Whatever it is, he doesn’t hate it. Not really.

			“How’s your fist feeling?” Taissa slyly asks, jerking him out of his bizarre musings.

			Didn’t even need a Panacea. He doesn’t say that, though. Instead, he glances at James, running up ahead. “I meant to tell you earlier.” Before he’d been so blinded by rage that he’d stalked out of her house at two a.m. to punch a bloke in his face. “Ridgeshaw saw someone messing around in your room while we were gone. I want you putting a Protection glyph up first thing today. Level Three, if you know it.” He bets she does.

			“Who was in my room?” Taissa’s eyes narrow.

			“He didn’t see. Magis Elder is looking into it.” Apparently. Kion hasn’t been updated as to what this “looking into it” has unveiled. Probably nothing. Between the curse, the sickness, and Taissa’s intruder, he’s feeling fucking restless. “Do a Protection glyph. Don’t forget.” Truth be told, he doesn’t want her staying in those rooms at all. But it’s not like they have any spares. A Protection glyph should suffice.

			“Protection glyph. Yes.” Taissa nods, looking momentarily troubled, before giving him a wry grin. But the worry doesn’t fade from her eyes, even as she croons, “Thanks, pookie.”

			Kion glances toward Elder and the DMC agents. With the continued presence of the shrewd-eyed magis around the Nexitory, Niamh and Bill have been urging Taissa and Kion to act like—in Niamh’s words—the madly-in-love couple the club’s finances need them to be. He’s an investigator, after all, and the publicist is a little too worried that, for some reason, instead of investigating the curse, Elder will investigate their fake relationship, and then unveil it very dramatically to the press. Personally, Kion doesn’t think that Rowan Elder gives a flying toad’s arse whether or not he and Taissa choose to snog in their free time.

			For some reason, that doesn’t stop him from saying, “You’re welcome, sweetheart.”

			Does she blush? It’s probably just the exertion from running, but the sight of her flushed cheeks suddenly makes it hard to think straight.

			Before he can stop himself, Kion claps her on the shoulder—why the fuck does he have the undeniable urge to touch her, all of a sudden?—before quickening his pace and catching up with James.

			“Mate,” he greets, trying to think past the strange fog in his head.

			James’s answering smile is tight. He’s breathing harder than Kion would have expected. Wheezing a bit, actually. One of his hands is splayed against his side. It seems like he would speak, if he weren’t so winded. Kion frowns, placing a hand on James’s arm and slowing to a jog, pulling him back. Taissa passes them, and James watches her go with an indiscernible expression.

			Next to Knox and Óríon—who run the fastest because the bizarre feud between them drives them to race—James is his best runner. Long and lanky, James usually has the best form, and great times. “What’s going on with you?” Kion asks, scrutinizing him. The lines on his face are more pronounced, and in the sun, there are a few gray strands of his hair that catch his eyes.

			Stress, maybe? There’s not a single person on this team who’s at their best right now.

			Or is he ill again? Sudden concern pinches his chest. James takes that lacker medication for the elf-shot Fading Fever daily, ensuring it remains dormant or at bay, but what if the immunosuppressant stopped working?

			“If you need to take a break,” Kion adds carefully, “take it, yeah? Catch your breath. Sit for a few moments. Drink some water.” His friend bristles, shoulders stiffening. After what James Ridgeshaw III did to him out of disgust toward his illness, James Ridgeshaw IV’s attitude toward being ill is defensive at best.

			“I’m not feeling poorly, Kion,” James says flatly. “I’m simply tired. I stayed up too late. At Rules, you see.”

			Kion’s brows lift at mention of their favored club. He hasn’t known James to go without him, and feels a pinch of guilt for not ringing James about Banallan sooner. “Yeah?”

			His friend shrugs, still breathing hard, but leans back into a jog. Kion easily falls in place beside him. “You know how I get…”

			Yeah, he does. James—uptight, calm, collected James—goes positively fucking feral in Rules after a couple of drinks. It’s fascinating. They’ve named his alter ego Warble, on account of the drunken ballads James so often butchers at the top of his drunken lungs. Mariah Carey. Celine Dion. Nobody is safe, not even lacker musicians. Warble loves to, well, warble along with dramatically singing women. “Merlin, James. Let old Warble out of the cage, did you?”

			“Possibly.” It’s hard not to realize that their conversation is more stilted than it would have been before. It’s obvious that James is still upset that half the team took a trip to Banallan without him. It’s hanging in the air between them. Quickly, feeling the overwhelming urge to offer something else to James, some other opportunity to be involved in their rookie investigation, Kion says: “Listen, mate, have you heard from Jacks Clarke recently?”

			James frowns. “The dullahan?” He blinks, looking even more ashen than before. Kion resists the urge to demand his friend go take a nap. “The one that lit the Keat Docks on fire and also a few magistrates?”

			He points a finger at him. It wavers in the air as he jogs. “That was an accident.” Jacks had been hunting a greenteeth; the docks and the magistrate unit had been causalities. “And anyway, I’m thinking he might know something about the Sleeping Death or the Dark Well, but he hasn’t been answering my calls.” If anybody would know what type of black powder turns into a bloody horse when tossed into a fireplace, it’s Jacks. But the dullahan has sent him straight to voicemail the three times he’s rung today. The Unseelie likely saw his calls, smirked, and declined with amusement. Jacks is bloody wily like that, as faerie as ever. Agitating people for no good reason except that he finds it hilarious.

			Wanker.

			“You know that Jacks tried to assassinate the prime minister, don’t you—”

			“A misunderstanding.” Kion claps his hands together loudly, cutting James off mid-protest. “Huddle up!” he shouts to his players. Cato picks his way over to him.

			“You smell different,” his bird notes as Kion glances inadvertently toward Taissa as she rolls her eyes at something her geriatric stymph seems to be telling her. Unprompted, Cato continues, “Your pheromones are…interesting.”

			“Shut it, Cato.”

			Cato cackles evilly, sounding eerily like his father. Kion chooses to take the high ground and ignore this. “Right,” he barks. The reserve players, lingering on the outskirts of the huddle, look bored. He’s not sure what they do when they aren’t summoned for practice. He doesn’t even know their names. They’re more like volunteers at this point, anyway. And although he’s not sure whether the curse stretches to them, as well, they’re somehow even shittier than the Stymphs. “We’re going to play a match. The magis is watching”—he glares at Knox and Óríon—“so no funny business, yeah?”

			“Yeah, of course, Cap,” drawls Knox, leaning against Robin, his stymph. “I would never, ever, engage in any of the aforementioned ‘funny business.’ ”

			Óríon mutters something unsavory in Icelandic, stroking Valsa’s beak.

			Adriel and Mahina exchange sniggering looks.

			Wearily, Kion glances toward the Nexitory. Standing behind his office’s glass window, Bill Dodds meets his gaze, Niamh standing beside him. A muscle in Kion’s jaw twitches. Bill hasn’t said it explicitly, but Kion knows in his gut that he’s still considering dissolution, especially if Magis Elder can’t find anything. Starting over fresh, with a new club, a new name, and new players is one surefire way to beat the curse. The only two things holding him back right now is the fact that the NCL is on pause due to the Sleeping Death, and the potential discoveries of Magis Elder’s investigation.

			Emphasis on potential.

			Dodds’s plan is a bullshit one, that’s what it is. Kion mounts Cato with some anger, jerking his gaze away from Bill’s unsatisfied gaze. The NCL Stymphs have a history, hells, centuries of victories. The most iconic players in the sport—Henry Tegga, Russel Abdullahi, Annaliese Haven, Gavin Lee—came from this team.

			Even if they’re cursed, Bill can’t just scrap it.

			They take to the air, Kion flying over toward Taissa once she’s used the High Mount to get on her stubborn old stymph. Isla, Adriel, and Mahina are drifting into the inverted-triangle Vic Formation to protect their draconian jewels and the weapons stashed in the siege tower.

			“This is going to be fantastically bad,” Taissa warns him as Cronus snaps his beak at his son. “Last time, I nearly beheaded Óríon and you.”

			“Well, Elder needs to see it for himself. Play like you’d normally play.”

			“Impossible to do with this curse,” she grumbles.

			He bloody well knows it.

			“Let’s do the Gemini Formation,” Taissa blurts suddenly, gaze on the sparkling jewels. Kion’s brows raise. It’s a hard formation, even without the interference of dark magic. It involves the two Robbers shooting into the enemy’s field by horizontally spiraling around each other. Tricky to pull off. “What? ‘Play like you’d normally play,’ ” she echoes pointedly back at him, a daring, devil-may-care gleam suddenly shining in her eyes. “You’re right: We might as well go full-out, see if we can do it. You ready?”

			Fuck it. There’s a medic below, anyway. And in her You ready?, he hears, Are you scared? Never one to back down from a challenge, is he, when Taissa Cho is involved. “Fine,” Kion mutters, and they lean forward on their stymphs, who pause in their squawking bickering.

			Air rushes around Kion as they move into Gemini, the world spinning around him as he steers Cato around and around, looping over Taissa while she loops over him. He squeezes his legs around Cato, refusing to fall off as an enemy Knocker attempts to rush them. But the spinning motions of Gemini mean that the Knocker pulls back, unable to judge distance, and Taissa and Kion reach the tower, abruptly breaking apart.

			Exhilarated, Kion swoops through the second level of the tower, grabbing a decent dagger that he holsters at his side. As a Knocker swoops through after him, he shoots out before darting back into the third level, and grabs a much-better sword. It’ll hold the weaponless Knocker off—they can only use weapons stolen from the opposite side. Spinning the hilt in his hand, Kion points it at the reserve player, who has the brains to look wary.

			Meanwhile, Taissa is riding Cronus in circles around the siege tower, chased by two other Knockers. She’s getting dizzy; he can tell. Luckily, Óríon and Knox have broken onto the field’s side, and the Dozers are targeting Taissa’s tormentors, intent on shoving them out of her path.

			Kion keeps his sword pointed at his Knocker as he rises higher, the draconian jewels glittering tauntingly under the sunlight. The sharp blade is a piercing point that he uses as leverage to make it to the tower’s top. Óríon and Knox have succeeded in plowing the Knockers away, but the trouble is keeping them there.

			“Cho!” calls Kion, and tosses her the dagger. She snatches out of the air deftly and nods at him before her fingers close around one of the jewels. She begins to race back, her plait flying behind her. Biting back a smile, Kion hefts the second draconian jewel into his hand, the opal-like material shimmering and refracting underneath small rays of sun peeking out of the clouds. Maybe he was right. Maybe you can beat a curse by playing hard enough—

			Ah, fuck.

			Various things happen at once for the looming disaster to take place.

			One. The two Knockers that Óríon and Knox have been herding suddenly drop meters in the air. Óríon and Knox crash, sidelong, heavily into each other. Somehow, they’re knocked from their saddles, despite their Balance glyphs. Robin and Valsa shriek in alarm.

			Two. Taissa, speeding toward their side of the field, loses her grip on the jewel. It falls through the air. Taissa dives after it, only for the two loose Knockers to hurtle after her on their stymphalians. Taissa, evidently trying to do an evasive maneuver—like her once-favored aileron roll—instead only succeeds in somehow pulling upward and knocking her head on the massive underbelly of one of the stymphs chasing her. When her head snaps back, he sees that there are five razor-sharp feathers sticking out of her skull.

			Three. Isla and Brontë are in the throes of an argument on the other side of the field. Brontë isn’t even supposed to be on defense; she’s offense, a Dozer. Tears glimmering in Isla’s gaze, she turns Jemmy from Brontë, just as Taissa—screeching in pain, her head looking like a porcupine—slams into both of them, sending Brontë rocking back toward the siege tower.

			Four. Brontë crashes into the siege tower, impossibly hitting what must be a very specific fucking weak point in its build, because the whole thing teeters. Kion barely has time to shout a warning before the giant wooden structure is falling down, not backward, but forward, onto Brontë, Isla, and Adriel.

			Five. James is rushing toward the still-falling Knox and Óríon. He collides with their stymphs and rockets backward, looking dazed.

			Six. Óríon and Knox are saved from doom moments before hitting the ground by their stymphs, who close their beaks around their arms. Both men scream in pain as there’s the unmistakable snap of breaking bone. Taissa, feathers still in her head, staggers from Cronus and collapses into a pile of mud. Face down. Isla and Jemmy hit the ground hard. Brontë, Adriel, and Mahina emerge from the ruins of the collapsed siege tower on their stymphs. James, dismounting Mabb, walks unsteadily for a few paces before staggering to his knees and collapsing sideways.

			Seven. One of the reserve players, convinced the game is still going, commands his stymph to punch Kion in the back of his head with its curled talons.

			Everything goes dark.
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			“Well,” says Magis Rowan Elder as he stares at the NCL Stymphs, all in varying levels of pain as they sit slumped on cots in the infirmary, “that was all very informative, thank you.”

			Kion grits his teeth, his head still throbbing tortuously despite the Panacea that Edward apparently administered to him while he was out cold. “Yeah? Got what you need? Think you can finally give us some answers?” he snarls. He can’t take his eyes away from Taissa, on the cot across from him. Her own eyes are squeezed shut in pain as Edward gently extracts the feathers from her head. Something, some kind of panicked beast, scrabbles frantically at the inside of his chest.

			He doesn’t like it. Seeing her in pain.

			“I can, actually.” The geancánach takes out his notebook from the inside pocket of his crisp suit. “Clearly, it’s an advanced curse. It’s indeed of the Unlucky variation, evident from the sheer unlucky coincidences displayed on the pitch. What’s interesting is that it’s also of the high-level Deteriorating variety, meaning that the curse will grow worse over time. It started off subtly, didn’t it? Fumbles, and nothing more?”

			“Seeing as it took us two years to realize it was a curse, yeah,” Kion replies tightly, watching Edward closely. Taissa’s gripping one of his gloved hands, eyes still squeezed shut. Kion jerks his gaze away. “We thought it was just the Blunduns.”

			“Hmm.” Elder tucks away his notebook and puffs slowly on his pipe. “Yes.”

			Brontë, staring at the magis in frustration, throws up her hands. Wooden shrapnel from the siege tower is embedded in one of her wrists. Isla, sitting in a nearby cot, looks down at her lap with red-rimmed eyes. Whatever happened between them on the field clearly isn’t over. “Is that seriously all you can tell us?”

			“For now,” Elder replies mildly. “It’s a pending CCB investigation—”

			“You are bad at this job,” says Óríon, whose arm is slowly mending itself under an advanced Panacea. “Go faster. I am annoyed.”

			“Do you have literally any suspects?” presses Adriel, and then, translating for Mahina,

			“Have you done anything besides sit on your bum and act smart?” Wood chips cover Mahina’s hair, and there’s a cut underneath her left eye. She’s glaring at Elder like this is all his fault.

			“Excuse me,” says Elder scathingly, drawing himself up with haughty importance, “but this is advanced and intricate work. A careful consideration of every detail is required.”

			James, slumped in his cot, face ashen, clears his throat. “And what, pray tell, have you been doing? I’ve not seen much progress on our case, personally…”

			Kion watches as Elder straightens even further, clearly miffed. “Are you aware of how many haters your team has collected? This is akin to finding a needle in a haystack. I, and agents at base, have spent hours on online hate-forums, scouring for any indications that the curser was a part of these threads. We have also sent multiple delegates to Queen Pike and King Puck, inquiring if they know of any scrapings from the Dark Well in the last two years. Not to mention the—”

			The infirmary doors abruptly slam open, and in stalks a frazzled-looking Niamh, cutting Elder off completely. As Edward pulls the very last feather from Taissa’s head, Niamh points a pink-painted nail at her, and then at Kion.

			“Late!” the elf shrieks. “Both of you, late for your interview! Up, up, up!”

			Taissa’s eyes snap open, wide in disbelief. “You can’t mean for us to go now,” she protests, gesturing to Edward, who’s etching a Panacea onto her skin with an almost-reverent touch. “I’m injured!”

			Merlin’s sagging stomach. Niamh is basically foaming at the mouth as she totters over to Taissa and yanks her up with surprising strength.

			“Now,” repeats Niamh, the word a shockingly guttural snarl. Kion blinks in surprise.

			Unhinged. She’s unhinged today.

			“Niamh,” Edward tries, “I need to treat her for—”

			The elf stomps her feet on the ground, the flowers in her hair wilting, her lips quivering like she’s about to explode. “I don’t care! I don’t care. These two are a publicist’s worst nightmare!” Elder looks bewildered as Niamh drags Taissa toward the door. “Kion!” Niamh screeches. “You’re going! Now! I will not have you snub Wily Witch again!”

			With her holding Taissa hostage, there’s no choice but for Kion to reluctantly obey.

			Twenty minutes later, he’s wishing he hadn’t.

			Glinda Davero, reporter for Wily Witch, is clearly unimpressed by the Tally Ho Tavern, and even less impressed by Roger’s acerbic glower from the bar, where he cleans glasses with rags that are so dirty Kion doesn’t think they should be used for cleaning anything.

			To Kion’s surprise, the tavern is marginally less empty than it was the last time he and Taissa visited. He can’t help but wonder if the paparazzi photos are responsible for the handful of folks sitting around eating lunch. It’s still far from bustling, though.

			Licking the sparkly feathered tip of her purple Pell-Mell Plume and flipping to a blank page in her rhinestoned notebook, pink-haired Glinda glances between him and Taissa. Neither of them had time to change out of their training leathers before Niamh stumbled into the infirmary in her ridiculous heels, squawking for them to get to the tavern for heaven’s sake. Taissa’s are covered in copious amounts of mud. There’s also loads of it in her hair.

			She’s slumped in her seat next to Kion, glaring at the Pell-Mell Plume. Niamh would have a heart attack if she saw how Cho’s brows were lowered right now. Kion has the feeling he’s not much better. He’d rather be anywhere else.

			“So,” says Glinda, waving a light brown hand, “as I said, it’s very nice to, officially, meet both of you. Our office has been abuzz with your recent, well, escapade.”

			“You mean running out of the shoot in my underwear?” snarks Taissa. If she’s in pain, she doesn’t show it. And if Glinda sees the dried blood on top of her head, she’s said nothing.

			Instead, the other witch leans forward with wide eyes. “Yes! What was that all about?”

			Every word from Taissa’s mouth drips with sarcasm. “Had to rush home, we did, so horny we were.”

			Fucking hells.

			Glinda looks like a child on her birthday morning as she scribbles in her notebook. “Well, who can blame you? We got your gift basket—all’s forgiven on our end. We do love cheese.” A panicking Niamh must have sent that. Kion has never assembled a gift basket in his life, never mind a cheese basket. “Well, I have a few questions to ask you, obviously. If you’re all right with it, I’d like to dive in.”

			“Go ahead,” grumbles Kion, and it’s somehow easy to sling an arm around Taissa’s shoulders today and play with the end of her plait. When she leans into him, something in his chest skips.

			It’s not an unpleasant feeling.

			Glinda’s pink-painted lips curve in a smile as she watches them.

			It’s the usual shit. How they met, how much they love each other, how years of rivalry turned into something more. Taissa’s bored. Kion can feel it. It’s in the way her knee keeps knocking against his. He nudges her back.

			Only once they’ve covered the usual bases do the questions get interesting. Kion nearly chokes on his own spit as Glinda sweetly asks, “And your favorite sex position?”

			Damn Wily Witch.

			Taissa’s knee abruptly jerks away from his. A slow flush is overtaking her face, but she rallies admirably. “We like…” Her eyes dart to him, then away, then back to him. Too late, he realizes she’s panicking and has nothing in mind. “Er, we like the, um, the, uh, Soaring, er, Unicorn?”

			The sides of Kion’s mouth are doing something very strange indeed. They keep quirking up, even when he tries to force them back down. Laughter is threatening to rumble in his chest.

			Unicorns don’t fly. Everybody knows that.

			So what the fuck is the Soaring Unicorn?

			A moment later, he realizes that Glinda has, apparently, asked a similar question. Probably more politely. Taissa is clearly drowning and Kion makes no move to save her. He’s too busy trying to regain control of his traitorous mouth.

			“It’s when we, ah, we…” Taissa attempts a smile. “Some things, they just transcend words, you know?”

			“Right,” says Glinda. The witch looks just a bit horrified. But also fascinated. And a whole lot triumphant. What a bloody scoop. Apparently gathering herself, she leans forward with a secretive smile. “Would you say that Kion is a passionate lover, Taissa?”

			“Oh, well, he has to be, doesn’t he?” she asks sweetly. “To compensate for his—”

			Well, that at least makes his lips curve downward. Underneath the table, he kicks her foot. Hard. Even if she did recently have bladed feathers sticking out of her head, she deserves his wrath. “I’m very nicely endowed, thanks,” he snarls to Glinda, and then spends a moment in pure shock that he said that. Taissa’s nose is twitching in an interesting way.

			She explodes in laughter. “I was going to say, personality.”

			Kion bites the inside of his cheek hard as he watches her. Fuck, she’s beautiful like this: flushed with sparkling eyes, slapping her hand against the table.

			Glinda’s hand, around the Pell-Mell Plume, is a blur. “So you’d say that banter is an important part of your relationship?”

			Later, Kion won’t really remember the next questions, or how he’d answered them. All he’ll remember is Taissa, sneaking glances at him with tiny smiles, giggling at a joke that only they understand.

			And, unfortunately, he’ll remember Markus.

			Fucking Markus.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Four

			 

			Taissa

			She doesn’t notice him at first, not really. She’s too busy listening to Glinda, who’s busy thanking Taissa profusely for all of the “juicy little tidbits” that will be sure to delight Wily Witch’s “horny little readership.”

			(Soaring Unicorn? What came over her?)

			“And the photographs!” gushes Glinda, sliding her Pell-Mell Plume behind one of her delicate ears. “They came out beautifully! Oh, you two are so lucky—you’ll be able to look back on those years from now, and see how in love you were!”

			Taissa grimaces (she is currently living in dread of those photographs—specifically, Estee seeing those photographs), and is about to reply when she catches sight of the pudgy man slinking into the pub with his hands in his pockets and a dour look on his face.

			Immediately, a surge of anger uncoils in her chest. It’s the handler that used the Voltaic glyph on Cronus. Hackit Markus. Kion told her, on the train, that the arsehole had tried to kick her wee baby while she was gone.

			To kick.

			Her stymph.

			To kick her grumpy, child-eating, stubborn, whiplash-inducing stymph who he’d abused for years, who he’d made barmy and hurt.

			Magis Elder had apparently witnessed this attempted kicking, and it hadn’t gone over well—for Markus, at least. Yet Taissa is not satisfied.

			As Glinda bustles out with the cheery promise that the story will run tomorrow, Taissa is already stalking out of her seat.

			“Oi!” she roars as Markus takes a seat at the bar. “You!” She’s somewhat aware of Kion’s massive figure at her back, and the surly glare he must be cutting toward the man, as well. Markus turns, his beady little eyes wide.

			Taissa slaps him across the face.

			Hard.

			Oh, she’s been aching to do this since he first targeted Cronus—and now, away from Dodds’s eyes, she has the chance.

			And it feels very, very good.

			Markus’s head snaps to the side with the impact, a bright-red hand mark on his pale skin.

			Roger, behind the bar, stops polishing a glass.

			But Taissa’s not done. As he reels, blinking blearily, Taissa grabs one of his hands and twists his fingers back until there’s the satisfying snapping of bone. “I told you if you ever went near him again, I’d break both your hands,” she hisses as he shrieks. “One down, one to go—”

			As the ex-handler’s eyes fill with anger and pain, he lunges suddenly toward her—but then Kion shoves him back, stepping in front of Taissa. Cowed, Markus pales.

			“That’s for my stymph,” Taissa bites out, breathing hard, anger swirling through her blood like fire. “That’s for everything you’ve done to him and gotten away with. Consider it an act of mercy I’m leaving you with your other hand intact. You’ll need it to draw a Panacea.”

			“Fuck you lot!” Markus howls, cradling his broken fingers and looking at Roger for help. The old bartender scowls but says nothing. Glinda is scribbling away furiously on the other side of the pub’s smudged window, grinning wildly. “Never liked you, anyway! Scum working conditions, those stupid birds.” A mean glint enters his eyes. “And who’s to say they’re not next?”

			Kion’s back grows rigid; Taissa can see it. (Nice back muscles, she thinks, and then reddens.) “Yeah? And how would you know?” he demands.

			“Call it a hunch,” says Markus nastily, sniffing through his nose just as Kion’s phone rings, shrilly, from his pocket.

			“Come on,” he grumbles to her, casting Markus a spiteful look. “We have better things to do.”

			They do. But still, on the way out of Tally Ho, Taissa sends Markus a crude gesture behind her back.
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			Leaning against Cronus out on the pitch, Taissa watches as Kion shakes his head in frustration, tapping away at his phone. Overhead, a rare bit of warm sun shines in an eggshell-blue sky, a welcome change from the overcast days that have plagued the summer. On their way back from Tally Ho, it seemed as though the entire population of Pinion-upon-Keat was creeping out into the sunlight—children buying ice lollies from the ice cream parlor, parents setting up collapsible chairs near the River Keat, and couples swimming in and out of the water (while dodging the greenteeths). Even here, at the Nexitory, others have had the same idea. Mahina soars lazily overhead on Kahoali, with Adriel not far behind on Ahava. James and Mabb have just landed—the former looks a bit green, possibly due to the loop-de-loops his stymph was doing.

			“Jacks isn’t answering,” Kion huffs, shoving his phone back into his pocket. “It’s impossible to get in bloody contact with him—”

			“No doubt he’s doing something highly illegal,” sniffs James, dismounting Mabb and breathing hard. “Perhaps kidnapping the poor Wintertides princess again.”

			“Maybe we can take the dust to some sort of laboratory,” Taissa suggests. “The nearest Witchery will have one.”

			“The dust?” James questions, frowning. “What dust?”

			As Kion wearily explains the bizarre substance found leaking out of Sansa’s nose, Taissa reaches up to scratch Cronus’s rather flabby neck. The stymphalian grumbles, but the burst of contentment that floods her chest contradicts his mutterings.

			“You’re worried, hatchling,” says her Winged, and there’s the gentle tap of his giant beak on her head. “About the one that came before me.” His jealousy is a green, miserable thing. “The one who is sleeping. You left to go see her. I heard her call for you.”

			Taissa’s eyes widen as she twists up to look at him. “You heard her?” How is that possible? Does the new Bonding glyph, drawn over the remnant of her old one, connect the three of them? Puzzled, she rubs at her sternum, where the tattooed glyphs warm.

			Cronus’s nod is sharp. “I didn’t know if you were coming back. If you would decide to stay with…her. The wyvern.”

			Her own guilt twists her stomach. With Cronus, she must be within a certain distance to talk to him—the same distance she would need to be in to talk to, say, Kion or James. She couldn’t send word to him across that vast distance separating them when she left for Banallan. The fact that Sansa, little Sansa, could call out to her is an anomaly. A rare bond. But not one that means any more, or any less, than her new bond with Cronus. She loves both equally; she knew she would from the moment she saw her angry, geriatric, cannibalistic bird. And Taissa has enough room in her heart for the pair of them. She loves, and she loves fiercely, without limits. With time, she hopes, Cronus will know this.

			“I’m sorry,” she says, smoothing down a few of his ruffling feathers, fingers grazing the bumpy pink skin underneath. “I didn’t know I’d be leaving until I did. I’ll always come back for you, Cronus. And for what it’s worth, you old grump, I worry about you, too.”

			“Bah.” Cronus clucks his beak, but he sounds—and feels—reluctantly pleased. “I can take care of myself.”

			“But you don’t need to. I’m here now. I broke Markus’s fingers,” she adds, watching as his red eyes gleam. “Also, I slapped him across the face. Hard.”

			An emotion so strong, and so new for the stymph, flits down their bond. Taissa’s throat grows tight as she feels his gratitude. “Perhaps you’re not such a useless hatchling, after all,” Cronus mutters, and for a brief moment, he wraps one of his wings around her shoulders where she sits, careful not to cut her with its sharp underside. She smiles, leaning into the bird’s embrace.

			“You’re just a big softie.”

			“Be quiet.” Cronus withdraws his wing and gives her a nasty look as James makes a thoughtful noise in the back of his throat, drawing Taissa’s attention back to the two warlocks. Kion is still scowling, no doubt at the impossibility of contacting their lead—the MIA dullahan.

			Pushing up his spectacles with a slender finger, James murmurs, “Dark dust…Something about this sounds rather familiar. The horse…”

			“Do share,” says Taissa, rising to her feet as Cronus also stands, moving on taloned feet toward Cato, who gives his father a wary look.

			The other player narrows his eyes. “It will come to me.”

			“Tick, tock,” says Taissa, solely to annoy the posh beezer. Kion pinches the bridge of his nose and exhales.

			Face souring, James shakes his head, his eyes clouding over. “My father was a businessman,” he says slowly, and there’s a bitterness on the word father that gives her pause. “A ruthless one, too. Takeovers, mass firings, that sort of thing. He was hated, truly hated, in the UKHC. At one point, his cruelty caught up to him, and he nearly went under. But he fought his way back up…impossibly, against all odds. My mother called it a—miracle. I’m not so sure.” He rubs his forehead, as if trying to remember. Mabb is watching him in concern. “He didn’t do it alone. I remember…a golden-eyed man coming into the manor. Low voices in my father’s office. And when he left, the foyer was covered in black, glittering dust. I think, Taissa, if you were to show me your sample, I would find it to be much the same as the substance I encountered all those years ago—although I never exposed it to flame. I never had a reason to.”

			Overhead, the cheerful sun slips behind a blooming cloud. Taissa watches James, her breath held. She can taste it on the air: an answer. Brewing in James’s head, churning like the waves of a sea.

			“My father regained his power, but he lost something in the process.” James’s mouth twists. “I thought it mere coincidence—or irony—that only days after his empire was restored, he visited our summer home in the country…and was struck by an elf-shot. He developed the same illness I live with, the Fading Fever. Yet he was a proud warlock and would not, like me, use lacker medication to keep it at bay. He died.” James’s eyes are very green, glistening.

			“I’m sorry to hear that,” she says quietly, a pang in her heart as she remembers her own father.

			“Don’t be,” James snaps. She blinks. “Later, I would realize that one caused the other. The man with the black dust caused my father’s ‘miracle,’ and his ‘miracle’ demanded a price. Do you know what sort of creature, Taissa, deals in dangerous bargains?” He cocks his head, like a professor demanding an answer from a particularly dull student. (Rude.)

			Yet in her own mind, bits and pieces of a puzzle are slowly clicking together, missing parts flying into place with alarming speed. Yes. Yes, she believes she does know.

			There’s one creature within the UKHC that deals exclusively in bargains, and they are not, simply put, very pleasant people. Oh, no. They’re a literal syndicate, operating under the guise of various agencies and enterprises that claim to be LLCs. The shape-shifting, golden-eyed creatures deal in bargains, exchanging favors—for a price.

			She’s begun to form a rather good idea of who this might be.

			Even as she sways with the realization of who she’s dealing with, Taissa sniffs as haughtily as she can muster, fixing James with a swotty look of her own.

			“It would make sense,” she says, in a pointed tone meaning, Yes, I know precisely what you’re referring to, you pretentious twat. “Maybe the dust is some sort of calling card—they do seem to love advertising. And transformation into a horse suits them.” In Ye Olden Days—and before the ingenious idea of forming organized, corporate crime—a dark-pelted horse with a wild mane and flaming eyes was their preferred form. They would entice a poor fool onto their back before taking them for a wildly terrifying ride, letting them off only after making a bargain: their soul for safety. “But don’t you think that the DMC would recognize the substance for what it is at first glance? They specialize in this sort of thing.”

			“Who says they don’t know who they’re dealing with?” asks James, smugly arching a brow. Yes, fine, he’s been a great help, but must he make such a deal out of it? Morgana. “Perhaps they’re frightened. They have no combat training, which would be quite necessary when dealing with these creatures. I’m surprised you didn’t think of this yourself, Taissa.”

			She scowls. “Pardon me for not knowing my dust, James.”

			Cronus cackles.

			James ignores both of them. “The DMC is right to be cautious, though. Especially considering—”

			“—the fact that these creatures have access to dark magic,” she finishes, enjoying how he frowns, clearly disliking being interrupted.

			“Well, obviously,” James sniffs.

			“It could make quite a bit of sense,” she continues. “I haven’t heard of any of them being hunted down by dullahans. The Unseelie must allow them to scrape from the Well, so long as they’re repaid in favors. In bargains.”

			“Some sort of tithe, perhaps,” James suggests coolly. Kion is looking back and forth between them as if watching a tennis match, irritated confusion shadowing his eyes.

			“That’s what I just said.” Taissa rolls her eyes. “But the bargains made are dangerous in price. Fairness—”

			“—isn’t the language of a crime syndicate, especially not them—”

			“—but every syndicate has a front—”

			“—and theirs is—”

			“—all over the papers—”

			“—and the magazines, and the aethernet—”

			“Bloody hells,” Kion explodes, throwing up his hands. “I’m drowning in waves of swot. Would one of you tell me what the fuck you’re on about?”

			Taissa and James glare at each other for one moment more before both hastily turn to face Kion.

			“We’re dealing with—”

			“—the púcas,” Taissa finishes, her mouth dry. James sneers at her, folding his arms. She ignores him. “We’re dealing with the Withers.”

			For a moment, their captain is utterly silent. Anger flashes across his face, contorting his features. No, more than that. Anger is Kion shouting at a referee. Anger is Kion kneeling in front of her on her kitchen floor, glaring up at her. Anger is the way he snarls at the paparazzi.

			This…This is fury.

			Pure, undiluted fury.

			“So somebody hired a púca to curse the Wingeds,” he rasps out after a long, long moment. “Why?”

			“That’s what we need to find out,” Taissa replies grimly. “If we’re right, and the DMC and the CCB are too scared to make a move…we’re alone. If we can find the púca who did this, we can get them to reverse the Sleeping Death. I say we try to find Orla Banes.” Everybody’s heard of Orla Banes, the Withers’ leader, at least in some capacity. (There had been a movie loosely based on her a few years ago, aptly titled She Who Kills. Charming.)

			James’s lips thin. “I’m not so foolish as to think that a mere handful of witches and warlocks are strong enough to sway the will of even one stubborn, and dangerous, púca.” He looks at Kion, perhaps for reinforcement, but the captain is silent, watching something with a pained look on his face. She follows his gaze toward Cronus and Cato, who seem to be comparing wingspans with delighted cackles. Toward the pitch, the siege towers stand tall beneath the sky.

			When Kion speaks again, it is quiet enough that it is nearly drowned underneath the calls of the birds and the songs of the crickets. But somehow, each word cuts Taissa to the bone.

			“Carriwitchet is all I have,” he says hoarsely. “All I’ve ever had. And nobody is going to take it from me.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Five

			 

			Taissa

			Well.

			This is concerning.

			(Well, perhaps concerning is a wee bit of an understatement. If not for the absolute horrors of the past few weeks, Taissa is pretty certain chills would be running up and down her spine at the sight of…this.)

			She’d not had time to etch any level of a Protection glyph onto her doorway between practice, the interview, and what Kion is calling her “swot-off” with James. Or, fine, maybe she’d had time but forgot as she dashed into her rooms to retrieve their one remaining jar of púca powder, this one the Branston Pickle container. It was imperative, after all, to confirm with James that it matched what he’d seen as a child. But now she’s very much regretting not taking the few extra seconds to carve out the glyph as she stares at the empty drawer of her dresser, where all of her underwear had once sat. Everything from Taissa’s sleep shorts to thongs to bras to the limited lingerie in her possession is just…gone.

			All she’d been trying to do was get her pajamas together before her shower. Hands on her hips, Taissa blinks down at the barren drawer. Her sports bra, she realizes, the one she’d lost soon after the Dust Bite. Had she really lost it? Or had someone—the same person James had seen sneaking into her bedroom—taken it?

			Déjà vu, this is. She’d had a stalker, a few years back, who’d stolen her knickers in this same fashion. The Wyverns had been at a hotel—in Great Hartwich, actually, not very far from here—readying to play the NCL Phoenixes. When she’d returned from the game, her entire underwear drawer had been entirely cleared out and a box of heart-shaped chocolates had been left on her bed’s pillow. The magistrates had tested the chocolates for drugs and found copious amounts of Tickle My Fancy, a potent black-market love potion. Her poor dear knickers had never been recovered, nor her stalker’s identity discovered. Security upped after that, and then when she was kicked out of the league, well, she assumed even the stalker was disappointed in her. (That had cut strangely deep.)

			Well, now—if the look of this is right—it appears her stalker may very well be back. The knickers, that’s what those crime shows call an MO, isn’t it?

			But what could anybody want with her underwear?

			What would they possibly do—

			(Oh. She jerks her mind away from that train of thought. No. Nope. Not today.)

			Taissa grips her qyl tightly in her hand as she marches out of the room, out of the flat, and right up to Kion Locke’s door. She knocks, sharply.

			There’s no answer. Perhaps he’s turned in for the night. Or perhaps he’s gone out hunting the Withers despite their agreement to strategize first before confronting a group of murderous Unseelie.

			Some fear finally kicking in (should she question why her immediate response is to run to Locke?), Taissa presses her mouth close to the wood, and, taking a deep breath, shouts his name against the door.

			It opens less than a second later, and Taissa staggers inside, almost into his arms.

			Almost. Not quite. (More’s the pity. Because he’s shirtless. Very, very shirtless.)

			“Cho,” he says warily as the door clicks shut.

			(Stop staring at his pecs, she tells herself, but then that only makes her stare at the V-bone just above the seam of his briefs.)

			“Cho,” says Kion again, this time with concern.

			(Her mouth is so dry. And his abs are so…numerous.)

			“Taissa,” says Kion, and the shock of hearing him call her by her name, her first name, yanks her out of her trance with force. Wide-eyed, she stares at his face, slack-jawed in surprise.

			“Did you,” she says, “just call me ‘Taissa’?”

			Never. Not once, in all the years they’ve known each other, has Kion Locke called Taissa Cho by her first name. It’s always been “Cho.” Cho and Locke. Locke and Cho. Her heart beats faster and faster as their gazes remained locked, stuck like an old key in a rusted hole. She can’t look away. Perhaps she doesn’t want to.

			Her name on his lips. It’s…

			(Erotic.)

			(Sensual.)

			Strange. It’s strange.

			Kion’s Adam’s apple bobs slightly as he swallows. He ignores her question. “Are you okay?” he asks hoarsely. “What are you doing out here?”

			“Oh,” she mumbles, blinking. Right. “Somebody has stolen my underpants,” she announces.

			And if there’s any way to succinctly kill a moment, Taissa has found the quickest of them all.

			She watches as Kion goes stiff (not like that), his eyes darkening, his brows slashing downward. Fury. It’s that emotion again, deadly and potent. A muscle in his jaw jumps. “Show me,” he demands, pushing past her to the door.

			It’s then that she sees his scars.

			A latticework. That’s the first word that pops into her mind as she stares at them, at the brutal crisscrossing over the expanse of his back, at the burns and the deep, silvered ruins of flesh. Her heart quivers, and then breaks, in her chest. It’s more horrific than she ever could have dreamed, and it doesn’t stop after the stretch of his spine.

			The backs of his legs. The backs of his arms. Running like a river down his limbs.

			He freezes, suddenly, near the unopened door, as if realizing what she’s just seen. What she’s been able to see, without his Glamour glyph. Kion trembles, his head hanging for a long, terrible moment. His shoulders…slump.

			The pillar of a man that she knows—the unstoppable force of cutthroat words and unyielding muscle—is frightened. She can feel it. It’s in the air around them, thick and potent.

			Perhaps she makes a small, strangled sound. Perhaps she reaches for him instinctively, wanting nothing but to draw him forward and to comfort the boy he had once been. As if in a dream, she doesn’t know what she does. Only that, suddenly, one of his hands is in her hands and she’s tugging him gently back to face her.

			His eyes. Oh, Morgana, the wretched look in his eyes.

			She wants—no, no she needs—to make it go away. Guided by that terrible need, she slides her free hand up his chest, up his neck, until she cups his face in her hand, standing up on her tiptoes.

			“I don’t want your pity,” he rasps, and there’s shame in his voice. It cuts her just like any knife would.

			“I know,” she murmurs, and absentmindedly strokes a stray lock of dark hair away from his sharp cheekbones.

			Kion’s throat bobs. His breathing is shallow, and he’s watching her like a hawk poised for flight. But he doesn’t need to flee. Not from her. Never from her.

			(Unless she’s chasing him around tables with a butter knife, as she once did in the carriwitchet dining hall during a particularly tense World Cup.)

			Taissa angles her face up toward his. He bows his head, his forehead touching hers. His eyes flutter shut, and his harsh breathing softens, ever so slightly. One of his large, calloused hands slides to the small of her back and gently pulls her closer to him.

			For a long, long moment, they stay like that.

			“You definitely called me ‘Taissa,’ ” she whispers after a while, and is rewarded by a low rumbling from the depths of Locke’s throat.

			“I did not.”

			“Your neck is flushing,” she replies, smiling up at him. “And that’s your tell. Numpty.”

			“Menace.”

			“Dobber.”

			“Newbie.”

			He taps her nose and she breaks away, grinning. “Boop,” says Kion, delayed.

			“ ‘Boop’?” she asks in disbelief. “ ‘Boop’?”

			Kion’s brows snap back down and he bristles. “You’re hearing things today, Cho.”

			“Must be, Locke.”

			It’s ridiculous. A sure-to-be-stalker has just stolen her underwear, and Kion unwittingly revealed the scars of his darkest secret to her, but the two of them have never smiled at each other, not like this. (Her cheeks are beginning to hurt.)

			One minute and one Glamour glyph later, neither of them are smiling. Kion’s staring down at her empty drawer, his arms folded over his chest.

			“Fucking fuck,” he grinds out. “You’re not staying here tonight, Cho.”

			“They’re not around anymore. Probably. If I do a Protection glyph—”

			“I forbid it,” he nearly snarls, and that—that’s the captain coming out in him. He might not be wearing the purple armband at the moment, but he might as well be. “You’ll not be in here tonight. Not until the magis finds whoever the hells is fucking with you.” Kion is already yanking out his phone and scrolling through his contacts for Rowan Elder’s number.

			Exasperated, Taissa looks at him. “Then where, pray tell, shall I sleep?” There aren’t extra bedrooms in the Nexitory. And she doesn’t quite feel like sleeping in the media room or a closet.

			Kion looks at her like it should be obvious. His eyes darken.

			“With me.”
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			“Maybe they’re connected,” Taissa murmurs sometime later, curled up on Kion’s leather sofa (presumably where she’ll be spending the night). He sits next to her, his jaw tight as he types out a clearly violent email (there are lots of capital letters) to Elder after his grand total of five calls went straight to voicemail. “The curse and my, ah, stalker.”

			Kion, to her knowledge, has had his fair share of them, too: There was that (blonde and leggy) girl he’d dated, and she’d turned out to be a stalker herself (although how was he supposed to know?) and when Locke had supposedly ended things, she’d burned down his summer house in Saintfast.

			On the telly, an old Minor League carriwitchet game is playing on mute. This must be how Kion spends a fair share of his evenings: a glass of Scotch and an NCL rerun. She watches from the corner of her eyes as the NCL Rarins play against the Rocs, squabbling bloodthirstily in the air.

			“Hells if I know,” Kion mutters. He’s become very tense.

			Protective.

			And Taissa can’t deny that she…well…sort of likes it (not that she’s very pleased about her bras being in the hands of some disgusting burglar). Warm, fuzzy feelings have started in her chest. Intoxicatingly warm, fuzzy feelings.

			(Oh, dear.)

			“Whoever it is,” Taissa says, blinking her eyes to clear her head, “knows their way around the Nexitory. Are we sure Knox isn’t playing a prank or something?”

			“I’m pretty fucking sure.” His accent is thick, a sure sign of his agitation. He presses Send on the email with a vehement finger. “If it were Knox, he wouldn’t steal your stuff. He’d, I don’t know, plaster unflattering photos of your face on all of Lantern Street’s lampposts, or replace your shampoo with hair-removing cream—he’s done both to Óríon. But you’re right. Whoever it is knows their way around. And maybe, yeah, it’s connected to the curse.” When he looks at her, his black eyes are somehow even darker than usual. “Too much weird shit has been happening around here. I don’t like it.”

			On the telly, one of the winged bears—a rarin—roars in fury, its muzzle pulling back to expose sharp yellowed teeth. Taissa has never envied rarin riders: The bears are just as likely to attack their own as their opponents.

			Taissa regards Kion quietly. He’s worried about her. Her throat suddenly feels tight.

			Things are changing between them. She can tell. It’s like watching streaks of brilliant orange and red smear across a pale blue sky. She and he, they’re finding their own sunset. A truce.

			Or something more.

			Is it too much to hope for friendship?

			When she tentatively reaches out a hand to touch his shoulder, he doesn’t shrug her off like she had feared. Instead, he turns his head toward her, relaxing infinitesimally. A black lock of hair falls into his eyes. “I’m okay,” she tells him. “Don’t get your knickers in a twist, yeah?”

			His mouth twitches. “I’ll do what I please with my knickers, Cho.”

			“So would I”—she scowls, unable to tamp a sudden surge of resentment—“but I don’t have any.”

			Locke goes all tight again. “I’ll change that,” he mutters, or something like it. She can’t be sure. Before she can ask what he’s said, he’s turning back to the game and scoffing as he points to the one of the Rarins’ Robbers. “He shouldn’t have broken from the Echelon Position. He’s too big of a target on his own.”

			Raising her brows, Taissa watches the players streak by on the screen. “They shouldn’t have been in Echelon to begin with. Look at the defense. They were clearly anticipating it. Should have gone for the Bait and Switch. Or Gemini, with the Bailer flying solo underneath.”

			He grunts in agreement as Taissa opens her phone, intent on looking up the location of Púca Púca LLC. Surely, they have a Pinion location. Their advertisements immediately flood her screen, and scrolling down, she looks dubiously at the little office building on Lantern Street, tucked behind Glossy Glamour. With its pristine white paint and cheery Come In sign, it looks…Well, it looks like the very definition of a front.

			As in, quite useless. She mutters as much to Kion, showing him the photograph before scowling back down at her phone.

			Where, she thinks, is their true home base?

			The aethernet seems just as puzzled as she.

			“Ah, come on,” snaps Kion in frustration, waving his hand at the screen. “Look at that. Fucking horrible aileron roll.” He points to one of the Rocs’ riders. The giant, tawny bird is faltering with every rotation.

			“They didn’t have enough momentum. A wingover would have been easier.” Taissa frowns, exiting the image of the innocuous-looking office and dialing Vance’s number again. It goes to voicemail.

			“Who’s that?” Kion asks, cocking a brow.

			“Vance is still ignoring my calls,” she tells him, only to turn back to the telly in disgust. An NCL Roc has just broken another player’s arm, slamming into her at a terrible angle, sending her rarin to the ground. Even though the player’s clearly wounded beyond playing capacity, the other stabs her in the side with a dagger anyway, and flies away without a care as the medics hurry across the field. “What the hells?” Taissa demands, half rising from the sofa. “She was already down for the count!”

			“I think those players were exes. Carriwitchet can get personal,” Kion grumbles, and then there’s an awkward pause.

			Taissa keeps her eyes glued on the screen as her wrist bone throbs in memory.

			Kion hesitates. “Cho. You know I didn’t mean to break your wrist that time, right?”

			She clears her throat. “Yeah.”

			He’s peering at her, but she refuses to look at him. Some things don’t need to be reminisced about. “Because last time we talked about it, you said you didn’t believe me.”

			Right. Because she hadn’t.

			“It’s fine, Locke,” she says as smoothly as she can manage. “We both tried to make each other’s lives living hells back then. Remember when I stole into your locker room and cut holes in your uniform?” Around the buttock area, specifically.

			She hears him exhale in frustration. “No—I mean—”

			Wide-eyed, Taissa peers over at him. She’s never heard Locke so lost for words. His mouth is moving ever so slightly, like he’s trying to find the right words to say.

			“All I was trying to do was knock the draconian jewel from your hands, but I shouldn’t have left position, anyway. Fuck, Cho, I got carried away, and grabbed your wrist instead. Cato jerked left to avoid one of your incoming Dozers. My hand jerked with it, and”—Kion swallows hard—“I heard it. The snap. I flew down with you, to the medic. Do you remember that?”

			…No. She didn’t. Taissa blinks.

			“What I’m trying to say,” Kion says, staring intently at her face, as if memorizing every detail, “is I’m sorry. Really fucking sorry. And I should have said it from the start, but you looked at me like you would skin me alive if I did.”

			True. She had been heartbroken, betrayed, and intricately planning his immediate demise. It involved bashing him over the head with one of the life-sized cutouts of him in the audience and then drawing four Pixie Pox glyphs onto him.

			“I decided to wait. But then during the press conference, you—”

			“—talked shite,” Taissa concludes, grimacing. She remembers that.

			“You had a right to it,” Locke admits, eyes dimming. “But I was angry. And then the next week…”

			Their rivalry had begun in full. Hurt and humiliated, she’d embarked on a slander-smear campaign of epic proportions (she’s never claimed to be a saint). And Kion had retaliated.

			“I couldn’t believe you thought I’d done it on purpose,” Kion mutters now. “But it makes sense. I shouldn’t have fucking left position to chase you down—”

			“That wasn’t it.” Her throat is suddenly swollen. She tastes salt at the back of her throat. “Locke,” she says, voice tight, “do you really not remember the first time we met? When I came up to you, at the gala?”

			She traces the angles of his face with her eyes as the faint lines around his mouth tighten. “I’ve been trying. Ever since you said I called you a muppet.”

			“And?” she whispers.

			“And…” His throat bobs. “It…it’s not always as dramatic as in your cottage. Sometimes I just black out. During. Only it’s hard to tell. I look present. But I’m not. Body’s running on fucking autopilot or something.”

			“During…” Taissa’s eyes widen as she realizes.

			“For a few minutes, nothing more. James has told me that I get…” He shrugs, looking stiff. “That I’m not that pleasant to be around. I say things. Worse things than what I usually say. Even though that sounds impossible.”

			Kion’s not looking at her now. He’s staring at the television, fists clenched at his sides. “I remember that gala,” he rasps. “I remember there was the sound of breaking glass. A server must have dropped something. I wasn’t expecting it, the noise, and—Well. That’s the last thing I remember before I saw someone walking away. I remember that I couldn’t see her face. But that, somehow, I knew she was beautiful.” Taissa holds her breath as he closes his eyes. “The girl in a blue and white dress. That was you. Wasn’t it?”

			Breaking glass.

			Taissa trembles. Yes. There had been that awful shattering as she’d made her way to him. She’d barely heard it, so focused was she on reaching him. She hadn’t known…

			Kion looks at her, and his eyes are as broken as the glass glittering on the ballroom floor. The emotion in them grows more jagged as he sees the confirmation on her face.

			“I never understood,” he finally mumbles. “I never fucking understood why you hated me. But I get it now, Cho. And I’m sorry.” Locke seems to curl in on himself, staring down at a spot on the floor. Armor-less. He’s as vulnerable as she’s ever seen him.

			She could hurt him now. Drive the dagger into his heart. Leave him bleeding in remorse.

			(What a bitch thing to do that would be.)

			Maybe once, she might have relished the opportunity. She might have clung to the photograph of her crying behind a skip and pierced his heart as best he could.

			Now it makes her sick.

			All these years, and they haven’t really known each other.

			Not at all.

			Here, taking his hand in hers, and squeezing his calloused palm…It’s like they’re meeting for the very first time. Her heart beats faster and faster, until it’s pounding in her chest like it had the night of the gala, the night she’d misjudged him so selfishly. She’d been young and stupid, unable to realize that this cherished idol of hers was really just a man: a man who owed her nothing, a man who she didn’t realize could be anything other than the version of him she held in her head.

			“Kion,” she whispers, and his first name is so unfamiliar yet sweet on her tongue, “you don’t need to apologize to me.”

			They’ve simply had a misunderstanding. Of massive proportions.

			He squeezes her hand. Once, then twice. She curls his fingers around his and savors the warmth of him.

			“It’s possible I was a wee bit immature.” (An understatement, perhaps.) “So I’m sorry, too. For…everything.” It’s hard to say it. Shame makes her voice shake. Quaver, just a bit.

			Kion glances back up at her. The lines of his face are softer, somehow. “Even the caricature?”

			“Absolutely,” Taissa says seriously, “not. Everything except that. That was funny.”

			“To you.” But his lips are twitching again, and she’s determined to make him smile.

			“I’ve submitted it to the Louvre.”

			“Of course you have. Menace.” As his eyes twinkle, she realizes that he’s staring, fixedly, at her neck. When her fingers rise to touch the spot, she finds the delicate skin of the hickey he left. Taissa’s lips part as his hand tightens, infinitesimally, around hers.

			Morgana, his expression…It’s raw. Hungry.

			Taissa’s heart skips a beat. (Teenage Taissa is doing somersaults of joy.)

			But then he’s pulling away from her, clearing his throat, his hand slipping from her grasp. Already, she misses the warmth of him. “I’ll get the bed ready for you,” he says gruffly, avoiding her eye.

			“The bed?” she asks, blinking.

			“I’ll take the sofa.”

			“Don’t be ridiculous,” she snaps. “You’re a massive mountain of a man. I’m not sure you can fit horizontally on the couch.”

			“I’ll use an Expansion glyph.”

			Taissa rolls her eyes so hard that she swears she sees her brain for a brief disconcerting moment. “Do you know how to use one, Locke?”

			Kion glares at her. She glares right back.

			“No,” he finally chews out, “but I’m sure you do.”

			“Oh, I do.” Taissa taps the leather cushions pointedly. “But leather, hm, it isn’t a good conduit for expansions—”

			“Cho,” says Kion seriously, “I’m beginning to think you’re just trying to get me into bed with you.”

			“Maybe I am,” she blurts, and then holds her breath because it’s very possible that she’s been misreading all of this and is once again as delusional as her teenage self—whose crush apparently never really died. That Taissa Cho is simply not his type: She’s neither blonde nor leggy, and isn’t the heiress to an enormous Seelie fortune.

			Instead, she has crocheted upward of a dozen scarf-noose hybrids for him and shouts at little girls to get off her lawn.

			For a single, breathless moment, she watches as something in his eyes brightens, as they travel once again to the hickey that’s bloomed on her skin. As his throat bobs and his chest hitches, as he stares at her with those hungry eyes.

			Taissa feels herself begin to smile—

			“I can’t, sweetheart,” Kion says, voice hoarse.

			Rejection stings like a hornet’s attack on her chest, but she forces herself not to show it, concentrating instead on unholstering her qyl and etching the Expansion glyph onto the sofa’s seat cushions (yes, so she’d lied before—leather is a perfectly good conduit). Taissa doesn’t look at him as the sofa stretches out, instead concentrating on pulling herself together as she drowns in embarrassment.

			“That’s okay,” she hears herself saying, as if from very far away. “I understand.”

			Kion is standing very still. She tries not to meet his eyes (she doesn’t want him to see the disappointment, to feel obliged to want her), but she can’t help it. Their gazes meet. And then Kion is turning around, walking into his bedroom.

			Taissa smacks her palm against her head and curses herself thoroughly for her stupidity. She’s in the middle of a creative, muttered expletive (calling oneself a complete idiot can be surprisingly therapeutic under some specific circumstances) when Kion reappears with a stack of pajamas, placing them on her lap. His clothes. She’s sure to be swimming in them.

			“Thanks,” says Taissa, at the same time at Kion rasps, “I want to.”

			Her head jerks up.

			“But I get…” He shakes his head, staring fixedly at the wall. “I get attached too easily. I don’t know why. But I know that you might not want that. I’ve been told…” His jaw clenches. “I have been told that it gets tiring.”

			“Kion…” It’s not what she had expected him to say. Hope fizzles back to life in her chest, followed by outrage. Who the bloody hells took this man’s affection, so rarely given, and called it tiring?

			Oh, she’s right about to kill someone.

			Taissa clenches her fists and tries not to absolutely lose her mind in front of him. Before she can say anything more (like that she would never find it “tiring,” that she had bloody posters of him all over her walls, that he’s Kion Locke, for Morgana’s sake), he’s already speaking, low and soft.

			“I’ll take the sofa, sweetheart.” A bit of a wry note enters his voice. “Don’t make me drag you off it.”

			“Ach, you numpty,” mutters Taissa. “I’d like to see you try.”

			Mischief suddenly overtakes the hesitant vulnerability on Locke’s face. Taissa only has time to squeak before he’s snatching her up from the sofa and throwing her over his shoulder.

			“Locke!” she howls, laughing, beating his back with the T-shirt he gave her until he tosses her onto the bed. Breathless, she gazes up at him, knowing she’s flushed with something more than simple laughter.

			His eyes glint with victory as he makes his way back toward the door. “Sleep well, Taissa.”

			She doesn’t.

			Instead, she lies awake for a good long while, in the sheets that smell like him, on the pillow where his head rests, in his clothing. It makes sense, she thinks, that Kion wouldn’t be sure of her…feelings. Morgana, she’s not quite sure, either. It really is like they’ve just met for the first time.

			And it makes sense that he’d get…attached. How many people had shown him love and care during his childhood? Far too few, she suspects. So this is what she’ll have to do, Taissa decides as her eyes begin to flutter closed. She’ll have to…take things slow.

			They’ll be friends.

			Taissa snuggles deeper into his bed.

			Good friends.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Six

			 

			Kion

			He’s a fucking mess. The entire night, he tosses and turns, unable to get Taissa Cho out of his mind.

			Merlin. He wishes he’d said yes.

			He wonders if she meant it the way he wants her to.

			Fuck. Sleeping is an impossible chore that he just doesn’t have the patience for. So when his phone buzzes, he’s happy to roll over and grab it, squinting at the bright light. When he sees who’s texted him at the bloody ungodly hour, he sits straight up. Jacks Jun Clarke, the bastard, has finally gotten back to him.

			
				Jacks: Why do you keep calling me? I am very busy and important.

			

			
				Jacks: (If this is about the recent string of grand larceny in Saintfast, I know nothing about that)

			

			
				Jacks: (Although I have recently happened to come into possession of a great deal of Rolexes if you would like one)

			

			
				Kion: How do I find the Withers

			

			
				Jacks: HAHAHA

			

			
				Kion: Do I sound like I am bloody joking

			

			
				Jacks: I’ve actually never heard you make a joke, Kion.

			

			
				Jacks: Do I need to know why you’re trying to track them down? Sliiiiightly concerned

			

			
				Kion: No.

			

			
				Jacks: That does not comfort me

			

			
				Jacks: All I’ll say is that Shrieking Pumpkin on Lantern Street is a second home to Orla Banes. And when you go—for your mysterious purposes—please tell her to stop ignoring my wooing. Am dreadfully in love with her, you see

			

			
				Kion: No.

			

			
				Jacks: I’ll do it myself, then

			

			
				Jacks: Let me come along. Haven’t seen you in some time.

			

			
				Kion: No.

			

			
				Jacks: Is this about the hair?

			

			
				Kion: Bye.

			

			
				Jacks: WELL THEN

			

			Shrieking Pumpkin. He’s familiar with the Unseelie club on Lantern Street—it’s on the way to Rules. Satisfied, Kion shuts off his phone and tosses it aside. Finally: a bloody starting point.

			It’s five a.m. when he gets up for good after a sleepless night thinking about the softness of Taissa’s lips and the little freckles dappling her face. This—this is why he’d chosen to sleep on the sofa, instead of tangled in the sheets with Taissa. The boudoir shoot has run through his mind on repeat. Merlin knows what would happen if they slept together. Probably he’d become even more obsessed with her. Probably she’d grow bored of him. And that would cut him. Deep.

			Too deep.

			James says he has a fear of loss. Maybe. If a “fear of loss” is that constant gaping chasm in his chest when he looks at his team, his friends, and Taissa, then yeah. He might have a fear of loss.

			It was fine when it was fake. When there was a line between them. When touching her was calculated and part of one of their “formations.” But now that line is blurred. Who blurred it first? Was it him, hunting down that Frasier bastard for her? Not that he wouldn’t go to such lengths for any of his other teammates, but with Taissa, it was different. Listening to her soft cries had stoked a fire in him. He’d wanted to kill Colum Frasier. For her. To protect her. To avenge her.

			Because he’s quickly becoming enraptured by her.

			That’s the only way he knows how to describe it. And for him, that’s a big word. Yet somehow too small to describe the sudden lightness in him when he looks at her. When she laughs and glowers and then tells him to sod off.

			The night of the storm in her cottage: He hadn’t realized it, but not one single flashback had come after she’d led him into her bedroom. As she’d showed him that hideous caricature of him on her wall, framed like it was the damn Mona Lisa. Being with Taissa had staved off the memories of the Waywardly Home. Distracted him.

			Enchanted him, as sure as any glyph.

			As quietly as he can, he leaves the flat. When he returns, bags in hand, Taissa is rummaging through the dark-painted cabinets of his kitchen. He’ll never get tired of how his shirts are the length of dresses on her. Trying to steady his breathing because it’s ridiculous how the sight of her makes him approach cardiac arrest, Kion clears his throat. “Morning.”

			She turns. Her curls are rumpled, her glasses slightly askew, and he has begun to have heart palpitations even though she’s glaring at him. Taissa Cho, it seems, is not a morning person. He’s noticed it: that she’s grumpiest between the hours of seven a.m. to eleven a.m. After those hours, her smiles come easily enough. In comparison.

			“Why do you only have health-nut food, Locke?” she demands, before her eyes snap to the bag. “Please tell me that’s real breakfast or I’ll murder you.”

			It’s not psychologically right that her threats make him want to smile. “It’s food. And something else.” Feeling suddenly awkward, he shifts on his feet as Taissa stomps over on her abused bunny slippers. She goes for the plastic bag first, and hums in joy as her fingers find the greasy wrapper of the sausage roll. Before he’s so much as blinked, Taissa has unwrapped it and stuffed a good portion in her face. “I suppose I forgive you for having nothing but fruits and vegetables,” she snarfles. “What’s in this bag?” He grimaces as her brows raise. “Gone shopping, I see.”

			The bags are cream-colored and thick, with golden embossing reading Havergourden’s in looping letters. The elite, nymph-owned department store had not been pleased to find him banging on their glass doors at the ungodly hour of five-thirty a.m., but a too-exorbitant sum from his wallet bribed the workers to let him into the shop. The boudoir shoot money hit his account this morning, and probably Cho’s, too, but Kion hadn’t seen the harm in doing it himself.

			“They’re for you,” he grumbles, reverting to grumpiness out of habit.

			Taissa stares. “What?” she demands, mouth full of sausage roll. Before he can offer a limpid explanation, she’s wiping her hands on a greasy brown napkin and diving into the bags.

			She pulls out the shoes first, thank Merlin. Warmth unfurls in his chest as he watches her lips part. The trainers are black with light blue stripes and white laces—by a brand that merges athleticism with comfort. He’d looked in her riding boots for her size, and had opted to pass on purchasing those pink platform Shus after watching her angrily chuck them off in the train station, shrieking about “pinched toes.”

			“Your bunny slippers are the ugliest things I’ve ever seen,” Kion explains gruffly as Taissa stares, mouth agape, at him. He points at one of the poor, abused things. “That one’s ear’s literally coming off, Cho. They look demented.” It’s true. One of the gray, floppy ears is holding on by a literal thread.

			Her cheeks are pink. “I—Thank you.” Taissa blinks hard a few times, and hugs the shoes to her chest. “I mean it. I love them.”

			Why is it that he feels happier than he did when the Stymphs won the World Cup? Kion feels one corner of his mouth quirk slightly upward as he points to the other bag. “This, too.”

			Giving him a gratefully bewildered look, Taissa opens the next bag, and goes quiet.

			When she looks back up at him, her eyes are glittering with what he thinks might be suppressed laughter. “Morgana, Locke. That’s a lot of underwear.”

			He’d enlisted one of the store attendants to help him gather anything and everything that Taissa might have been robbed of. Until yesterday, Kion had no idea that there were so many types of women’s knickers or bras. He was dizzy by the end of it. Hells, his head is still swimming.

			There’s one item he’d picked out himself. One he couldn’t resist. As Taissa digs around in the bag, he knows she’ll see it soon.

			Right…about…now.

			Her cheeks redden adorably and he knows she’s seen it. Tugging up the tiny slip of the silky black nightdress, she raises her brows.

			“Locke,” Taissa drawls, but he can see that she’s growing pinker by the moment, “do you know what ‘mixed signals’ are?”

			Kion bites on the inside of his cheek. Yeah. He just hadn’t been able to resist slipping it into the shopping basket. His filthy brain had been imagining peeling it off her. “It’s just to replace whatever the bastard took.”

			She’s clearly not fooled. “Right.” Taissa hesitates, and then steps forward. When she puts her arms around him, Kion goes as rigid as a board. What is happening? What is this?

			Taissa Cho is hugging him. Not for the cameras, not for the deal. She’s hugging him to…hug him.

			“Thank you,” she mumbles against his chest. “You didn’t have to do this.”

			Awkwardly, he embraces her back. Kion can probably count on one hand the number of times he’s been hugged like this. His voice feels rough and scratchy against his throat. “It’s nothing.”

			Taissa pulls away. “It’s not nothing, and you know it. You’ve saved me from a life of being knicker-less and wearing bunny baffies. I owe you my dignity,” she says seriously. “I do.”

			Kion ducks his head to hide what might be a fucking smile.

			The horror.

		

	
		
			Interlude

			 

			
				
				[image: ]

			@seeliespectator

			#KionLocke seen shopping for lingerie!! And we all know who the lucky lady is…

			#KionLocke #TaissaCho

			@knoxknox_whos_there [image: ]

			Clearly it is @óríon.magnússon

			@óríon.magnússon [image: ]

			You are not funny.

			@knoxknox_whos_there [image: ]

			You know you love me

			@fangirlforkiossa

			OMGOMGOMG

			@kiossa123

			he’s so cute look how confused he looks by the thongs

			@stymphsfanforever_

			I love them sooo much did you see the Wily Witch shoot???? It is SUPER horny

			@cancelledcrones

			We just saw it. It’s actually…kind of cute. Although we HATE to say it.

			@niamh_xo

			OMG WHAT?! THIS WASN’T ON THE ITINERARY

			@taissacho_official [image: ]

			[image: Winking face emoji.]

			@key_on_locke [image: ]

			[image: Face with open mouth emoji.]

			@key_on_locke [image: ]

			Fuck no wait I meant [image: Frowning face emoji.]

			@key_on_locke [image: ]

			Help @taissacho_official how do you do the winky face

			@key_on_locke [image: ]

			Stop laughing at me, Taissa. I can see you.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Seven

			 

			Kion

			“So we go to this club tonight,” says Óríon as the team stretches on the dew-drop slick pitch, breathing in the early morning air, “and we, what? We ask the púca to erase our curse? Nei. This will not work. I am embarrassed by all of you.”

			Kion scowls at the Icelander. It will work. It needs to work.

			“That’s why you’re coming. You’re big and scary.” With one hand, Mahina taps her chest twice, her fingers slightly curved. “If anyone can fuck those púcas up, it’s you, Magnússon.” Adriel laughs softly next to her, not looking up from his phone as he leans into a quad stretch.

			“Better stretch your muscles, old man,” says Knox, grinning cheekily as he rolls his shoulders and bounces on the balls of his feet. “You don’t want to keel over mid-fight, later.”

			Magnússon bristles. “And I don’t want my fist to meet your face, but accidents, they happen.”

			“I truly don’t think this is a good idea,” James presses from next to Knox. He looks even worse than yesterday: haggard and pallid, with puffy eyes from what must be a lack of sleep. Unease swarms in Kion’s gut. James insists he’s fine, but he sure as hells doesn’t look like it. Or maybe it’s just stress. This morning, walking out onto the pitch, he confided in Kion that his mother has been pressing him to leave the league immediately and apply to law school. Again.

			“No shit,” agrees Brontë, hopping up from a butterfly stretch and looking toward their stymphs, standing on the sidelines of the pitch and watching their players. “But it’s better than sitting back and trying nothing—”

			“OH MY GOD!” Adriel screeches, and Kion nearly jumps a foot into the air. Clearly, there’s some sort of—of emergency happening. Adriel is usually so quiet—

			“What!”

			“You guys did porn?” Adriel gasps, expression scandalized. His hazel eyes are as wide as coins.

			Merlin’s saggy scrotum. Slowly, Kion looks toward Taissa, who’s grimacing as Cronus walks toward her, cackling—clearly intent on seeing whatever photograph Adriel is looking at on his phone. Cato isn’t far behind, and the others—Jemmy, Mab, Ahava, Robin, Valsa, Icarus, and Kahoali—are also vying for a peek. All of their eyes glitter in acute avine interest.

			“Show me,” says Cato in clear delight, bumping Kion’s shoulder with the tip of his bronze beak.

			Mahina grabs the phone from Adriel; her jaw drops as she passes it to Óríon. Óríon blinks rapidly as Knox leans over and crows in delight before snatching the phone and giving it to Isla. The redhead’s entire face is flushed pink as she takes a peek and hurriedly passes the phone to Brontë, who looks delighted. James silently turns his head and with a delicately raised hand, dramatically refuses to look, casting his eyes up to the heavens as if praying to Merlin to strike him down.

			“What the fuck are you on about?” snarls Kion. Brontë, waggling her eyebrows, offers the phone to him. He snatches it with an ominous feeling uncurling in his gut.

			“Wow,” says Cato, looking over his shoulder. He feels Taissa’s stymph breathing down his back, too. “Is this how humans procreate? Why do you wear trainers during it?”

			Ah.

			Fuck.

			There, on the screen, are he and Taissa. She’s atop him on a bed full of rumpled white sheets, her perfect little arse an upside-down heart, the pink thong of her lingerie matching those ridiculous bloody trainers and the flush on Kion’s face as he stares at the Wily Witch photograph. His stomach tightens as he moves his gaze up and sees the photographer has captured them mid-kiss. His eyes are closed, his hands are moving down her back, one tangling in her hair, the other squeezing her arse.

			“You’re very good at…pretending,” Cato snickers.

			“Let me see,” Taissa demands, striding to his side and narrowing her eyes at Cronus, who seems to be laughing at her. “It can’t be that bad.” She leans over and chokes on her own spit.

			“Oh,” she says, reeling. “Oh.”

			Bloody hells. Kion scrolls through the article, photos interspersed with text from their interview. Here’s Taissa, underneath him, her hands clawing at his back. Here’s him, nibbling on her neck, her head thrown back in rapture. Here’s her, kissing him.

			He’s almost scared to look up at her, to see regret on her face. He makes himself do it, anyway.

			She’s grinning at him. With sparkling eyes.

			Look, he tries to hold it in. He does. But a low rumble and a small smile escape him despite his best efforts.

			It’s like everybody on the pitch has gasped at once—including the Wingeds, and the handful of Pinion-stationed DMC agents in the stands who seem to be trailing their stymphs around everywhere these days. Just to take them outside, they’ve had to check in with the federal agents, who’ve been watching over the stables for any signs of illness. Bloody overkill.

			“Captain,” Knox chokes out, “did you just laugh?”

			That snaps him back into himself. Kion presses his lips together and glowers at Knox. “No.”

			“He’s lying. Look at his neck,” signs Mahina with a knowing smirk as she taps her own.

			“Wait.” Taissa’s frowning now, looking down at the phone with pursed lips, a little line forming between her two brows. “Scroll up a little. What was the title of the article?”

			“ ‘A Wee, Wily Shag’?” Brontë suggests, and then snickers with ill-concealed glee.

			“ ‘Playing for Keeps’?” Knox chimes in.

			“ ‘Look at These Fuckers’?” Mahina adds.

			Cronus turns and squawks something to his progeny, who throw their heads up toward the sky and cackle. The old beast looks hesitantly pleased with himself. Kion doesn’t want to know what title the smart-arse bird came up with.

			But, Merlin. Any of those options would be better than this. Kion feels himself grow very fucking still as he scrolls up to the headline.

			Carriwitchet’s Newest Couple—The Captain and the Cheater (Wily Witch Exclusive)

			He sees it.

			The light guttering out in Taissa’s eyes, her smile fading as she swallows hard and stares fixedly toward the siege towers, pushing away Adriel’s phone with a sharp motion.

			“Cho,” he tries gently.

			“I’m fine, Locke,” she mutters back. And just like that, she sinks into a frown, crossing her arms and glaring at the siege towers like they personally offended her. Wary of the team’s curious ears, Kion struggles to find words to say.

			“I can burn down their offices,” he says seriously. He’s not joking. He’s committed arson before, after all.

			A weak smile. Too weak. “I’m fine. I am.”

			Unable to pick any more words from the hundreds rushing through his mind, Kion mentally drafts a scathing letter to whoever picked that fucking title. He’ll get it taken down. But for now, it seems like she just needs a distraction. A way to get out of her own head.

			Kion knows what that’s like.

			Tossing the phone back to Adriel, he claps his hands. “Right,” he says, “circle up—”

			“What’s the point?” laments Knox. “We’re cursed, Cap. Even scrimmages end with grievous injuries—”

			“That’s why we’re not scrimmaging,” he says, looking directly at Taissa. Fuck. He’ll do anything to put some light back in those eyes. “We’re playing Head-to-Head.”

			“I haven’t played that in years,” whoops Knox as the others murmur amongst themselves. Kion isn’t surprised. Head-to-Head is a kids’ game: an easy way to introduce competition to new riders. It’s essentially a racing warm-up: During the initial round, all players line up at a starting point on their Wingeds. The first one to pass the finish line—usually a siege tower—wins. In the next round, the winner sits out from the race, instead playing as a sort of Knocker, focusing on slowing down the racers by bumping into them or knocking them off their steeds. It’s a remnant from the nostalgic days when carriwitchet was just pure fun, when there were no bloody worries about brackets or dissolution. A game that’s so far from the real carriwitchet that he’d be ruddy shocked if the curse can affect it.

			He and his players take to the skies. As he watches Taissa smile slightly atop Cronus while they line up in formation, something in his chest lightens. “GO!” he roars, and they all shoot forward like fodder from a cannon, wind whipping through their hair. He and Cato take the lead, and he twists back to see Cronus and Taissa in last place, the stymph’s sparsely feathered wings flapping determinedly. She cocks a brow at him, whispering something to Cronus, who cackles and begins to overtake Icarus and Brontë.

			“GET BACK HERE, CHO!” cries the latter.

			“Tough luck, Rihowl!” he hears Taissa shout as he turns back around. “Catch me if you can!”

			He’s nearly reached the siege tower when Knox, on Robin, hurtles past—turning around to stick out his tongue and blow a raspberry at Kion.

			“Very mature,” Kion bellows, and then watches in amusement as Óríon overtakes Knox with the most determined fucking look on his face that he’s ever seen in his life.

			“Defeat, o bitter defeat!” mourns Knox, throwing up his hands as Óríon wins, but they’re all windswept and laughing, and Taissa’s cheeks are glowing pink like fucking cherry blossoms, and he can’t remember the last time he had this much fun. Even James has some color back in his face as they all race back and forth, Isla laughing so hard that she comes in last each consecutive time, Mahina and Adriel tying each time, Taissa and Cronus steadily moving upward in rank with each race. Merlin, even the gerontological stymph is obviously enjoying himself, red eyes glittering as he flies with his children, even seeming to exchange a few squawking jokes with Mabb and Cato, who chatter excitedly back.

			By the end of the game, they’re all flushed and sweaty as they dismount their stymphs. It must be a remnant of the adrenaline, but Kion feels like a soppy git as he watches Brontë and Knox sling their arms around Taissa’s shoulders, laughing over some joke Knox made about the game and/or Óríon, who Isla is beaming up at as he gently returns her high five. Mahina is on Adriel’s back, her fist pumping at the sky as she grins. It’s like the team is their own little world again, their own universe, and maybe that’s why Kion doesn’t notice the pallid-faced DMC agent hurrying over to them until he’s huffing and puffing in Kion’s face, his collared shirt stained with sweat as he listens to somebody through the phone he holds to his ear.

			Kion’s heart sinks to the bottom of his riding boots. “What?” he demands, but he already knows.

			It’s happened again.

			To all the other Wingeds.

			The dragons. The pherrexes. The hippogriffs, the phoenixes, the perytons. The rocs, the griffins, the rarins and pegases. They’ve all been afflicted.

			All of them…except the stymphalians.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Eight

			 

			Taissa

			Magis Rowan Elder seems entirely unimpressed as Taissa—sweaty and smelling less than her best thanks to Head-to-Head—finally manages to corner him in the Nexitory’s media room, which is currently serving as his office. For all of his conspicuously unhelpful absences, it does seem like the magis has actually been working on the team’s curse (shocking, she finds it) as the long table is littered with manila folders crammed with papers filled with spindly, frustrated handwriting. The pipe-smoking geancánach looks up from his laptop with a frown as Taissa stomps right up to his makeshift desk and crosses her arms.

			“Miss Cho,” says Elder, his violet eyes distinctly unamused. “I take it that there’s been some emergency, for you to barge into here like an angry whale onto a boat.”

			Well! Taissa narrows her eyes, quite offended. “I’ve come to tell you that we need your help.”

			Elder seems to gather his patience. “This investigation, as I’ve told you, is ongoing—”

			“Listen to me.” Taissa jabs an angry finger onto one of his folders. “It doesn’t matter who cursed us, if there’s no sport to play. Help us with the case of the Sleeping Death instead. All the other Wingeds have just gone under—”

			“Miss Cho,” says Magis Elder in clear exasperation, “diseases are not part of the CCB’s job description, hence why the capable DMC is currently handling the investigation into the Sleeping Death.”

			“We have a lead that it was a púca who did this; part of the Withers’ syndicate. If you ever bothered to answer your phone, you’d know that.” She’d had to come hunt him down instead, rather than taking a hot (or, well, lukewarm at best) shower in the locker room like she’d wanted. Ridiculous.

			“A lead?” The magis frowns. “How did you come by this? The DMC has said nothing. Felicity would have told me; I’m sure of it.”

			“The DMC is scared. Embarrassed, probably. They don’t know the first thing about how to go about dealing with a gang.” Not that the NCL Stymphs really do, either. Hence Taissa’s “barging” into Elder’s “office.” She’ll be damned if their trip to the Shrieking Pumpkin ends with, well, too much shrieking on their end. “A gang that can deal in dark magic. So, there: This Sleeping Death, this curse, is in the CCB’s wheelhouse.” Taissa leans forward. “This case could be career-making, Elder. Aren’t you so bored of sifting through all of those online hate-clubs, looking for a needle in a haystack? Wouldn’t you like to go after Orla Banes and her merry gang of bastards instead? You lot have been trying to put them away for years. Well, here’s your chance.”

			Please say yes. Please say yes. Taissa’s heart aches at the thought of her little wyvern curled up in a bottomless sleep, as still and silent as stone. She’ll brave this alone if it means a chance to save Sansa. But she’d really rather she didn’t have to.

			It’s clear, though, the temptation in Elder’s eyes. They’re more purple than usual, if such a thing is even possible. “And what proof do you have of the Withers’ involvement, Miss Cho?”

			Easy. She’s been waiting for this.

			Triumphantly, Taissa slams the jar of púca powder onto his desk and unscrews the golden lid, shaking a little out onto the table. As Elder watches her warily, she tugs out her qyl from its holster and etches a simple Level One Fire glyph onto her pointer finger. As her finger turns into a makeshift candle, a small flame burning merrily on its tip, Taissa touches it to the small pile of powder.

			The result is instantaneous. A steed of smoke erupts from the pile, so similar to the one in her sitting room two nights ago. Taissa squeezes her eyes shut as the dark stallion bursts into existence before rushing straight through her, covering her and Elder from head to toe in the powder before vanishing in a puff of smoke.

			“A calling card,” she explains to a stunned-looking Rowan Elder as she quickly etches a Level Two Cleansing glyph onto her skin. It’ll get the worst of the powder off her, but a good hot scrub is what will really do the trick, later. Elder, unable to use glyphs, tries in vain to wipe the dust from himself. “Not what caused the disease, but a sign of who caused it.”

			Elder has taken the jar into his slender fingers, careful not to let it too close to the pipe between his lips. Setting it down and pinching his pipe between his fingers, Elder regards her for a good, long moment. He looks quite comical, all sooty and suspicious. “Do I want to know how you acquired this?”

			(Absolutely the fuck not, she wants to say.)

			“Ah, no,” she says instead, politely as she can manage. “Probably not.”

			“I see.” Elder drums his fingers on the table, casting a disdainful look toward his laptop, where yet another online hate-forum glows on the screen. “I will have to call my superiors. This is interesting, indeed.”

			“Call them soon,” urges Taissa, turning to leave. She pauses, casting a final glance at Elder over her shoulder. “Oh. By the way, if the team’s brutally murdered tonight, it’s because we took a trip to see Orla Banes at Shrieking Pumpkin. I would suggest you make your phone call before then. We could use your help.”

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			Evening has fallen on Lantern Street, a cool, early summer chill snaking around Taissa’s bones as she sits with the team at Tally Ho’s rickety outside seating, polishing off a pint. Liquid courage will be needed for tonight. Looking across the long wooden table, the others seem as nervous as she feels, clad in various going-out/incognito attire (Brontë is wearing a giant fur coat and sunglasses despite the fact that it is indeed June; Óríon for some unfathomable reason is wearing a Victorian-esque top hat). Before they walk to Alley Hollow, just off Lantern Street, they’ll all apply glamours. Shrieking Pumpkin caters exclusively to Unseelie clientele, and to gain entry, the disguises will be imperative. She’d thought it wiser to apply the Glamour glyphs before leaving the Nexitory but Isla insisted that they look like themselves for what is feeling very much like their last supper before an untimely death.

			(“Emotional support,” the little redhead had explained, looking tremulously in need of some. Taissa had been too anxious herself to argue.)

			Conversation between the team has long stalled, and their nervous silence is only broken when a passing teenage witch stops mid-stride, jerking her boyfriend to a halt while staring at them with wide eyes.

			“The Stymphs!” she squeaks, hurrying over to their table. “Can I get a picture with you?” she asks excitedly.

			Knox preens, smoothing down his hair. “Oh, sure. Sure. Of course.”

			“Thank you!” cries the girl, and presses her phone into his hands before hurrying across the table, where Taissa and Kion sit next to each other. “You guys are, like, the cutest,” she gushes, and Taissa forces a confused smile as a disappointed Knox snaps a couple photographs. Meanwhile, the witch’s unsmiling boyfriend takes a selfie with an unsmiling Óríon.

			“Erm,” says Taissa, blinking in disorientation, “thanks.”

			The witch grins and flounces off with her boyfriend in tow, but more come.

			Many more.

			Within moments, their table is completely swarmed. Somehow the number of people on Lantern Street has tripled. How that even happened is a mystery to Taissa. Witches and elves and banshees and gnomes elbow one another, chattering over the din, shouting their names, crying out for a picture. Sweaty hands try desperately to touch her, begging for her attention.

			Over the chaos, she is dimly aware of the other NCL Stymphs being swarmed by a horde of fans of their own. Knox is flexing his biceps to the thrill of a young witch while Óríon looks on in disgust. Mahina and Adriel are grinning eerily identical smiles underneath matching denim bucket hats as they sign a goblin’s potbelly. James waves away a trio of giggling girls, looking exhausted by the attention.

			Fans. Niamh’s plan…worked. None of them are shouting at her, or booing her, or throwing rotten vegetables in her face while she sobs behind a skip bin. No, they’re smiling, telling her they’ve missed seeing her play, that she and Kion are the “cutest couple since Puck and Pike.” In her heart, joy soars, and she feels an answering flicker of confused, yet content, happiness from Cronus.

			(Is Morgana somehow telling him that all she had to do to worm her way into the public’s good favor was to snog Kion Locke passionately in front of a camera? She would have done that sooner. Much sooner…)

			Except, of course, that there’s no actual carriwitchet to go along with these grinning fans. And there may never be again if they don’t make Orla Banes see sense and reverse whatever curse is upon the Wingeds.

			“Can you sign this?” a warlock chirps, shoving a glossy copy of today’s Wily Witch into her hands. Her chest tightens as those terrible, awful words stare back at her. The Captain and the Cheater.

			She makes herself smile gamely as she scrawls her signature over the magazine cover, where those vile words are: cheater, cheater, cheater. Yet she feels Kion looking at her in concern, and wonders if he can see how her knuckles shine around the pen and how she’s avoiding the eyes of the warlock bouncing excitedly before her. Handing a Paint-It Pen back to a greenteeth, Kion takes a protective step closer to Taissa.

			“You okay, sweetheart?” he asks gruffly out the side of his mouth as a beaming pixie drags the magazine toward him (looking like a butterfly somehow carrying a brick).

			“No. Yes. I don’t know.” Taissa knows that her cheeks are flushed and her eyes are too bright. “I just—” She blinks rapidly as the headline is shoved in her face again. Cheater. Cheater.

			“Oi. Enough of that,” Kion snaps, firmly but gently waving the magazine off. “We’ll do a single-file line for pictures, yeah? And then we’re off.”

			Her cheeks are still flushed, but not just from the humiliation of the headline. “Giving orders on and off the pitch,” she says, quirking her brow as the fans obey with grins.

			Kion huffs something that might be a laugh. (Twice in one day? A miracle.) “Let’s just get this over with.”

			Thirty-two minutes, one secretive alleyway, and nine Glamour glyphs later, they have.

			Fighting back a shiver, Taissa stands in the queue before Shrieking Pumpkin. The dress she’s borrowed from Mahina (after another BSL lesson; Taissa’s basic vocabulary is coming along swimmingly—and she can now understand Mahina’s very colorful vocabulary with little difficulty, and spent at least five minutes gasping for breath as she laughed at one of the witch’s amazingly dirty jokes) is short and skimpy, leaving her legs pebbled with goosebumps.

			With the disappearance of the sun has come the emergence of the Unseelie, all waiting excitedly in line for a night of escapism and belonging: something that is so sharply different from the barred doors of sneering Seelie during the day. Red caps, goblins, baobhan sith, (rowdy) clurichauns, and even water-dripping greenteeths chatter excitedly in the queue, done up in their best outfits: sparkling eyeshadow and towering pumps, silk shirts and gleaming watches. The club on Lantern Street, Rules, isn’t barred to Unseelie—at least not explicitly—but here, they don’t need to fear the curled lip of some Autumntides elf or glowing, glowering pixie.

			Shrieking Pumpkin, Taissa learned today after a few searches on the shady side of the aethernet (specifically, a forum-site aptly dubbed “Goety”), is Orla Banes’s “second home” in more ways than one: It’s owned by her. The sharply geometric building, with its burly bouncers and buzzing lights, is rumored to be a front for the Withers.

			Taissa glances at Kion, standing beside her in the queue, glamoured as a vampire.

			(Unfair, for him to be attractive even as a bloodsucker.)

			If she concentrates, the Level Two illusion ripples just slightly, showing olive skin underneath pasty white flesh and black eyes underneath scarlet ones. It’s good enough, though, and will pass the troll bouncer’s suspicious gaze. Her own glamour, disguising her as a dark elf (straight, inky black hair, pale blue skin, and lightly tipped ears) holds steady, as well. Isla and Brontë linger behind them, also glamoured as vampires, with Óríon and Knox illusioned as a troll and a geancánach, respectively. Mahina and Adriel chose to wait on the end of the queue (matching as two mournful-eyed banshees), with a lightly furred, werewolf James.

			“Are you ready?” she asks him over the thrumming of the bass as the line inches slightly forward. He’s acting like how he does before a game: quiet. Still. Too still. Her, though? Taissa’s shifting on her feet like she has ants in her pants. Her new trainers, even more comfortable than her beloved baffies, scuff back and forth on the wrapper-littered pavement.

			(Kion Locke bought her trainers. And—and knickers. Either she’s living in a fever dream or Kion’s heart is so very much bigger than anybody has ever thought.)

			“Think so,” he mutters back. “You?”

			(Halfway certain they’ll be murdered in short time, halfway certain that they’ll show Orla Banes what they’re really made of.)

			“Fantastic,” she says.

			“Honestly, I feel a bit ill,” Isla chimes in softly. “What if they hurt us?”

			“Nobody’s going to touch you.” Brontë’s voice is hard. “I promise.”

			Isla blinks, shyly surprised and perhaps a bit confused, but Brontë doesn’t look at her again.

			The line creeps onward with all the speed of a sloth, and Taissa sighs, resisting the urge to lean into Kion. She’s bone-tired, but, really, that’s to be expected from the absolute chaos. Carriwitchet is supposed to be simple—no curses, no undercover missions, no fake-dating a teammate and utterly confusing oneself in the process. She tries, really tries, not to do it. But in the end, her head is resting on his shoulder. “I hate queues,” she mumbles.

			Kion’s shoulders tense then relax. “Gives us time to strategize,” he says just as somebody cuts them in the line.

			“Hey!” Taissa snaps, suddenly wide awake, glaring at the man’s back. “You can’t just jump the queue like that, you arse—”

			The person in front of them laughs softly and turns. Taissa blinks in disconcertment as she meets his eyes, one of them a depthless black, the other a dark emerald green like the forests in the Highlands. The stranger’s hair is dark and sleek, his skin the same golden-beige as Taissa’s own. The suit he’s wearing is bared to show his chest, and he is really rather fit…

			Kion goes rigid next to her.

			That strange, lonely green eye gleams. He spreads his hands. A golden Rolex sits, glistening, on one wrist. “Well, well, well,” says (no, croons) the stranger, “isn’t this a welcome surprise? Hello, Kion. And hello, Taissa. You’ve caused quite the stir recently.”

			Her mouth falls open as she hastily checks to ensure her glamour is in place. Yes—her skin is still blue. So how can—

			“Jacks,” says Kion, his voice strained.

			Jacks. Jacks Clarke? So this is the dullahan friend. Taissa eyes him curiously.

			“Fancy meeting you here,” continues the dullahan, sounding not at all shocked, but rather utterly amused. “I’ve not seen you in so long, Kion. It’s almost as if you’ve been avoiding me.”

			“You lit my hair on fire,” he grumbles. Taissa coughs, masking a startled snort.

			Jacks smiles pleasantly. His hooded eyes crinkle in the corners. “Oh, dear. Did I not apologize for that? Accidents do happen.”

			“That wasn’t an accident, Jacks,” grits out her captain.

			“It’s in my nature,” says Jacks, smirking. “My mother is a dullahan. My father, apparently, was some wandering, disgraced Korean trickster god. In no possible world was my birth one-hundred-something years ago going to be the birth of a well-adjusted individual.” He looks at Taissa. “Your boyfriend, darling, is a tight arse. If you ever want a better time…” A salacious wink. “Well, I’m pathetically available. Although that may change after tonight. You may have to battle Orla Banes for my hand in marriage.”

			“Stop flirting with my girl,” Kion snaps. Warmth spreads through Taissa like honey, slow and sweet. His girl.

			(Stop it, she tells herself. It’s all a lark.)

			The dullahan raises hands in supplication, although a cheeky devil-may-care smile tells Taissa that he’s not sorry, not in the least. Then he laughs in utterly textbook faerie amusement as Taissa again checks her glamour by holding out her light blue hand, still bewildered by its apparent ineffectiveness on Jacks. “Don’t fret, darling. Your disguise is perfectly intact.” He taps his green eye. “Inherited from my father. I can see through illusions rather well. And there are quite a lot of them in the queue tonight.”

			“Don’t be a snitch, Jacks,” she warns, neck prickling. “It’s urgent. We need to—”

			“See Orla, I know, I know,” he finishes breezily. “As do I. I’ve a declaration for her—”

			“Merlin, Jacks. You’re in love with a new person every week,” groans Kion, but the dullahan is arching a brow.

			“Stop whingeing, Kion,” he says. “I’ve come to offer my services. Grab the rest of your merry little team. The bouncer owes me a rather large favor. Cutting the queue and allowing a group of poorly dressed, glamoured athletes into Shrieking Pumpkin shall cover it.”

			As they approach the troll bouncer, following Jacks’s confident stride and ignoring glowers from the rest of the queue, Taissa tries to steady herself and look as dark-elf-ish as possible. The looming creature, with his bulging bald head and uneven yellow teeth, gives her a curt once-over. She forces a smile, then realizes a dark elf probably would never smile, and settles into a more comfortable glare instead. She’s convinced, after all, that her face is more predisposed to glares and glowers.

			“Hello,” Jacks purrs, smiling at the bouncer in a way that is more a threat than anything. “My friends and I would be much obliged by early entry.” Somehow, the dullahan manages to pack a menacing subtext into the friendly words.

			The troll’s eyes flare as he looks down at Jacks, who is examining his nails.

			“You know,” he says conversationally, “if you want that little fact about you doing that thing while high out of your mind on Bliss to be kept secret from your employer. What was it, again? Public indecency? Streaking? Lewd acts with an inanimate object? That rings a bell.” Jacks’s smile grows, and his teeth somehow suddenly seem just a bit sharper. Taissa wonders if the dullahan-demigod can create some illusions of his own. “I think it was inappropriate conduct with a telephone pole—”

			“Right,” blurts the troll abruptly, as one of his colleagues—staring at him in a mixture of disgust and amusement—opens a black-painted door for them. “Enjoy, yeah?”

			“Oh, we will,” Jacks says, tipping an imaginary hat and sauntering inside. “Extortion,” he calls over the music, with a manic grin. “It really never gets old.”

			The first thing that Taissa notices about Shrieking Pumpkin is that it is, indeed, shaped a bit like a pumpkin in the interior. The dark walls are curved around a pulsating, light-strobed dance floor, and lined with loveseats filled to the brim with partiers. It smells like sweat and, strangely, something akin to cinnamon apples. Shrieking Pumpkin is packed from wall to wall with Unseelie, dancing and laughing, shouting over the music. They look free, happy, unrestrained by the prejudices of the UKHC. A banshee shrieks gleefully along to the music, embraced by a clurichaun. A group of female trolls dances in a circle around one of their own wearing a Birthday Girl tiara, cheering her on as she moves her body to the pounding beat of the 50 Centaurs’ song.

			Suddenly, Taissa feels uncomfortable; an intruder, an invader. Maybe it was wrong to come here. Witches and warlocks are neither here nor there (not fae with extended life spans but not lackers, either), although they’re predominantly classified as Seelie. This isn’t their haven, their safe place. Guilt feels sticky in Taissa’s stomach.

			But they’re here now, and the Wingeds are counting on them. Sansa is counting on her. Cronus, too. Her grumpy, crochety stymph…It would kill her to see him reduced to a sleeping statue like Sansa, his sharp, acerbic tongue silent, no pointed barbs rolling off it.

			“When you find Orla,” Jacks shouts, already being swept away by the tide of dancers, “do be sure to leave her in a good mood for me!”

			“Bloody unlikely,” mutters Kion. Taissa is inclined to agree.

			Steeling herself for Cronus’s sake, Taissa takes a deep breath, glancing around for someone who could be Banes. Since púcas are shapeshifters, the only telltale sign of one of the creatures will be their perennially golden eyes. The music thrums through the air, hot and heavy.

			“Come on,” she hollers to Kion, tilting her head toward the bar at the back of the club, where a goblin bartender works hurriedly away. It’s as good a place to start as any. Before she can lose him to the crushing crowd, Taissa takes Kion’s hand in hers, tugging him toward the sparkling black-glass counter. Their hands fit perfectly together, like a key sliding into a lock and calling it home.

			Behind them, Isla, Brontë, and the Bickering Duo (as Taissa has begun to call Knox and Óríon) gain entry. Over her shoulder, Taissa watches as her teammates quickly disperse, also intent on tracking down Banes.

			“What can I get you?” the goblin shouts over the din as they reach the bar, beady black eyes narrowed in impatience. As Kion rattles off a random drink, Taissa takes a quick peek at the other patrons around the counter, scouring for a glimpse of gold…

			The hairs on the back of Taissa’s neck stand on end. Fueled by some deep, primal instinct unblemished by time, she turns and freezes as she locks eyes with a golden, golden gaze.

			The woman stands in the middle of the dance floor, unmoving, those uncanny—Unseelie—eyes glinting underneath the miasma of strobe lights. Almost in slow motion, the crowd dances around her, stirring the strands of her long, white hair that contrast sharply with her brown skin. A thin set of lips tilt upward in a cruel smile, as Orla Banes lifts a gloved hand to beckon her closer.

			“Locke,” hisses Taissa, finally snapping to just as Banes walks coolly across the dance floor toward a nondescript door guarded by two unsmiling guards, also golden-eyed.

			“What?” he demands, and then chokes on his drink as Banes beckons them again. “Shit. We were supposed to find her—”

			“Did Jacks snitch?”

			“How the hells am I meant to know?” he asks sourly, which she takes to mean, probab-fucking-ly.

			Taissa inhales thinly through her nose. “Well, there’s only one thing to do…”

			“Go after her.” Kion hastily sets down his drink, some of the lavender liquid sloshing over the top.

			“No, you numpty, we need to plan…” It’s too late. Kion is already striding toward Banes, and probable death—which is how Taissa finds herself hurrying after him, a hand falling to the hem of her tight red dress, under which her holstered qyl rests like a garter. She’s right on Kion’s ankles as Banes slips through the door. Although the guards’ eyes narrow as Kion and she follow moments later, the door remains open until both have slipped through. Only then does it slam closed, leaving Taissa to take in the room she’s found herself (trapped? lured?) into.

			“I am going to kill you,” she mutters to Kion, taking a look around the office where they might be murdered.

			It’s real posh, is what it is. Ridiculously so. Dark velvet walls, for Morgana’s sake, burdened with expensive-looking art (which, on closer inspection, all depicts people dying in horrible, horrible ways). A chaise so long that it’s practically a bed. And a literal diamond chandelier hanging from the high ceiling, sending shards of light refracting across Banes’s face as she sits behind a polished blood-red desk, looking like the cat that caught the canary.

			(This does not bode well.)

			(Taissa is also fairly creeped out by how Banes has chosen to dress like the ghost of a Victorian ne’er-do-well. Dark gloves, a sharp green waistcoat, and a fairly intimidating cloak are setting the mood for this conversation.)

			“I admit,” says Banes, leaning forward on her elbows, “the glamours are a nice touch.”

			Her accent is Scottish, like Taissa’s own. It’s enough to give her some hope.

			“I’ll ask you to remove them before I remove your heads from your bodies.”

			(Right. Maybe it was too soon to be hopeful.)

			Exchanging a look with Locke, Taissa draws up the skirt of her dress and drags out her qyl. She etches a Nullifying glyph onto her waist, feeling his intense gaze lock on her bared, new panties. Banes looks amused, but Taissa’s past the point of caring. She lets the skirt drop down just as her glamour—and Kion’s—falls.

			“That’s better,” says Banes. Her voice is gravelly. “I know why you’re here.”

			“Jacks,” Taissa groans. It’s not far-fetched to assume that the dullahan found Orla first, not long after leaving them, and in an attempt to win her over, alerted her to the Seelie in their midst. It’s her first and last time trusting the sharp-smiled dullahan–trickster demigod. The self-serving, deceitful, lying, little…

			“I have to say, I’m excited to meet you.” Banes’s mouth curves into something resembling a smile. “I’m very interested in the two of you. And I hear you have some questions for me. So ask. Or are you frightened, now that you’re here?”

			(Yes.)

			“We know you’re behind the Sleeping Death,” Taissa forces herself to snarl. “We’ve come here to demand that you reverse it. Now.”

			Banes doesn’t so much as blink. “Good grief. You’re just as bad as those ninnies over at the DMC. I wonder, will you also be sent off with your tail tucked behind your legs when I utter a few sharp words?”

			Well, that confirms it: The DMC is utterly out of their league. Taissa hopes Elder has made the call to the CCB.

			“No,” she snaps back. “I don’t think we’ll run.” Pressing the tip of her qyl into her wrist, she meets Banes’s eyes menacingly. “Do you know what a Voltaic glyph can do, Orla? Maybe you’d like to find out?”

			“Oo.” Banes does that odd smile again, revealing pointed canines. “Maybe I would.”

			“Reverse it, Banes,” growls Kion, slamming a hand down on her desk.

			“Ehhh.” She looks bored. “Come up with some more creative threats first.”

			Taissa exchanges a helpless look with Kion.

			Wow. This is going really badly.

			They’re athletes, for Morgana’s sake—and Taissa has just realized that for all of their physical acuity, and their magic, they have no idea how to interrogate the head of a notorious crime syndicate in her own office with two giant Withers waiting by the door for her and no doubt listening to their every word. They really did need Óríon, but she knows that there’s no way the towering Icelander will be allowed into this office.

			Wondering if she should, possibly, punch Orla in the face, Taissa lifts a suggestive brow to Kion and subtly taps her right fist. His jaw clenches and he shakes his head infinitesimally. Sighing, she vaguely gestures to her neck, wondering if Kion is thinking of something more along the lines of strangling. His head-shaking is more alarmed this time. Glaring, Taissa scowls. He doesn’t seem to have any ideas, which she communicates through a look of irritated desperation.

			“You are not subtle,” says Banes, who has watched this entire interaction with a cold smirk.

			Kion winces, then in an admirable attempt at recovery, turns back to the darkly amused gang leader. “I don’t want to hurt you,” he growls, “but I will.”

			Taissa tries very hard not to face-palm. He sounds like a cheesy star from a bad action film.

			“Okay.” Banes sighs, rolling her eyes. “Let’s cut this short. The two of you are very pathetic, and honestly? So bad at this. I’m…disappointed. The infamous Locke and Cho, bumbling fools. You’d best stick to carriwitchet. You’d both be horrible magistrates.”

			“We can’t stick to carriwitchet if there’s no sport left to play,” Taissa fires back.

			“True enough,” concedes Banes, something flickering in her eyes. “And I have to admit that I’m reluctantly impressed by the two of you. Reluctantly,” she emphasizes as Taissa smirks. “Not many would dare to seek me out. Even the so-called DMC hunkers down and hides when my name’s involved. I’m sure you know this”—she leans back in her chair—“but my associates and I, we’re just the executioners. Somebody else pays us a very hefty price to do what we do. And if they give us enough, their will is ours. Me, personally? I don’t care about the Wingeds or your silly little game.”

			“Watch your mouth,” Taissa snaps, and her tone has more thunder in it than any summer storm.

			Bane chuckles. “That’s better.”

			“Who does?” demands Kion. “Who paid you to do this?”

			“Can’t say, I’m afraid. Company policy, and all that.” Her eyes glitter. “But like I said, I like both of you. Especially you.” Her finger jabs at Taissa, who blinks in surprise. “I love cheating, and I love cheaters. I especially love women who everybody else seems to hate. Call it a quirk.” Banes smiles another shark’s smile. “And, well, I’ve been waiting for you to come calling for two years, Mr. Locke. Tell me. Did you only just now figure out that your team’s curse was also my business’s doing?” As the room plunges into a sudden, brittle silence, Banes tilts her head. “Oh. I see. Well—surprise?”

			Taissa’s head whips toward Kion, who has again gone so very still. No part of him moves, except for his chest, which is moving at a rate too fast to be normal. Swallowing hard, Taissa forces herself to look back at Orla Banes, trying to quiet the sudden roaring in her mind.

			Why had Magis Elder not started here? Surely Púca Púca LLC’s antics are common knowledge within the magistrate? Unless the pipe-smoking geancánach isn’t as much of a genius bigwig as he’s taken pains to seem.

			(This seems more than probable.)

			“But there wasn’t—there wasn’t púca dust,” Kion rasps. “On any of us. Or on the pitch, or—”

			Orla adjusts her gloves in a movement that would almost look dainty, if done by literally anyone else. “We take care of favors both small and large, you know. We can’t always be bothered to leave our calling cards for the less…impressive ones. Cursing a sports team is a teeny favor, really, and so petty. Almost embarrassing. We don’t need to attach our business’s name to that. We have rules, you see. No repeat customers within a five-year frame. No bargains that could jeopardize the Unseelie world. No checking IDs, and no leaving business cards for stupid jobs.”

			Anger roils in Taissa’s gut as she clenches her qyl hard in her hand. “You don’t check IDs?” It’s like the púca is making this as difficult as it possibly can be.

			Orla smirks. “It guarantees customer satisfaction. We draw in a specific sort of clientele. Anonymity is important to them. And we’re always happy to deliver.”

			Taissa suppresses a scream of frustration with immense difficulty. (Some of it leaks out. It sounds, vaguely, like skreee.)

			“Which one of your púcas cursed us?” grinds out Kion, and it’s little more than a guttural scrape. “You have to know at least that.”

			“Like I said, I can’t tell you.” Banes is frowning slightly, as if, possibly, somewhere, deep down in her wizened heart, she feels just a bit sorry for the two wretched athletes before her. As if she can see all she’s taken from them, the husks she may have created.

			What’s left if there’s no carriwitchet?

			“But, yes, both curses originated from my…employees at Púca Púca. There would be signs, if you were trying to find the culprits, depending on the price. The absence of a soul, abrupt aging, loss of beauty, suddenly speaking in demonic tongues, crawling on the ceiling, cannibalism, all sorts of different things like that. Something is always taken. I’ve said more than I should have, out of courtesy to you both, and entertained your terrible interrogation. I’d like you to leave now,” she finishes, standing and gesturing to the door.

			“Wait,” Taissa blurts. “When are our stymphs going to fall ill? Is it—is it reversible?”

			Bane’s eyes are very golden as she stares back at her. “That all depends on whether you’re really as good a rider as you seem,” she says, very slowly, as if encouraging a dull child to understand. But she doesn’t answer her first question.

			What does that mean? “What are you trying to sa—”

			“Goodbye, now,” says Banes, settling back into her chair as the two guards lurk menacingly in the doorway, gesturing for Kion and Taissa to leave. “Feel free to enjoy the club. It’s the last time you’ll ever be allowed inside with the guarantee of making it out again.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Nine

			 

			Kion

			The pounding music of the Shrieking Pumpkin isn’t helping Kion’s splitting headache as he pushes his way out of Banes’s office, breathing hard. The club is a blur around him, smears of color and light and moving bodies. Every breath he takes feels too shallow. He turns, disoriented, enveloped by the chaos around him—

			Until a hand, gentle and small, closes firmly around his elbow. “You need to sit down. Right now,” Taissa says in his ear, all rolling r’s and soft burrs. Kion blinks, hazily, and before he has the chance to pretend like he’s perfectly fine, Taissa is pushing him gently into a loveseat and sliding in across from him. “Don’t faint, numpty. I’m not sure I can lug your giant body out of here.”

			His lips twitch. Just a bit.

			“The way I see it,” Taissa shouts over the music, “this is a good thing. We figure out how to reverse a púca’s curse, and we kill two birds with one stone.”

			Maybe she has a point. But, fuck. He should have come here two years ago. What kind of captain is he? He should have…

			“Oi!” That’s geancánach Knox, dancing up to them, glamoured violet eyes bemused. “Where have the two of you been? Where did your glamours go?”

			“We spoke to Banes,” Taissa replies, casting one more concerned look in his direction. “It’s time to leave.”

			The lad is doing some absurd dance, shimmying like there are pixies in his pants. “Can’t we stay? Just for a bit, Cap? I’ve never been in an Unseelie club before!”

			“No,” Kion snaps, standing. He’s done with this: the lights, the music, and everybody else’s happiness. “It’s back to the Nexitory for us, Tanaka—”

			“What?” Knox, damn him, is slowly dancing away. “I can’t hear you!”

			“Tanaka!” he growls, but the boy’s gone, joining the group of troll females and stealing the birthday girl’s tiara as the others howl in laughter. Fucking hells. Kion glances around for the other Stymphs. In the bedlam, it’s hard to focus, let alone pick out his disguised teammates. Fine. He’ll hunt them down and drag them out of here himself if he needs to…

			“Wait,” Taissa shouts, tugging him back. She points at somebody…a vampire-glamoured Isla, dancing with…

			Not Brontë.

			Huh. Interesting.

			Kion’s brows raise. Isla is smiling underneath the lights as she dances with a beautiful leannán sídhe, an Unseelie fae with vampiric tendencies. Her head is thrown back, and she’s laughing in delight as the leannán sídhe slinks her hands around Isla’s narrow waist.

			The sight takes him aback so much that he nearly misses Brontë, staring at Isla from a shadowed corner, eyes wide in disbelief. Had she not believed that Isla would find someone else? Besides, isn’t that what Brontë had wanted? Kion shakes his head in exasperation, eyes sliding back toward his red-haired teammate.

			Merlin’s mustache, how long has it been since he’s seen Isla like this? Sparkling again, with none of the hurt disappointment of Brontë’s rejection clinging to her? He blinks hard. It’s good to see Adaway dancing, grinning, back to her old cheerful self. When the leannán sídhe draws Isla in for a kiss, Kion glances away, catching sight of banshee’d Adriel and Mahina. Not far away, the two best mates are dancing some synchronized routine that has to have been pre-planned, much to the awe and cheers of the surrounding clubbers. Mahina’s eyes are bright underneath the lights, and Adriel is staring at her like she’s the fucking sun and he’s an unfurling flower.

			Kion grins.

			Right, yeah. These morons have moved him to similes.

			So maybe his teammates can stay a bit longer, Kion thinks as he watches the two idiots start flapping their elbows like chickens and also twirling around like drunken ballerinas.

			It’s not like Rules in here, though. Already he and Taissa, unglamoured, are drawing infuriated looks from the Unseelie, catching sight of a warlock and a witch in their midst. He’s about to suggest to Taissa that they find a quiet spot to redraw their glyphs when he catches sight of James, sidling through the crowd, his eyes darting nervously back and forth.

			Kion frowns. Even underneath the half-shifted werewolf glamour, James looks poorly: tired and pallid, with dark smudges under his eyes. Kion watches, brows lowered, as James slips toward Orla Banes’s door…and is allowed entry by the two scowling guards.

			It’s like Kion’s been plunged underwater. The music of the club grows muted. Shit, shit, shit.

			James can’t seriously think he can take on Banes by himself, can he?

			Damn it, he’d told him to join up with Óríon—Kion curses himself. He should have texted the group chat by now, letting them know that Orla Banes has been sorted with, that nobody else needs to track her down…

			The world surrounds him again in a rush of sound as the door opens back up and James sidles back out, a hand in his pocket. Fucking hells, that had scared him. Banes must have turned him away, having already spoken to him and Taissa.

			He watches as James stalks to the bar and snaps something to the bartender. As his friend downs one, two, three, four, five shots of something light blue and shimmery that looks a hells of a lot like Vizzleworth’s Voddy, Kion grimaces, nodding his head toward his rapidly inebriated friend. Vizzleworth’s is at least twice as potent as the average vodka, thrice as fast-acting, and James is a bloody lightweight at best.

			“Oh, dear,” says Taissa over the thumping beat of a 50 Centaurs’ song, eyebrows raising. “Has he climbed onto the bar?”

			With dread, Kion realizes he has. James is swaying as the bartender shouts for him to get down, now, his hands lifting into the air as if he’s about to deliver some divine message.

			Merlin’s tits. Not now—

			“That’s not James,” says a voice from behind them. She nearly jumps out of her skin as she sees the lumpy troll standing over them. But it’s just a glamoured Óríon, watching the scene over at the bar with dread. “That is Warble.”

			“Warble?” repeats Taissa with clear confusion.

			“Warble,” Óríon confirms.

			“Warble,” Kion groans, and pushes his way through the pulsating crowd toward his very drunk, suddenly very theatrical best mate, who has begun to swivel his hips to the music. The bartender looks disturbed as werewolf-glamoured James, drawing in a small crowd of cheering Unseelie, begins to belt a fucking off-key Celine Dion song that does not even have anything remotely to do with the club’s blaring beat. Shouldering a giggling pair of single-eyed fachan aside, Kion tries to capture James’s—Warble’s—attention.

			It’s no bloody use. He’s lost to the throes of Vizzleworth’s.

			What follows is a performance the likes of which Pinion-upon-Keat has never before witnessed. “I didn’t know anybody could gyrate so fast,” Taissa notes, sounding reluctantly impressed, at one point. At another: “Does he know his fly is unzipped?” And, a moment before the bartender—having had enough—howls for security: “I wish he could always be this drunk. He’s much better this way, you know.”

			Kion grunts as he catches his best mate moments before he hits the ground, having been pushed by the seething bartender. “Merlin, James,” he mutters, dragging him toward a loveseat booth and dumping him onto the upholstered vinyl. Óríon follows with a glass of water, shoving it into his teammate’s face.

			“Drink,” says the Icelander. “Now.”

			Taking the glass, James smiles angelically up at the three of them. “Oh, hello,” he says, eyes bleary. “Have you come for an encore?”

			“I’d like an encore,” says Taissa, smirking.

			“Not for you.” One wavering finger points at her. “You do not deserve my serenades, Tissa. Tassa. T…T…Twat.”

			She swats his finger away.

			Kion sighs, rubbing his forehead as James—with a look of utmost concentration—raises his glass to his lips and attempts to sip some of the water.

			To nobody’s surprise, it spills all over his shirt instead.

			Warble has horrible fucking aim. “Bollocks,” says James, staring confusedly down at his soaked shirt before attempting to stand and sliding sideways into Óríon. “Must go,” slurs James. “Must make Orla help me. She was very rude.”

			“No bloody use,” grunts Kion, watching as Óríon holds on to the back of James’s shirt while the latter attempts to again make his way toward the office. What results is James walking determinedly in place while Óríon raises his eyes to the heavens and mutters something in his native tongue. “She’s no help, mate.”

			James suddenly blinks fuzzily at him, a delirious smile spreading over his face. “Kion? What are you doing here?” Óríon allows him to stagger over, and Kion blinks as he’s enveloped in a massive hug. “I’ve missed you,” mumbles James into his shoulder. Possibly he’s drooling on him, but something warms Kion’s shriveled heart as James pats his back, where those bloody scars hide. “You’re too busy doing pornography for little—hic—old me…”

			“Bloody hells,” mutters Kion, even as he awkwardly returns the embrace, “for the last time, it wasn’t porn—”

			James is beginning the apparently complex process of disentangling himself from Kion. “If it looks like a bogle, smells like a bogle, and waddles like a bogle…it’s either a bogle or—hic—someone who shapeshifted into a bogle.” He nods sagely before his eyes go to something behind Kion.

			“Oi.” A weathered hand lands on Kion’s back: He stiffens and twists to see that the bouncer from earlier has his grip on Taissa, too. “You lot. No Seelie allowed. That’s the rule.”

			James, still disguised, flops a hand at them with a slightly mad smile. “Toodles,” sings Warble/James before taking advantage of Óríon’s momentary distraction and slipping—no, fucking skipping—off into the crowd. Sober James will be humiliated. Drunk Warble is likely going off to find Knox. Absolutely pissed, the two of them are quite the fucking pair and a danger to society.

			Óríon scowls. “I will find him.”

			“Make sure he manages to get water into his mouth this time,” Kion grumbles as he’s hauled off unceremoniously by the telephone-pole-loving troll.

			Ten seconds later, he and Taissa are being thrown out onto the street, the door of the Shrieking Pumpkin slamming closed with a pointed finality.

			“Well,” says Taissa, glaring at the club behind them as the moon shines with a glowing luminescence above the empty street, “that was rude. I wanted to see more of Warble.”

			Kion shakes his head, biting back a small smile. She cuts a picture like this, shaking a small fist at the closed doors of Shrieking Pumpkin, her eyes ablaze, and her tiny red dress all rumpled.

			If his mind were a Polaroid, he’d take a snapshot of this moment right now and gaze at it for fucking hours.

			“Come on, sweetheart,” he says instead, voice gruff with some thick emotion he can’t describe. “I know a place.”
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			Carrying a greasy box of takeaway pizza, Kion opens the doors to the stables, letting Taissa duck in before him. The stymphs, dozing in Yggdrasil, wake with curious squawks as the tantalizing smell of oily cheese and oregano waft toward them.

			“Mine,” Cato demands, perking up in his nest near the middle of the looming tree. “Give it to me. Now.” Cronus seems to be directing a similar line of thought toward Taissa. The old Stymphalian swoops downward from his nest, beak open as he emits a bloodcurdling shriek, wizened tongue visible, talons out.

			Fucking hells, thinks Kion, wincing, but Taissa is smiling at the crazy thing like he’s the cutest little puppy in the world. As they sit down on the grass in the stables, their stymphs join them, apparently putting aside their familial dispute for the chance of scoring some pizza.

			Kion doesn’t even roll his eyes as he tosses Cato the biggest, cheesiest slice. All the other Wingeds are down for the count, even the notorious dragons. At any time, Cato could come down with the Sleeping Death. Unless they find a way to reverse the curse first.

			So in the meantime, he can have as much pepperoni as his hungry heart desires.

			Next to him, Taissa is leaning against Cronus, munching a slice of pizza while she scrolls on her phone. Her dress has ridden up slightly, giving Kion an eyeful—

			“Gross,” says Cato, before squawking something to his father. “You’re panting like a smelly dog.”

			Cronus cackles in clear agreement. The tip of his wing stretches out to touch Cato’s, and Kion bitterly wonders if this is the stymphalian equivalent to a high five.

			“Shut up.”

			“He-he-he. No.”

			“The aethernet isn’t being very helpful on how to break a púca’s curse,” Taissa mutters. “The Withers probably don’t want it getting out. Maybe they censored it somehow.” She tosses her phone away in frustration, taking a large bite of pizza. A half second later, Cronus steals it from her, nearly biting off her hand in the process. The old menace looks very proud of himself. Taissa rolls her eyes and fondly shoves his pizza-eating beak.

			Kion frowns, pulling out his own phone. But she’s right. There’s nothing. Frustrated, he logs on to Cauldron, on the off chance that the hell-app might know something. Taissa peeks over his shoulder as Cronus and Cato begin squabbling over the last few pieces of pie.

			The first photo on his feed, by an account he doesn’t even follow, has his eyes widening. It’s their boudoir shoot, because of course it is, but somebody—@dryadmama52—has drawn over Taissa’s face, giving her devil horns and angry red eyebrows.

			Merlin’s tits. He jabs at the screen, jabs again, tries to scroll away from it, but the photo doesn’t move.

			Next to him, Taissa stiffens. He feels her hurt gaze like a needle puncturing his skin. “Why did you like that?” she asks in a small, confused voice.

			What? “I didn’t,” he says, frowning, looking at her. He wouldn’t do something as cruel as that.

			It’s Taissa’s turn to frown up at him, her brows puckering together. “Yes, you did…” When he stares at her, uncomprehendingly, something like sudden recognition sparks to life in her eyes. “Oh,” she says, as if something finally makes sense. “Oh. Oh, you terrible, terrible numpty,” she murmurs, but her lips are slowly turning upward into a smile of disbelief.

			“What?” demands Kion, his skin prickling. He doesn’t like that he doesn’t know what this revelation is that she’s made. It’s making him feel nervous. Self-conscious.

			“You,” announces Taissa, pointing a finger at him, “are bad at using Cauldron. I should have known from the start. ‘Save picture,’ ” she mimics, smirking. “ ‘Save picture.’ ”

			Kion blinks at her. “What are you on about?”

			She snatches the phone from his hands. “You ‘like’ something by tapping it twice,” she informs him.

			“No—you press the cauldron symbol,” he argues, frowning.

			“That’s another way to do it. But if you don’t want to ‘like’ something, you just scroll past it. Comments, too.” And the way she’s looking at him with those sharp brown eyes has his stomach sinking. Ah, fuck. What does she know that he doesn’t? What did he do? “You like a lot of things by accident, don’t you?”

			Yeah. He has.

			And it’s gotten him in trouble more than once with the tabloids. One time—apparently, according to this new information—he “liked” a photograph of Chasca kissing her new beau. Until today, he thought he’d been set up, that his account had been hacked—probably by Taissa Cho—and somebody else had liked it.

			Apparently, it was him all along. Fucking hells. Why had nobody told him? He can’t keep up with all of these Cauldron updates.

			“Maybe,” Kion hedges. Reluctantly.

			“Interesting,” says Taissa. “So you didn’t mean to, a couple years ago, ‘like’ that comment telling me to summon Arawn and then let him kill me.”

			Kion’s jaw goes so tight that it hurts. “Who wrote that?” he snarls.

			Taissa shrugs, even though she’s scowling a bit. “Doesn’t matter. What matters is—”

			“Who, Taissa?” His hands curl into fists. “Tell me who.”

			“Some stupid, vapid, foul-smelling, sad little waste of life,” she replies curtly. “Don’t worry. I’m over it.”

			She’s obviously lying. For the third time since the Banallan trip, he has an indistinguishable urge to commit a crime. Waste of life, indeed. “Bloody hells, Taissa—I’d never—I wouldn’t—” He remembers, in those days after the scandal, how her account had been flooded with foul words. He’d scrolled through them in a haze, unable to believe what he was seeing, how damn fast the world could turn on one of their most beloved athletes. Kion had never thought the fallout would be so hellishly bad. Had he “liked” one of those hateful comments by accident? Had she thought, all of this time, that he’d meant to? “I would never,” he growls, and her face softens.

			“I know that now.”

			Cronus has wrestled the final piece of pizza from his son and is chomping down with such fervor that crumbs spray into the air. Cato fills Kion’s head with complaints and insults about his father, but they sound more amused than anything.

			Kion’s throat feels raw and red. If he could take these two years back, he would. “Taissa, I—”

			The doors to the stables creak open.

			In an instant, Kion and Taissa are on their feet, whirling around and whipping out their qyls. Both of them, he knows, are expecting a púca to swagger in the door, here to finish the job. Cronus cuts in front of Cato, standing protectively in front of his son, who’s shifting on his feet in anticipation as a shadowed figure steps into the light…

			“What the hells are you doing here?” Taissa spits as Markus comes into view, dour face immediately tightening in surprise.

			Cronus flinches.

			Kion doesn’t think.

			He just moves.

			Markus tries to quickly wriggle his way out of the stables, but there’s no hope. The former handler is weak, pudgy, and up against Kion’s near sixteen stone of pure muscle. In less than a few seconds, Kion has crossed the stables, and is slamming Markus to the ground as Cato squawks in entertainment. In Yggdrasil, the other stymphalians join the ruckus, flapping their wings and raising a din of triumphant cawing. Cronus flaps over, shrieking, and by the way Taissa’s eyes widen as she stares down at the warlock’s body pinned underneath Kion’s knee, Cronus is spitting insults.

			Bloody Markus.

			“The fuck is this?” Kion snarls in the man’s ear. Although his body acted first, his mind is quickly catching up. Markus has always hated the stymphs. What is it he’d said to them in Tally Ho? That the stymphs would be next? Combined with his behavior in the bar, this is fucking suspicious. “You don’t work here anymore.”

			“Let me up!” he wheezes.

			Kion presses down harder, fumbling for his qyl. “I’ll ink a Truth glyph onto you,” he growls.

			“That’s illegal!”

			“So’s breaking into the stables.”

			“I-I forgot something, I forgot my coat…”

			Bullshit.

			“Did you hire a púca to create the Sleeping Death?” Taissa hisses, crouching down, her eyes ablaze with that fire. “Did you?”

			“I…I…”

			“Did you?” Kion’s voice is unfamiliar to even himself: dark and rolling, like a storm.

			“YES!” wails Markus, breaking like an egg on a kitchen floor. “THEY—MADE ME—LET GO!”

			As the ex-handler writhes like a worm beneath him, Kion meets Taissa’s shocked gaze. “Get the magis,” he pants. “Get him now.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty

			 

			Taissa

			“Who made you do it?” Magis Elder calmly asks, seated across from Markus in the media room. He’d been on his way out for the night when Taissa had hurtled around the corner and crashed into him, shrieking that there was no way in all hells he was leaving yet. “Who made you contact Púca Púca?”

			Taissa and Kion linger in the corner, allowed entry only due to the fuss (threats of violence) they put up when Elder tried to refuse them. A Level Three Truth glyph, administered by a pathetically teary-eyed Markus himself, burns black on the man’s own hairy arm.

			“I told you, I don’t know,” he snaps back, red-rimmed eyes darting from the magis to Kion to Taissa. “I was approached one night, outside the stables. Whoever it was, they were smart. They hid themselves with a black mask, black cloak. Like they were from Ye Olden Days, or something. They told me if I did this one thing for them, they’d pay me well. And they had the cash to prove it.”

			Elder takes a long, almost theatrical, draw on his pipe. “What is it, exactly, that they asked you to do?”

			“You said it yourself. Contact Púca Púca…” When Elder fixes him with a glare, Markus loses his nerve. “They wanted me to ask for a favor, on their behalf. They called me a ‘proxy’—I’d go to a púca, carry paper messages between them until a bargain was made. They didn’t want to use the aethernet. Too many risks, they said. Lots of your sort lingering on there.” He glowers at the magis.

			So Markus had been nothing but a carrier pigeon. Taissa chews on her thumbnail, trying to feel the least bit triumphant. They’ve pinned down Markus. Whoever was running him has to be close by.

			It’s a bit of a shock. Could the person have come from inside the Nexitory? All this time, has the perp been right under their noses?

			(It couldn’t be, right? It has to be some angry anti-fan local to Pinion. Everybody in this building has too much to lose from the ending of carriwitchet…right?)

			“Do you have these messages?”

			“What do you think I am, an idiot?”

			“Yeah,” mutters Kion.

			“Absolutely,” grumbles Taissa.

			“Both of you, do be quiet,” hisses Elder around his pipe.

			They exchange irritated looks.

			“I passed them on,” finishes Markus, staring morosely down at the table where he’s been cuffed. It would almost be funny, this sight: Markus, sitting in the press-conference room, in front of the team colors, being questioned for a heinous crime. But nothing is quite funny, not right now. “It was part of the job. Don’t know where they are now.”

			“What was the agreement that was made?”

			“I didn’t read the messages.” He rubs his nose, blinking hard. “But after the agreement was finalized, the Dust Bite happened.”

			“What was the agreed price? Ten years off a life? A soul?”

			“Like I said, I didn’t look.”

			“This person’s voice,” says Elder. “Was it that of a female or a male?”

			“The mask distorted it. I don’t know.”

			“How tall were they?”

			“Tall.” Markus is beginning to look strained; the Truth glyph has obviously begun to wear on him. “But they were wearing boots, with large, I dunno, wedges? So I don’t know their real height.”

			“Why did you break into the stables tonight?”

			“I didn’t break in. The wards still recognized me. I told you. I left my coat. A good coat. From Havergourden’s.”

			Taissa’s brows raise. So he was telling the truth about that. Interesting.

			“Who was the púca you delivered messages to?”

			“One of Orla Banes’s Withers.”

			“Name?”

			Taissa watches keenly as Markus clenches his jaw, beady eyes glancing about the room as if expecting someone to swoop in and save him. “Pieter Kenth. He’ll probably be long gone by now.”

			She doesn’t doubt it. The Withers haven’t operated this long for no reason. The gang knows when to hide.

			“Where would you usually meet your hirer? Always about the stables?” The way Magis Elder jumps from question to question, from topic to topic, reminds her of a leapfrog.

			“Only for the first meeting. Other times I’d go about Lantern Street or Alley Hollow, sometimes even under Tam-a-Lin Bridge.”

			Seems like their perp is local to Pinion. Magis Elder is evidently on the same train of thought.

			“Was your hirer local to Pinion-upon-Keat?”

			“I don’t know.” Sweat trickles down his forehead, where a vein has begun to bulge.

			“Were they part of a larger organization?”

			“I. Don’t. Know.”

			“Why did they choose you? What was their motive?”

			“I don’t know!”

			Magis Elder sighs as Markus frantically scratches a Nullifying glyph over Truth, panting hard, eyes bloodshot. “Stop it!” he blubbers, chest heaving. “Stop it, I can’t take it anymore!”

			Although she, too, has experienced the harsh pull of Truth, the higher levels of it are even more potent. Yet Taissa feels no sympathy for Markus, even as his nose begins to bleed and he slumps forward, crying weakly. Instead, she smiles. Magis Elder picks up his qyl with fingers pinched in distaste.

			“Sir,” says the geancánach around his pipe, “you are under arrest by the CCB for the aiding and abetting of a cursecaster.”

			Taissa and Kion take that as their cue to leave, slipping into the Nexitory’s corridor and silently making their way back to Kion’s room to gather blankets for the stables. Although Elder has called other magistrates to watch over the stables, there’s a thick, sticky feeling of dread in her gut that can’t be ignored. She won’t leave Cronus’s side tonight.

			In the lift running up toward the flats, she watches as Kion drags a hand down his face. “Fucking Markus,” he mutters, and Taissa is inclined to agree. Who hired him, though? And why? Taissa leans her head against the cool glass wall of the lift as it rises up, up, up, trying to think past the exhausted sludge coating her brain.

			With a ding, the doors slide open, and Taissa stifles a yawn as she follows Kion down toward his room—only to frown as she sees someone standing right before her door. Next to her, Kion stiffens. Before she can blink, he has a rough hand on the man’s shoulder and is shoving him around, revealing wide-eyed Edward Becerra. In the warm lighting of the hallway, his blond hair and cherubic face seem to glow in a way that seems only cute now that Kion stands next to her, no longer intent on despising her forever (and prone to calling her “sweetheart” in that deliciously gruff voice of his—yes, so she’s a bit smitten).

			“Oh,” says Edward, eyes flicking to Taissa, “there you are—I just knocked.” His smile is a bit bashful and a blush is staining his cheeks. “I’ve been meaning to check on your head, Taissa, but I haven’t been able to track you down. I was finishing up some late work in the infirmary when I decided I should see if I could catch you…Even with Panaceas, head wounds are sensitive, and you had a fair bit of bladed feathers sticking from yours.”

			Taissa’s eyes flick toward the newly inked Protection glyph on her door, but as Edward pulls out an official-looking clipboard and paper from his leather satchel (rather than, say, her missing knickers), she relaxes. Edward is like a wee puppy, so eager to please. Besides, his whole practice is helping people; surely perverts don’t make a living off that. It’s very hard to imagining him rummaging through her drawer and stealing away her underthings. “Any dizziness of late?”

			Kion stands rigidly next to her as she answers Edward’s questions, the healer marking the forms with a black Pell-Mell Plume. Edward smiles, thanking her when she’s finished, and—blushing some more—bids her a good night before hurrying back toward the lift.

			“Stop it,” Taissa hisses to Kion, smacking his arm.

			“What?” He looks down at her, brows still furrowed.

			“Glaring at him like that. You always look like you want to kill the poor lad.”

			A muscle jumps in Kion’s jaw as he sets to unlocking his door. “He fancies you,” he grumbles.

			Her brows raise as she steps inside after him. Is Kion Locke…jealous?

			And why does it make a whole swarm of butterflies start flapping around in her stomach? Honestly. She must pull herself together. It’s embarrassing.

			“Kion,” she tells him seriously as she gathers his blankets from the sofa, “there’s nobody I’d rather be in a fake relationship with more than you.”

			It’s beautiful, how his face softens from hard granite to something warm, something gentle. Like a cold pat of butter melting on the pan. She’s still getting used to it; what it’s like, not hating each other. And she’s found that she likes it a fair bit. They make a good pair of friends, she and Kion.

			(Although she’s still determined to show him that they can be something more.)

			(Or are they already something more? Friends don’t call each other “sweetheart,” do they?)

			(Taissa makes a mental note to call Estee as soon as possible, although she’ll have quite a bit of explaining to do.)

			“Yeah?” he asks, voice gruff—and, Morgana, he’s practically preening, his ridiculous little ego stoked.

			She sticks out her tongue at him and throws one of the sofa’s white pillows at him. “Don’t let it get to your head.”

			He catches the pillow neatly in one hand, his eyes dancing even though his voice is as dry as always. “I’d never dream of it, sweetheart.”
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			Taissa wakes in a terrible mood.

			(This in itself is not unusual. Taissa Cho hates mornings, hates dragging herself out of bed, and hates everything when it’s seven a.m.)

			It was only after an immense amount of wheedling that Cronus reluctantly let her stay in his nest atop Yggdrasil. Now, waking up with a massive crick in her neck, Taissa isn’t sure it was worth it.

			At all.

			Sometime in the night, Cronus snatched her blanket away, instead using it as an eye mask, leaving her to shiver until the grump took pity on her and covered her body with one massive wing.

			He did not relinquish her blanket.

			He is still using it as his eye mask.

			(Sansa would never.)

			Yet she’s more relieved than annoyed. The stymphalians made it through another night with no affliction of the Sleeping Death. Taissa can’t count the number of times she jerked herself from a light sleep to ensure that her Winged was still healthy and whole, poking him in the side to make sure a scarlet eye would open in annoyance.

			Turns out that Cronus has many creative threats of death in his repertoire.

			Now, she peeks over the edge of Cronus’s nest, blinking away sleep, looking down at Kion some branches below. (Cato allowed him to keep his blanket. Must be nice.) He’s still asleep, one arm hanging over the edge of the nest, toward the ground far, far below. The other Yggdrasil stymphs are already chattering amongst themselves—it’s what bloody woke her up—flapping their wings and cawing in anticipation of breakfast.

			Pushing up her glasses, Taissa squints as the stable doors open, and a small woman walks in, bickering with Magis Elder. Blinking a few times, Taissa recognizes the American accent, short, boyish dark hair, sleeve of delicate tattoos, and sharp brown eyes as Felicity Vance. She hurriedly ducks back down into the nest, straining to hear their conversation. If Vance is going to ghost her many calls, well, it’s only fair for Taissa to eavesdrop. On her earlobe, she etches a quick, low-level Enhancement rune, and their muted squabbling grows loud enough that it seems like Taissa is standing right there between them.

			“—we did tell you about the púca involvement, days ago, actually, and it’s not our fault if you never pick up the phone or listen to your voicemails…”

			“Unfortunately, I—”

			“Uh, no. Don’t tell me that you ‘lost’ my number again, Rowan.”

			“These newfangled technologies—you must know how they confuse me—”

			She’s never heard the implacably cool Magis Elder fumble for words like this. A smile pulls at her mouth.

			“You are—ugh. Infuriating.” Vance takes a deep breath. “But now that we’re here, the Sleeping Death case will be an official merging between the CCB and the DMC. As it should have been from the start. We’re not equipped to handle the Withers on our own.”

			“I wouldn’t expect so.” There is a smugness about Elder’s tone. “We, however, at the CCB are extensively trained in—”

			“This is out of your ballpark, too, buddy.”

			“Excuse me?”

			Taissa, peeking over the edge of the nest again, hurriedly ducks back down as Vance’s head snaps up toward her. “Taissa Cho and Kion Locke?” she calls. “Would you please come down?”

		

	
		
			Interlude
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			@glinda.davero [image: ]

			Read My exclusive interview with #Kiossa here!

			Plus: See Taissa Cho break the fingers of an ex-handler for allegedly abusing her stymphalian, Cronus, in the @tallyho_tavern

			@nclfan7891

			As she should. Respect her for this

			@gerry.the.grindelow

			All players should be this protective of their Wingeds, especially right now. Good to see Taissa defending her bird.

			@jennygreenteeth

			Honestly yes girl get him

			@jennygreenteeth

			Met her last night on Lantern Street and she wasn’t at all like the tabloids said. She signed my magazine!

			@wilywitch

			Strong on and off the pitch [image: Heart emoji.]

			@cancelledcrones

			An uncancellation mayyyy be in order

			@howling.brontë [image: ]

			that’s our robber!

			@tallyho_tavern

			Stop by for a quick bite and sit right where this happened! #Kiossa #wehavesteakpie #pleasecome

			@fangirlforkiossa

			@kiossafan123 we have to go!!!

			@dryadmama52

			This isn’t classy, it’s violent behavior and shouldn’t be romanticized. She’s terrible.

			@UKHC_Uncovered

			#Conspiracy—does anybody else think it’s SUSPICIOUS that the stymphs are the only ones NOT AFFLICTED with the #SleepingDeath? This should be INVESTIGATED!

			@niamh_xo

			SEE TAISSA WHAT??!

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-One

			 

			Kion

			It’s too fucking early for a team meeting.

			A sentiment that’s echoed by all his other players as they slump in the media room, staring up at Felicity Vance and Rowan Elder as they sit at the raised table in front of them, like they’re holding some obscure press conference.

			Which, he guesses, this is.

			Spare DMC and CCB agents line the room, hands clasped behind their backs. Bill and Niamh sit at the table, too, but Kion knows for a fact that they also have no fucking clue what’s going on. It’s written all over Dodds’s face, his blue eyes puzzled. Niamh beams at the players, trying to look optimistic, but most of her attention is fixated on her tablet, probably finding ways to milk the benefits of the press flooding in because of the boudoir shoot.

			“Right,” says Vance, clearing her throat. “Thank you all for being here so early. We appreciate it.”

			“I was literally dragged out of my warm, soft bed for this,” groans Knox, his head in his hands as he sits sandwiched between Brontë and Óríon, who both look worse for the wear. A night of partying at the Shrieking Pumpkin has turned each one of them weary and sickly looking. In fact, out of all his players, Isla is the only one looking anything but dead on her feet.

			In fact, the girl is glowing, with a light in her eyes that Kion hasn’t seen in a very long time. He glances back to Brontë, who’s glaring at the ground and looking abjectly miserable. How the tables have turned.

			Some people don’t realize what it is they’ve wanted all along until it’s gone. It’s a hard lesson, but one that Brontë will have to learn.

			“We have called you here to discuss new breakthroughs in both investigations,” Elder adds, obviously trying to steal the lead from Vance, who seems to be seething. Elder puffs away on his pipe, ignoring what is plainly Vance kicking him underneath the table.

			As he dives into “their” findings—bullshit, he and Taissa did all of the legwork—and explains that both curses originated from a púca, Kion sneaks a glance to his left, at James. He’s really not looking too well, sitting limp in his chair, eyes half closed, breathing shallowly.

			Bloody hells. Warble-ing took a massive toll on him.

			But…

			Alarm slowly spreads through Kion. He looks worse than yesterday, which looked worse than the day before. Whatever this is…it can’t just be stress, or a hangover. Lines bracket his friend’s face, and his eyes are red, almost bloodshot. Damn it. He should have been keeping a closer eye on James’s…condition, whatever it is. No matter how much James might try to deny that something is wrong.

			Guilt makes his chest tighten. James was right, last night. Kion hasn’t been spending as much time with him as he should have, because—fine, because now he’s obsessed with Taissa Cho and takes any excuse to be near her despite his fear that this is all just fake to her.

			There’s nobody I’d rather be in a fake relationship with more than you.

			Fuck. If he weren’t so broken, and so sure that she could obliterate the shattered pieces of him into nothing, he would have told her that he wants them to be more than a scheme.

			But he gets attached too easily. She might destroy him.

			Utterly.

			“James,” Kion whispers under his breath, gently grabbing James’s wrist.

			His skin is cold, clammy to the touch.

			James jerks his hand away, shaking his head and scowling. Kion doesn’t give a damn.

			“Is it the Fading Fever?” he demands as Elder continues detailing the newest revelations. “Have you run out of meds? I can—”

			“Truly, Kion,” James insists irritably, “I’m fine. I’m told I drank rather a lot last night. I know quite well what it is to be ill; this is nothing. A mild case of Vizzleworth’s Voddy, I daresay.”

			He tries to keep his voice measured, even as concern flares inside of him like a bloody firecracker. “This started long before your Warble-ing last night,” Kion whispers. “You’ve been looking poorly for days, mate. If there’s something going on—”

			“ ‘Poorly’?” Real anger sparks behind James’s spectacles. “I’m always poorly, Kion. If not for the lacker pills, I’d be long dead by now. This is nothing new to me. I’m elf-shot; I will always be elf-shot. But I apologize if my poorliness disturbs you.”

			His stomach bottoms out. How does Kion always manage to get it so completely wrong? To say the wrong fucking thing in the wrong fucking way? He swallows hard. “James,” Kion says, and wants to do something, say something, but it all sticks in his throat. All he can think about is last night, James hugging him and slurring the truth: They rarely see each other these days.

			His friend turns back toward Magis Elder, who’s come to the end of his long-winded recap, in clear dismissal.

			“Two curses,” the magis finishes with a bit of a flourish. “One on the Wingeds. And one on you.”

			Kion’s so enveloped by his worry for James that when the room devolves into chaos, at first he barely notices that his teammates are exploding with anger, lobbing barbed questions at Vance and the geancánach, their voices tight and angry from the injustice of it all.

			Knox looks like he’s halfway toward throwing his chair at the wall, his cheeks burning pink as Óríon holds him down, braving the lad’s shaking fist. Adriel and Mahina, as synchronized as ever, are jabbing accusing fingers at Dodds, Adriel hissing something about “can’t believe you were going to dissolve us when it was literally never our fault,” while Dodds massages his temples and looks like he wants to die.

			Next to Kion, Taissa is shifting in her seat, eyes narrowed at Felicity Vance, who’s apparently trying to get a word in edgewise—which is impossible, because Óríon is cursing loudly in Icelandic as Knox elbows him in the face, Isla is shouting questions over the din, Mahina’s hands are flying at the speed of light, Adriel is still running his mouth off on Dodds, and Brontë is trying to tell them all to shut up but is making everything so much louder.

			Right.

			“OI!” shouts Kion, rising from his seat. “FUCKING QUIET!”

			The room goes dead silent. The only sound is a faint scuffing as Óríon finally wrestles Knox back into his chair, which he’s successfully prevented from being thrown at the wall. Underneath the eyes of the Stymphs, Kion makes an impatient gesture toward Vance, who looks paler than she had when she entered the room. Yeah. His team will do that to some. “Listen to her,” he bites out, irritated beyond belief. His players appropriately subdued, Kion sits back down.

			Vance clears her throat. “As we were saying, the investigation into who hired the púca is…ongoing. The CCB will be handling that aspect of the case. Meanwhile, for weeks now, the DMC has been researching ways to reverse a púca’s curse. It’s hard stuff. We’re working based on legend and fable, but we all know that the stories are usually true. We finally connected the dots, and we need your help.”

			Kion frowns, folding his arms as he settles back into his chair. Their help? Sure, he and Taissa have done a decent job of playing sleuths, but that’s all it is. Playing. Now that the DMC and CCB are finally getting their heads together, what use can a handful of cursed athletes be?

			He’s not the only one with questions.

			“What are you talking about?” Knox pipes up.

			“Why can’t you lot ever do your job by yourselves?” groans Brontë.

			Mahina signs something roughly along the lines of Knox’s questions, but with a nice smattering of curse words and enraged expressions.

			Vance folds her hands in front of her. “How do you feel about a summer trip to Ballyford?”

			A—what?

			The ensuing silence is so thick that it’s suffocating. Kion and his players all stare at Vance in varying degrees of confusion. Even Niamh sets down her tablet, pursing her glossy pink lips and frowning at the DMC agent.

			Ballyford?

			What the fuck do they need to go to Ballyford for?

			The Hidden City in Northern Ireland is the tiniest slice of land in the UKHC, smaller even than Banallan in Scotland. Nothing’s there, nothing except a tiny Witchery and the NCL Rocs, Rank One in the Minor League circuit. The rocs are asleep, so playing them is out of the question. Why…

			“In a week, on June fifteenth, Ballyford will be directly underneath the Summer Eclipse,” continues Vance.

			Unimpressed, still-confused eyes stare back at her.

			The Summer Eclipse is nothing special. While total solar eclipses occur outside of the UKHC at a fairly rare rate, they happen every single summer in the UKHC. The world works differently within the wards of the Hidden Cities, influenced by the magnetic pull of magic on outside natural forces.

			Or something.

			Kion had never paid much attention in the Witchery, unless he was out on the pitch.

			It’s possible he’s regretting that now.

			“And during the Summer Eclipse,” says Vance, “the annual Wild Hunt will take place in Ballyford’s mountains. Specifically, the Sliabh Réaltach range.”

			All the more reason to avoid Ballyford, then, Kion thinks, still puzzled. The Wild Hunt is the largest Unseelie gathering in the world, so large that Seelie officials as well as UKHC law enforcement have decided that really there’s not one damn thing they can try to do about it without risking their lives. Lackers, they have Glasto or whatever the hells it’s called in Pilton. The Unseelie have the Wild Hunt, a night of revelry and, obviously, hunting.

			Hunting whatever Seelie is stupid enough to get in their path. It’s not uncommon for Seelie citizens of the town directly underneath the Summer Eclipse to evacuate days prior to the Hunt. That night is a purging of Unseelie chaos. Maybe the law enforcement looks away because it’s better to sacrifice one night to the bedlam than to live with a year of it.

			It’s Jacks’s favorite holiday, because of course it is. The dullahan has, in his words, “a scrumptiously merry time” riding his ghostly horse through the woods and terrifying all the “cute little woodland animals.”

			“You can’t be saying that you want us to go to the Wild Hunt,” Taissa says slowly. She’s jittering her knee, her new trainers tapping on the floor.

			“Yeah,” scoffs Knox, “because that would be…mad…” He falls silent as Vance looks calmly out at them. “Oh. Shit. No, come on…”

			“Our researchers have discovered an old fable related to the púca and the Wild Hunt, from Ye Olden Days…and to curse reversal.” Vance ignores the Stymphs’ bewildered stares. “During the Wild Hunt, púcas tend to take the form of a horse. If a Seelie rider manages to stay on the horse all throughout the Hunt and make it to the ‘finish line’ at the bottom of the mountain ahead of the rest of the Hunt, a boon of their choosing must be granted by the púca they rode—without a price. Call it a freebie, or whatever you’d like. And reversals of existing curses are ostensibly fair game. The evidence suggesting this is…limited…but we’re pretty confident that there’s truth to it. The púcas would hate to award a wish to the Seelie, which is why we think they have kept this legend as quiet as possible for so long.”

			“Hold on. How limited is your evidence?” Adriel demands.

			Vance apparently chooses not to hear this. “The DMC would send agents to the Hunt, of course, but none of us have the expertise in riding that you do. Since the curse only pertains to your performance throughout the game of carriwitchet, we believe that you might succeed in racing a púca throughout the Wild Hunt. Out of all the NCL teams, we’ve selected yours, since you have the misfortune of being affected by two curses. You would, we think, fight the hardest to reverse them. It’s likely that one of you would win the race. Also, the NCL Dragons, Wyverns, Pherrexes, and Hippogriffs already wrote this off as a ‘load of bullshit,’ so…here we are. Anyway. What do you say?”

			“One boon to reverse two curses?” Knox’s voice is quizzical. “Is that even possible?”

			“With proper phrasing,” replies Elder. “Mind you, with very proper phrasing. Unseelie delight in twisting words—both our own, and others’. But yes, it is possible, should you be clever and clear enough in your request.”

			“I can be clever,” says Knox.

			Óríon snorts.

			Kion’s mind races. Even if the DMC’s evidence is “limited,” this is more hope than they’ve had this whole time. And last night, hadn’t Banes said: That all depends on whether you’re really as good as a rider as you seem.

			She’d given them a hint. She had, in her own gang-leader way, been helping them.

			On a train, Ballyford is a quick trip. In a week, this whole nightmare could be solved. Suddenly, he’s as jittery as Taissa. He feels the words bubbling up in his mouth: He wants to agree. Immediately.

			But something is nagging at him, as he looks around the room, at the teammates he’s always felt a fierce urge to protect. That urge drives him—it shapes him in more ways than one. It’s what fuels him: as a captain, but as a friend.

			It’s why he once discreetly hired an exorbitantly expensive bodyguard for Óríon—a bloke who usually guarded Seelie princes and diplomats—during a strange summer where Icelandic warlocks were “coincidentally” popping up all over Pinion and sending the man murderous scowls. They mysteriously disappeared a few days later, and Magnússon never knew that Kion had sent Lionel Hawke after him. He doesn’t have to. Kion doesn’t do this to be thanked. Only to keep his friends, his family, safe.

			It’s why he bought a fucking forbidden mantle of invisibility from Alley Hollow for James after his mum learned about his clubbing habits and threatened to cut him off completely. Merlin forbid that James have a bit of fun. The mantle lets him slip in and out of Rules undetected by paps and good old Philomena Ridgeshaw, and it’s quickly become James’s most prized possession.

			It’s why Kion hunted down the merrow that tricked Mahina out of her voice and punched it in the throat the moment she confided in him what had happened to her.

			It’s why Kion lives, breathes, and fights for his team—his family.

			And it’s why he now asks this question, needing to understand the full consequences, ready to grapple with what they might mean before he agrees to journeying to Ballyford.

			“What happens if we fail?” Kion asks lowly. “If we fall off the púca, and they realize who we are? What happens to us then?” Taissa stiffens next to him, as if considering this possibility for the very first time. He understands. Failure: It just isn’t an option, not with everything that’s at stake. But all they’ve been doing recently is failing.

			Vance itches at a spot beneath her short, curly hair, suddenly looking awkward.

			Right. Because it’s the Wild Hunt, and they’ll hunt any Seelie in their path.

			Rowan Elder clears his throat, purple eyes somber. “Then,” he says, very quietly, “you will have to run.”

			Great.

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			“Okay, just to get it out of the way: It’s not like we’re going to say no,” Brontë says, leaning back in her chair, and tapping a spoon against her knee through her baggy, ripped jeans. Taissa chose this restaurant for lunch, insisting that it’s the closest to her mum’s cooking that she can get, and that her craving for bibimbap was so strong that if she was denied of it, she’d “murder somebody posthaste.” Combined with her grumpy glare, none of the Stymphs were brave enough to argue with this, so Hanguk House it was. “This is our chance to fix everything.”

			“Or, alternatively, it’s our chance to die painful deaths,” James argues to his left. Despite the cool air of the restaurant, with its fans spinning on the lattice-worked, wooden ceiling, a trickle of sweat is running down James’s face. Even the glossy, paparazzi-esque posters of Korean gods hung on the walls seem to be sweating. One of them bears a startling resemblance to Jacks, and is glaring at the restaurant’s diners from behind the laminated paper, thin lips curled into a bloody terrifying sneer, green eyes flashing with clear vitriol. “Terrible, gruesome deaths,” James continues haggardly.

			Kion bites the inside of his cheek, unable to suppress another burst of worry, but keeps his mouth shut this time. “We have absolutely no idea how to ride a púca, much less survive the Wild Hunt,” James adds, sniffing through an upturned nose. “Simply put, it’s a bad idea.”

			“It will be easy,” says Óríon, cold eyes even harder than usual. “We are carriwitchet players, nei? This, we are prepared for.”

			“I’m not so sure,” murmurs Isla, setting aside her phone on the polished wooden table. She’s been texting somebody nonstop and he suspects it’s the beautiful leannán sídhe from last night. According to Knox, Isla danced with her until dawn, even after her glamour wore off. The other girl had apparently only laughed in surprise when Isla turned from a vampire to a grimacing, red-haired witch. And there’s the fact that Brontë has been eyeing the phone in what could either be jealousy or curiosity. It’s hard to tell with Brontë, sometimes, and Kion wouldn’t exactly win any awards for reading people. It’s hard enough for him to identify his own bloody emotions. “We only get one chance. If we fail, we might…Well, we might die…”

			“Sounds fun,” says Knox with a grin, prompting Adriel and Mahina to—simultaneously—face-palm. He takes a sip of the iced green tea he ordered, and ignores how Óríon is glaring at him from across the table. “Aw, come on. We all perform better under pressure—or we used to. You know, when we weren’t cursed.”

			“Maybe you,” Mahina agrees reluctantly, pointing at Knox with her index finger, “but I hate pressure. Remember that time my grandparents were in the crowd and I crashed right into a camera crew because I was so nervous? And then it went viral on Cauldron? People called me the Mahina Meteor for fucking months…They photoshopped my face onto rocks…They painted it onto balls and then threw them at me during that next game…” She shudders as she taps her fists atop each other twice.

			Adriel snorts, some of his drink spilling out his nose. Rolling her eyes, Mahina grabs a napkin and presses it to his face, covering his eyes in the process, too. Adriel claws at the cloth while Mahina silently snickers.

			“—can’t—see—”

			“We should do it.” Taissa’s voice is low and serious, her eyes narrowed as she sets down her spoon. “We have a whole week, Kion. We can train—”

			“Hold on.” Brontë is grinning at the two of them from down the table. “Did you just call him ‘Kion’? Not ‘Locke’? ‘Kion’?”

			He watches as Taissa’s face pinkens. “Come off it. It’s no big deal—”

			“Interesting,” Brontë says, waggling her eyebrows. Her eyes are glittering even more than the golden cuffs in her braids. “That’s interesting—”

			“Oo-la-la,” adds Mahina, releasing Adriel. She grins fiendishly and pokes her chopsticks in Kion’s direction. He raises his brows at her, daring her to continue. She does. “Interesting for sure, Brontë.”

			“ ‘Oh, Kion,’ ” swoons Knox in a high-pitched voice, and is about to say more but Óríon shoves a large piece of kimbap into his open mouth.

			Mentally counting to ten, Kion takes a bite of his own kimbap, recommended by Taissa, and chews harder than necessary. The salty beef and the slight sweetness of the pickled turnip placates him for a brief moment.

			“As I was saying,” snaps Taissa, although her eye-roll toward the two girls seems hesitantly fond, “we have a week. We can train for the Wild Hunt, just like we would for any other game.”

			“No offense,” James says curtly, in a voice that means he does mean offense, and a lot of it, actually, “but our stables only have stymphs. Not púcas. There is, I would think, a marked difference.”

			James has a point, but so does Taissa.

			One week to train isn’t something Kion’s just going to ignore. Maybe they don’t have a púca, but they sure as hells can work on speed and endurance. In the Wild Hunt, being prepared to run from the Unseelie on foot is just as important as being able to ride. Maybe, in a week, he can train his players to survive this no matter what.

			Drills. Laps. Strength conditioning. Kion’s already planning it out. He was able to get Taissa pretty much back in shape in a matter of a week. He can get his team prepared for the Wild Hunt.

			Right?

			Probably.

			Possibly.

			Maybe he has a Coach Look on his face because his team suddenly looks at him and stiffens, alert and ready. Isla’s eyes are wide with trepidation, while Knox is beaming.

			“We’re going to do it, aren’t we?” he asks, basically bouncing in his seat. “Team field trip, then, to Ballyford?”

			Kion sets down his chopsticks and takes a small breath to steady himself. “Anybody who wants to stay behind can. None of us here will think less of you if you do. There’s no shame in it—”

			“I’m in,” Brontë says immediately, slamming her chair back down to the ground.

			“So am I.” Knox smiles roguishly and seems to kick Óríon under the table.

			The Icelander scowls, jerking back, but gives Kion a sharp nod. “I have faced worse things than this Wild Hunt. I will come to Ballyford.”

			Adriel is whispering to Mahina under his breath while she argues back with small, subtle motions of her hands—the BSL equivalent to a lowered voice. “We’re coming,” Adriel finally says.

			“As long as there are no camera crews to crash into,” Mahina hastily adds. “And as long as my grandparents aren’t there.”

			Isla takes a deep breath, drawing her slender shoulders back and glances almost reluctantly at Brontë. “Me, too. To make sure…to make sure everybody’s safe.”

			“I’m in,” Taissa agrees firmly, and then there’s only one left.

			As the eyes of his teammates settle curiously on him, James hesitates, looking at Kion. His face has an unhealthy sheen to it, and his Adam’s apple is bobbing. “I…” whispers James, blinking hard behind his glasses…

			And then he’s sliding sideways out of his chair, limp and unconscious, inches away from pooling onto the floor like loose yarn from one of Taissa’s skeins.

			He’s not moving.

			Some horrible emotion gnaws its way through Kion’s stomach as he shoves himself out of his chair, catching James in his arms.

			Fuck. Fuck—

			Panicked, Kion pats James’s face, feeling how sticky it is, how sweaty, yet how cold. Asleep like this, it’s easy to count the number of new lines etched deep into James’s face, how the curls sticking to his forehead are…gray.

			Like he’s been aged.

			There would be signs, if you were trying to find the culprits, depending on the price, Orla Banes’s voice says in his head. The absence of a soul, abrupt aging, loss of beauty, suddenly speaking in demonic tongues, things like that.

			A dull headache begins to pound behind Kion’s temples. No.

			It’s a fucking coincidence.

			Has to be.

			His team is panicking—Knox is grabbing his ice water and trying to splash it onto James’s face, held back by a stone-faced Óríon—sending their harried-looking waiter over in concern. “James,” Kion says roughly, shaking his friend. “James, mate, come on, wake up—”

			He doesn’t.

			James doesn’t wake up.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Two

			 

			Taissa

			Kion is a wreck. She’s not seen him all day, not since he hurried James to the infirmary, where a wide-eyed Edward laid James down on a cot and gestured impatiently for the Stymphs to leave. Kion stayed behind (telling Edward that he’d have to forcibly remove him, and I dare you to bloody try), and has remained there ever since—until Niamh sends them both various emails summoning them to Bill Dodds’s office ASAP.

			Taissa ignores the first two emails, instead lounging on Adriel’s couch while Mahina teaches her a good many interesting slang words in BSL and Adriel attempts to do Mahina’s hair in a ridiculous style he’d found on Cauldron (sort of, she thinks, like an updo from a BBC drama, but also somehow like a wobbly beehive). Really, she suspects that Adriel just wants an excuse to play with Mahina’s hair, to touch her. It’s obvious that Adriel Pollack knows nothing about styling hair, nor is he interested in it. And it’s equally obvious that if Mahina Kehele asked him for the moon on a string, he’d march up a ladder and catch it for her.

			By the third email, Niamh is practically demanding blood. The fourth email is accompanied by a crackle over the Nexitory’s loudspeaker, and Niamh’s very furious voice demanding their immediate presence.

			Feeling rather like she’s being sent to the headmaster’s office, Taissa grimaces and rolls off the couch, much to the disappointment of Mahina, who’s in the middle of a very interesting sentence. Taissa’s beginning to like the other girl: It’s hard not to be compatible with somebody who knows so many different variations of conveying something as simple as fuck you.

			“You’d think she’d just, like, come track you down herself,” Adriel says with amusement, abandoning his efforts of playing hairdresser and using Mahina’s head as an armrest instead.

			Mahina reaches up and flicks Adriel’s nose. The intercom crackles again.

			“KION LOCKE!” screeches Niamh, who has apparently about had it with the pair of them. She is almost incoherent with fury. “TAISSA CHO! I WILL NOT WAIT FOREVER! I HAVE THINGS! TO! DO!”

			She’s inclined to agree with Adriel. Niamh’s beginning to grate on her nerves.

			As Taissa trudges into Bill’s office, she sees that Kion’s already there, sitting in one of the chairs before the expansive desk and glaring out the window. The Springtides elf looks as frantic as ever, tap-tap-tapping away on that awful tablet as Bill scrolls through his phone. Both look up as Taissa lowers herself into the seat next to Kion, knocking his knee with her own in greeting. Although Kion’s expression is drawn and weary, he knocks back. (Is she imagining how the harsh planes of his face soften as he looks at her?)

			“Finally,” sighs Niamh, flicking a strand of blonde hair out of her eyes, and mustering a chipper smile although her eyes look intensely and concerningly murderous. Taissa wonders how many migraines she and Kion have given her combined. “I have some updates for all of you.”

			“Good ones, I hope,” mutters Bill. The club owner looks like he’s halfway to tearing his white hair out of his skull from stress. Kion seems to be at that point, too.

			Taissa isn’t far behind.

			How’s James? she wants to ask, but Niamh is already speaking, her voice sparkling with excitement as she pulls up a graph on her tablet and flips it around to show them.

			“Since the release of the Wily Witch shoot and interview, positive interest in the NCL Stymphs has increased by nearly twenty-fold, despite Taissa literally breaking a warlock’s fingers.” She’s practically hopping from foot to foot in excitement. “Cauldron is abuzz with Kiossa—that’s what they’re calling you—and major news outlets like UKHC Unveiled and Witchfeed have run articles about the original Wily Witch article.” She swipes her finger, and a screenshot of one of these articles pops up. The Captain and the Cheater. The press is eating the original headline up. Kion makes a rumbling sound of displeasure low in his throat. Taissa pokes the inside of her cheek with her tongue and looks past Niamh to the pitch, where smudged gray clouds roll above the siege towers and the verdant grass ripples in the breeze.

			Morgana, what she wouldn’t give to be out there instead. Soaring through the air, without a care in the world. Certainly with no worries about the Sleeping Death, the Wild Hunt, her stalker, who on earth hired the púcas in the first place, or the fact that James Ridgeshaw recently keeled over like a tree felled in the forest and turned a disconcerting shade of gray while also looking rather…well, old.

			(Sure, she thinks that James is a posh twat with a snotty nose and an ego bigger than a siege tower, but he’s her teammate—and for that reason of comradery alone, she’s worried about him. Besides, she had been rather hoping to get to know Warble.)

			“This good PR has brought back some of our investors,” Niamh chirps. “Smaller ones, of course, like Cruttenbolt’s Calamity Candies and Higgleworth’s Potions, but it’s more than we had a week ago.” The elf’s strawberry-colored lips perk up in a smile. “We’re right on our way back up. If you succeed at winning the Wild Hunt, and get these curses knocked off, we’ll be back in business in no time!”

			Bill rubs his chin, sending Taissa and Kion a shrewd look. “Nicely done,” he grunts reluctantly. “It’s better than I expected from this plan.”

			“There’s more.” Niamh bounces on her heels. “More opportunities are coming our way—photoshoots and exclusives and even a few interested brands looking for deals…”

			Taissa stares at the elf, all flushed and aglow with almost maniacal glee as the Wingeds of the UKHC lie sick and dormant, as James rests in the infirmary below them with no sign of what could be wrong with him.

			“No offense, Niamh,” she says, trying to sound pleasant and not like she wants to pummel something, “but I don’t think this takes priority right now.” She watches as the elf flushes all the way to her hairline. Niamh is trying to smile, but the little exasperated huffs she’s making make it clear that she’s anything but cheerful about Taissa’s rebuke.

			“We need to ride the wave, prepare for the future—”

			“We need to train for the Hunt,” Kion says, gravel in his voice. “Look, Niamh, we already did the boudoir shoot. That should keep us tided over for at least another week or two, yeah?”

			“No!” Niamh’s lips wobble. She’s on the verge of losing her composure. “These opportunities might close!” She turns to the owner. “Tell them, Bill!”

			Dodds sighs, looking as annoyed as Taissa feels. Eyeing down her and Kion, he says: “We’ll compromise, yes? One more op before you go to Ballyford. Of Niamh’s choosing.”

			“Bill, I swear on Merlin’s left nu—” grits out Kion.

			“I don’t want to hear it.” Bill suddenly looks very weary to Taissa—very weary and very stressed. He stands, makes for the door, and then frowns. “The hells am I doing? This is my office. You three, out. Discuss whatever it is you need to in the hall.”

			In the end—after at least thirty whole minutes of arguing with an increasingly irate and pitchy Niamh at the receptionist desk—it’s decided that Taissa and Kion will accept the offer to film a commercial for Cruttenbolt’s Calamity Candies in two days’ time. Neither of them is overly thrilled about this (although Taissa has no problem eating sweets for cash, it means they have less time to train, which—again—takes priority).

			As the lift descends toward the infirmary’s level, Taissa sneaks a concerned glance at Kion. His hair is rumpled, he’s worrying his lower lip, and he’s clenching and unclenching his fists the way he does when he’s struggling, when he’s lost. She saw him do it as he’d hesitated to rejoin her in her sitting room after his episode, and she sees him doing it now, like he wants something to hold on to but knows not what.

			(She knows what.)

			(Don’t push the button, Taissa tells herself, but of course that only makes her want to push the button more.)

			(And Taissa does what Taissa wants.)

			With her index finger, Taissa pushes the little red button at the bottom of the lift’s panel. The lift slowly grinds to a halt between floors, suspended like a fly in a spiderweb.

			Kion’s dark eyes meet hers. Puzzlement shines in them, along with a fair bit of annoyance. Clearly he wants to go see James—but look, really, at the state of him. He’ll be no help if all he does is pace back and forth in the infirmary. “Why did you do that?”

			His hands are still clenching and unclenching. Taissa takes a small step forward and slips hers into his. His fingers go lax, as if he’s not sure what to do. Taissa stares up at him, memorizing the exact lines of his jaw, the angles of his cheekbones, the strong ridges of his aquiline nose.

			“I just wanted to make sure you’re okay,” she says softly, feeling his calloused palms in her own.

			“I’m fine.” He doesn’t look at her.

			“Don’t be a numpty,” she murmurs, squeezing his hands. “Although I realize that’s like telling the sun not to shine, or the world not to turn on its axis, or like telling Knox Tanaka to please not antagonize Óríon Magnússon on account of your blooming headache.”

			A muscle in Kion’s jaw pulses, but not in a way that says, Shut your gob. More in a way that looks like maybe, just maybe, he’s trying not to smile. “It just…” he says, leaning his head against the wall of the lift.

			Taissa waits.

			“It just,” says Kion again, clearly struggling. His throat works, like he can’t decide whether to swallow his words, or to let them spew right out.

			“Tell me,” she encourages softly. Kion Locke is not exactly the most verbose man she knows. Especially when it comes to emotions that don’t fall along the spectrum of anger or general grumpiness. “Go on.” Taissa gives his hands another squeeze.

			“It just feels wrong,” he finally manages. “It feels fucking wrong to go play ‘happy couple’ when everything’s falling to complete shit. And it feels like all we are to them is a-a cash cow, and what we’re feeling doesn’t bloody matter to them as long as we do the Bahoochie Formation just right and kiss each other the way they want us to—” Kion cuts off, shaking his head. Dark waves fall into his eyes. “I don’t want to kiss you like that, Taissa.”

			For a moment, her heart gives a familiar pinch of hurt: the sting of a small bumblebee, tender yet sharp, the attack of a creature so beloved, so usually harmless. He doesn’t want to kiss her. Right. She was a fool thinking maybe she had a shot after all, for inviting him to—

			Taissa shakes her head to clear it. His face is open, vulnerable in a way that he never was when their colossal misunderstanding had hung heavy over their heads like a summer storm. “You don’t want to kiss me like…what?” she asks, prompted by a slight catch in his voice. Oh, she knows Kion Locke. And she knows there’s something, something else, that’s he’s trying so hard to say.

			Something she wants, more than anything, to hear.

			In the lift, the air grows as warm and heavy as honey, and…wanting.

			Kion swallows hard; she watches his throat bob. “I don’t want to kiss you because it’s in our damn contract,” he says, his voice so guttural that it seems to scrape against his throat. “I want to kiss you because you—you infuriate me, Taissa. More than dogwalkers who go around with more than two dogs at once. More than kids who smear their sticky, manky fingers everywhere.” When her surprised laughter rings out, he smiles, just a bit. Their hands are still joined; it’s his turn to squeeze hers. “I know. It doesn’t make any bloody sense.”

			“It makes perfect sense, actually,” she breathes.

			Kion’s face gentles, and Taissa is intoxicated by it. The way he softens when he looks at her—that’s a new thing, it is. It’s strange, so different from the headstrong glares she’s used to. But she likes it (oh, yes, she likes it; she likes it a lot). “Does it?”

			Her heart is working overtime. “My evil plan has finally come to fruition. It’s reverse psychology.”

			His mouth twitches. “Is it?” he whispers gruffly. “I don’t think it is.”

			Oh, but she can’t stop herself from tracing his lips with her eyes, can’t stop herself from wanting to feel the scrape of his light, shadow-stubbled beard against her face again. She wonders if he sees it, her desire, but then she doesn’t have to wonder anymore because one of his hands is slipping from hers to trace her face, hesitantly cupping it, thumb stroking against her skin so tentatively she might as well break.

			“Kiss me, Kion,” Taissa whispers. “Kiss me because I infuriate you.”

			Something suddenly flashes in his eyes. Anxiety? Shame? Fear? Oh, he’s worried, worried that she’ll abandon him if he presses his lips against hers, but she never would.

			She never would, and she’ll show him that.

			Taissa stands on her tiptoes—in the trainers he bought her—to slant her lips against his, shuddering slightly when their mouths meet. He tastes a bit like whiskey, and she wonders if he’s been drinking in the infirmary, then finds she can’t think anymore when the kiss deliciously deepens.

			It’s slow and lazy and gentle, this kiss, so different from the fevered clashing of their mouths during the boudoir shoot. Yet even though they’re fully clothed, this time, there’s something so much more erotic about the way his hands grip her arse through her jeans as he lifts her onto him, backing against the wall with a low groan.

			“I meant it,” Kion gasps, breaking the kiss, his arms tightening around her. “You’ll get tired of me, Taissa, you will, it always happens t—”

			And although her lips are swollen from his kiss, and although her heart feels like it might grow wings and escape from the cage of her ribs, Taissa’s eyes prick unexpectedly with tears as she stares at him, at Kion Locke, who is so utterly convinced that she’ll toss him aside like the others have. In her mind’s eye, she sees his scars, a little boy begging to be loved and the world laughing in his face. Before he can finish his sentence, she presses a finger to his lips, and shakes her head.

			“Kion. I could never get sick of this. I could never get sick of you.”

			There’s a somberness in his eyes. “You don’t know that.”

			Rolling her eyes, she smacks his shoulder. “Are you seriously picking a fight with me right now, Locke? While you’re holding me up against the wall and kissing me stupid?” It’s such a Locke thing to do that she can’t help but bite back a laugh. But when the somber look in his eyes remains, when his expression remains as raw as a geode crushed open to reveal glittering sharpness that could cut her if she let it, Taissa sighs. “Maybe I will get sick of you,” she says quietly. He flinches. “Or maybe you’ll get sick of me. Or maybe we’ll fly off into the sunset on our stymphs and have a hell of an adventure. Or maybe tomorrow, the entire world will end, and we’ll die not knowing. Wouldn’t you like to know? I would.” She nudges his nose with her own. “I really want to know.”

			His eyes crinkle in the corners. Is this what hope looks like on him? “Yeah?”

			“Yeah.” Her voice is a little scratchy, and she wonders: Can he hear the fervent truth in her words? She’s adored him since she hung up that first poster in her room. Even when he broke her heart, she’d still idolized him.

			Perhaps that’s how her hatred could have such depths to it.

			But the man is even more intoxicating than the mask he shows the public. Kion is…She knows him now, knows he’s protective and kind and a pain in her arse…

			And to prove her point, she kisses him again, and then he’s crossing the lift, and her back is against the wall, and he’s running his lips along her neck, his hands roaming, igniting little fires in their wake. Her eyes flutter closed and she tries to bite down on a whimper but some leaks out, a little moan that has Kion making a harsh noise of wanting—

			The lift’s intercom crackles on. “Er,” a voice says. “Uh. Sorry. I thought there was a maintenance issue?”

			Too late, Taissa sees the small camera in the corner of the lift. Face flaming, she lets Kion slowly set her down. If Niamh finds this footage, she knows the elf will send it to every major outlet in existence.

			The disembodied voice clears its throat. “Ready to get a move on, then?”

			As Taissa mutters something in the affirmative, she sneaks another peek at Kion. His cheeks are flushed with color, his chest is rising and falling unevenly, and his lips…are curved upward.

			In a smile.

			A smile.

			A small, barely there, but there all the same, smile.
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			The Diagnostic glyph burns black on James’s limp wrist, casting up what’s always reminded Taissa of a hologram, vital signs in glowing light hovering in the air. She’s no healer (more likely to break bones than fix them, Estee always said), but even she can tell that there’s too much red blinking on James’s diagnostic.

			“Do you know what’s wrong with him?” she asks as Kion stares down at his friend with an inscrutable expression.

			Edward hesitates. “It’s too early to say, exactly, but…”

			“It’s not somehow the Sleeping Death, is it?” Could the cursed illness somehow have shifted to James?

			“No. It’s not that,” says Edward, but there’s a small crease between his two fair brows as he reads the flashing red symbols—and freezes. He’s found something; Taissa knows he has.

			“What?” she demands, as Kion stiffens, those dark eyes snapping up toward Edward. “What is it?”

			“The Fading Fever?” her captain demands, face paling. “I asked him—did his meds stop working? He’s elf-shot…”

			“No.” Edward shakes his head, blinking hard. “It—no. Something else, and it doesn’t make sense.” The healer points to a small cluster of lines within what looks like a hexagon on the diagnostic. “That shouldn’t be there.”

			“Why?” snarls Kion, evidently losing his patience. “Tell me what it means or I swear on Merlin—”

			“Dark magic. He’s been exposed to dark magic. In, ah, heavy amounts.”

			Maybe her brain is still fuzzy from the wonderful snogging in the lift (woozy, that’s what Kion’s made her, woozy), but Taissa doesn’t understand. James—dark magic? No. No, the man is so straitlaced, so infuriatingly by-the-rulebook that it doesn’t seem…possible. James Ridgeshaw, with his posh accent and disdainful, almost prissy, bossiness can’t dabble in the Dark Well.

			No.

			Unless…unless James Ridgeshaw had hired somebody to do the dark magic for him.

			Could he have hired the púca? Hired Markus? Surely not. He was the one who had realized what the púca dust had meant, who’d helped them discover who was behind the curse in the first place.

			But the thought still slips into her mind. She can’t stop it. And once it’s there, it’s there. At every turn, James hasn’t wanted to continue on with their rookie investigation: He’d been adamant that visiting the club was a terrible idea, and even seemed to be on the verge of refusing to journey to Ballyford. And he knew about the púcas, about their ways, how to bargain with them, before anyone else. He’d even slipped into Orla’s office alone the night prior, at Shrieking Pumpkin. Did he know her?

			Her eyes slip to James’s pallid face, where his dark curls are streaked gray. They hadn’t been leeched of color when she’d arrived to Pinion-upon-Keat. She’s sure of it. But those colorless curls had appeared…well, wasn’t it shortly after the Dust Bite? Could they be the toll of a bargain with a púca?

			But, why? James loves carriwitchet as much as the rest of the team; she’s seen the way he pours his heart, his body, his soul, into the sport. In fact, to Taissa it seemed like James had been taking the Stymphs’ losing streak worse than anyone else—even Kion. Why on earth would he pay for a curse that destroyed carriwitchet, and the Wingeds? James adores his stymph, Mabb. She finds it hard to believe that Ridgeshaw would ever put her in harm’s way.

			There has to be another explanation. Besides, didn’t Elder hold interviews with each teammate, prodding for clues?

			Not with Truth glyphs, she remembers. They had been interviews—not interrogations.

			(Oh, dear hells…)

			Kion is shaking his head. “No.” His voice is hard, but there’s a waver in it. Doubt? Taissa’s heart sinks. If even Kion is doubting James’s fidelity, well, there’s as sure a sign as any that something is quite wrong. “You’re not reading the chart right—”

			“I am. It’s taken a toll on his body, hence the symptoms you’re now seeing.” Edward looks regretful as he says, “I’m obligated to report this, you understand. I’m sorry.”

			“No.” Kion moves forward in a sudden lunge, only to seemingly hold himself back at the last moment. “James has nothing to do with the curses. And—if word of this gets out—he’ll be fucking blacklisted—”

			“I’m sorry,” Edward says again, sounding genuinely remorseful, “but it’s protocol.”

			“Fuck your protocol—”

			“Kion.” Taissa feels Edward’s eyes on her as she places a gentle hand on his heaving chest. “Come on,” she whispers. “There’s nothing we can do right now. James is asleep. He’ll just have some hard questions to answer when he wakes up. And he will wake up, won’t he?” she asks over her shoulder.

			Edward jerks his eyes away from her hand on Kion’s chest. “I would expect so, yes.”

			“Would expect—” Kion snarls, but Taissa is shaking her head at him. The last thing they need is for Kion to somehow become tangled up in this mess. James needs to explain.

			He owes the team that much.

			He owes Kion that much.

			As she hurries Kion out of the infirmary, they pass Niamh waiting by the door, wide-eyed and clutching her tablet to her chest. It’s clear she’s overheard everything, yet excitement still gleams in her eyes. “Um, Cruttenbolt’s just called to—”

			“Not now, Niamh,” Taissa snaps, ignoring the withering flowers in the elf’s hair. How shallow can she be? Can she not see the stricken expression on Kion’s face, the way he’s hunched in on himself? And she wants to talk about the commercial? Kion’s words from the lift come back to her: All we are to them is a cash cow. “Not now.”

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			“So,” Taissa says slowly as she watches him tear through James’s flat a few minutes later, “are we looking for evidence? Or to…destroy evidence?”

			Somehow, James Ridgeshaw managed to turn the standard flat given to all players of the team into something even fancier. They’ve broken into it—with a Level Three Unlocking glyph, courtesy of her, she might add—and she is suitably stunned.

			His furniture, all perfectly upholstered, looks straight from Havergourden’s and is laden with the most luxurious-looking silken pillows Taissa has ever seen. The floor is covered in a sprawling white rug so soft that it feels like Taissa is walking on clouds (Kion made her kick off her trainers, apparently a strict rule of James’s). And the walls have been covered in a tasteful, almost regal-looking blue wallpaper, which rests underneath gilded frames wherein paintings lie.

			The flat is neat, as polished as a new coin, and Kion is currently crashing through it like an angry bull in a pen. He’s yanking open cabinets in the kitchen, he’s ripping through James’s tidy bookshelf, and he is greatly concerning Taissa.

			This is not exactly how she envisioned the afterglow of their first official Real Kiss (and Complicated Feelings Talk).

			“There has to be another explanation,” Kion says with a breaking voice as he strides into James’s bedroom, where the largest bed Taissa has ever seen swims with an ocean of regal dark purple silken sheets. “There has to be—”

			She hears what he’s not saying.

			There has to be another explanation because if there’s not, Kion will be just as wounded as any fallen warrior on a battlefield.

			There has to be another explanation because it’s James, his best mate, somebody who’s shown him steadfast love.

			Taissa can tell, as Kion rips the pillows off James’s bed, that he’s terrified that his love and friendship never meant anything at all. These past weeks have been hard on him, and this…Oh, Morgana. Her throat is suddenly so tight as she watches Kion move on to the bedside table—and make a sharp, hitching noise that speaks more than a thousand words ever could.

			Slowly, so slowly, Taissa walks around the monstrosity of a bed and joins his side. It was inside the drawer, she sees. This piece of paper that Kion’s holding in a hand trembling with emotion. Rage and hurt. Disbelief. All of this she sees in his shaking fingers.

			Like approaching a feral, frightened animal, Taissa slowly plucks the crumpled paper from his hand. She looks down at the handwriting, the words written in a spindly hand. The black ink is smeared as if it had been delivered fresh and then crushed immediately. Taissa smooths out the paper’s wrinkles, like if they go away, so, too, will the incriminating message.

			(A foolish hope.)

			It’s a deal, reads the message undoubtedly written by one of Banes’s púcas. As per your request, the NCL Stymphs will have no competition. The cost will come when you least expect it.

			Oh, dear.

			Her mouth dries out as she slowly folds the paper back up, meeting Kion’s eyes.

			Once, in the early days after her father’s death, a goblet filled with dark wine slipped from Estee’s grasp onto the cold, hard floor. Neither Taissa nor her mum had moved to clean it up, both staring down at the glittering, broken glass.

			The look on Kion’s face is that shattered glass.

			Taissa slips the note into her pocket and tentatively takes his hand. “Come on,” she whispers, and it’s like she’s leading the ghost of Kion Locke as she brings him back into his own flat and makes him a hot cuppa. He sits at the counter, shoulders hunched in, staring down at the white marbled surface until she pushes a mug of chamomile toward him.

			(This is the third cup of tea she’s made him, she realizes, and then wonders why such a small thing feels so…significant.)

			Kion takes a sip and mumbles a thank-you, but it’s clear that his thoughts are far from his kitchen. Taissa makes herself a cup, trying to think rationally. With evidence sitting neatly in the pocket of her jeans, it would be easy to go find Elder and Vance. Combined with Edward’s diagnosis, it would be enough for the idea to be taken seriously.

			“Taissa,” Kion says roughly, startling her. Taissa turns away from the electric kettle to see him reaching out a hand. “The note.”

			She hesitates, wondering if he’s going to destroy it. Wondering if she should let him.

			He makes an impatient noise low in his throat. “Please, Taissa.”

			Warily, she slides it over to him. Kion stares at it, with a mouth growing tighter by the moment. Taissa bites back a sigh, cupping her mug in her hands.

			“He wouldn’t do this.”

			Words rise to Taissa’s lips; she presses them down, waiting. Listening.

			“James…” Kion shakes his head. “He’s my brother. I know him. He wouldn’t do something like this.” His throat works. “Maybe someone framed him. Broke into his room—”

			He’s so utterly in denial that it hurts her heart. “Kion,” she says gently, “I know it’s hard, but you need to consider the possibility that he might have been behind this.” Taissa watches as his hard mask slams down, but pushes on, reaching over to tap the wrinkled slip of parchment. “Look at the wording of the bargain. ‘The NCL Stymphs will have no competition.’ Is it possible that he went to the púcas to try and bring the Stymphs back to the Major League? To be better players than everybody else? ‘No competition.’ That’s what it says.” Her mind whirls. “Our Wingeds are the only ones left untouched.”

			“Markus said they’d be next—”

			“What the hells does Markus know? He was just the bargainer’s messenger, and he’s the type to make empty, blustering threats. It’s not a coincidence that our stymphs are perfectly fine.” And Elder is going to realize that soon. Uh-oh…“Kion, the Unseelie are tricksters. Púcas more than most. The Sleeping Death—it’s a roundabout, extreme, awful way of fulfilling the bargain. It’s not what James asked for. The púca put their own…spin…on it.” The pieces are slowly coming together in Taissa’s mind. “He was conned. James is paying the bargain’s price right now. You’ve seen his wrinkles, haven’t you? His gray hair? How many years of his life do you think he sold off?”

			Kion mumbles something unintelligible, eyes rimmed red.

			“I’m sorry.” She takes a small breath. After all Kion’s gone through, accepting this will be—torturous. “I know this is hard for you.”

			“ ‘Hard’?” he whispers. “Hard?” Kion laughs, but there’s no humor in it. “Hard is trying to get Cato to stop talking about how much he wants meat. Hard is hiding Óríon from Icelandic assassins—”

			Surely, she misheard him. “Erm. Ah. What?”

			“This isn’t hard, Taissa. This is—fuck.” Kion scrubs a hand down his face. “I don’t know what this is. Just that it isn’t possible.” She watches warily as he turns the note over and over in his hands, a tremor wracking them like he’s going to rip it into shreds. Alarm bells once again ring in her head, and Taissa slowly sets down her mug. There’s a chip on the rim.

			“Kion, the note…” (Please don’t destroy it. Please don’t destroy it.) “We need to show it to Magis Elder. Will you give me back the paper, please?” Stomach sinking, she waits to no avail. “I understand you’re worried about James,” she tries again, “and I am, too. But I’m also worried about carriwitchet, and—and Sansa.” Taissa holds out her hand expectantly. “This could help her,” she presses, but he doesn’t relinquish the one tiny slip of evidence they have.

			“I know James. He put me back together. I’m not going to rip him apart. You can’t ask that of me.” His voice grows harder with each word, and suddenly, he’s looking at her like she’s a threat. Panic flickers in his eyes and he’s shaking like the noise in his head is too loud, like everything is too much.

			She wants to help him. She knows he won’t let her.

			Taissa bites down on her lip hard enough that she tastes a hint of copper and feels a small burst of pain as frustration coils deep in her chest…because Kion’s fingers have begun to close around the note, slowly crushing it.

			That slip of paper might be one step toward finding who hurt her little wyvern, and he’s bent on destroying it for—what? For James, who may very well have gotten Sansa ill in the first place? Withholding evidence is a crime, and he’s forcing her to be complicit. Her frustration slowly edges into anger, tinged with betrayal.

			“You’re making us into accessories,” she snaps, throat beginning to hurt. “If us hiding this evidence gets out…” They already call her a cheater. How long before they’re calling her a criminal? Kion could get away unscathed, she just knows it. But when has she ever not been hunted by the press, her every mistake printed in big, bold, black letters? “This isn’t just about you and him, Kion. This is about everybody else on the team. In the NCL. And it’s about me.” Taissa’s voice cracks, right down the middle. She feels her heart splinter like the wood of a destroyed siege tower. So quick—he was so quick to accuse her of cheating during that dreadful match two years ago, so utterly convicted of her inarguable guilt…and yet, even holding this evidence in his trembling hand, he shields his best mate from scrutiny. Protects him, like she wished he had her. Covers for him. Lies for him. “Please. Please, just give me the paper.”

			“I can’t.” Kion’s eyes are flashing, and she knows that hers are, too. She can empathize with what must be roiling through his head right now, and if circumstances were different—if Sansa weren’t as still and as silent as a statue—she might reach for him, and not for the paper. But terror is roiling through her, too, and terror pushes her to start edging around the counter.

			“Don’t make me take it,” she begs. Her heart is pounding. Sansa, Sansa, Sansa. “Kion, please—”

			“I said I can’t,” he snarls, and she can only watch as his eyes narrow in angry panic, as his mouth opens, and he half snarls, half gasps: “Take it from me, and I swear—I swear to Merlin, I’ll have you kicked off this team.”

			Taissa freezes where she stands, her entire body growing cold. Whiplash. That’s what this is. From kissing in the lift to…this. It’s just barely been twenty minutes.

			Whiplash.

			(Pain. Pain in her chest, squeezing her heart. Pain tightening her throat, scraping behind her eyes.)

			It would be better, honestly, if he had just stabbed her through the heart.

			Taissa sways where she stands, suddenly feeling like she’s underwater. The world is painfully muted. Everything is muted except the roaring in her ears.

			“You would do that?” she rasps. The kitchen spins. She feels sick to her stomach. “You would…do that to me?”

			For the first time in what seems like hours, he falters. Regret flickers across his face.

			“Tell me,” she continues numbly. “Tell me if you really meant what you said. I need to know.” Maybe this is another misunderstanding. Maybe he’ll procure another explanation later, like a lacker magician revealing a bunny from a hat.

			Maybe he’s so swarmed by rage and confusion and hurt that he didn’t know what he said.

			Maybe. Probably.

			But she still can’t stop herself from crumbling into pieces. Silence settles over the kitchen like heavy snow. Frostbitten and cold. Kion has gone very still. She hugs her middle, like it might keep her from falling apart, avoiding his eye. Morgana, she can’t look at him right now.

			“No,” he rasps immediately. “No, I didn’t mean that. Fuck. Fuck, Taissa, I didn’t. I didn’t.”

			(Why does it still hurt?)

			“Sweetheart…” There’s so much regret in his voice. Yet somehow, it’s not enough. For she is on the verge of committing real murder, and has a beautiful vision of her crocheted nooses choking his neck. Preferably the bright pink one.

			“Don’t call me that right now, numpty.”

			There’s a dull thump on the floor, and when she turns back to him, she flinches.

			Kion is on his knees before her.

			Taissa’s vision swims; half of her is in the kitchen of her Banallan cottage, while the other half sways in Kion’s flat. There’s an anguished beat as Kion gazes up at her, desperation bracketing the lines of his face, a hopeless plea in his gaze. And she feels herself begin to crumble in the face of his despondency. “Please.” The word is broken, he tries again. “Please…just give me until after Ballyford. It won’t make a damned difference if you give me this time. I swear. We’ll break the curse. This won’t get out. Nobody will know.” His voice cracks, and so does her resolve. Right down the middle.

			It’s pathetic, honestly.

			Pathetic how Taissa Cho will do anything for Kion Locke. If he begged her for the Milky Way, she’d fly into that unfathomable darkness on Cronus and pluck all those stars out of the sky like apples, even if they burned off her fingertips.

			Some terrible, awful part of her will give anything to him—anything for him. She’s tried to amputate it. It stays, a phantom limb. It’s as much a part of her as her love of carriwitchet, and her hatred of mornings. These things, they are intrinsic. Not so easily forgotten.

			It’s why she came here, isn’t it?

			Oh, she wanted to play again, wanted it more than oxygen itself. She would have killed for it.

			But she also came because he called.

			Because he got down on his knees in front of her and begged.

			“Fine,” she whispers before silently making her way to the door. “Fine, Locke. Do what you want. You have until after Ballyford.”

			She’ll find somewhere else to stay tonight.

			And possibly crochet another noose.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Three

			 

			Kion

			Dark gray clouds brew over the pitch as Kion’s feet pound on the grass, leading him from one siege tower to another, then back again.

			“Faster, Tanaka,” he barks out as he passes Knox, who’s begun to lag behind. The panting lad looks peeved at his sharp tone but Kion doesn’t give a single damn. He’s running his team ragged, yeah, but no more than he’s running himself.

			James still hasn’t woken up. And Taissa hasn’t come back to his flat since he’d been an utter arse to her two days ago now.

			Kion’s never hated himself more. And his head, his bloody head, has never been so loud.

			Maybe that’s why he’s shouting. To try and drown the fucking thoughts out.

			“RIHOWL!” he roars as he turns around, touching the siege tower’s wooden base and turning to watch his players try to catch up. “Did you use a Stamina glyph?”

			“Yes, Coach,” Brontë snarls between pants.

			“Then fucking show it.” He ignores the dirty looks he’s being sent. One of them, though, burns the hottest. Taissa overtakes Rihowl, skidding to a stop before him and glaring with the power of the sun itself. Kion bites hard at the inside of his cheek. During their private morning drills, which they’ve recently resumed in preparation for the Wild Hunt five days away, she hasn’t even looked at him, except for the occasional scathing glance. He doesn’t blame her.

			And if he could think past the pounding in his skull, he would try to find the words to tell her so.

			Instead, he points a finger to the ground. “Thirty burpees, all of you,” he snaps. “Let’s go.”

			He’s the first one to drop to the ground, trying to focus on the burning of his muscles instead of his screaming worries. Kion has been up all night since James collapsed—only getting through the days by relying on Wakefulness glyphs and strong coffee—in favor of trying to prove James’s innocence, which is getting harder by the minute.

			James wouldn’t.

			He just wouldn’t.

			Even if it was a mistake, like Taissa had suggested—if the púca had “embellished” the bargain—James would never seek out an Unseelie like that. Right?

			But then last night he remembered James, slipping into Banes’s office at Shrieking Pumpkin. Was he really there for the right reason? Or did he have another motive for seeking out Orla Banes? Maybe to discuss their deal gone wrong? What had James said in the club…Must make Orla help me. Not “us.” Me. Kion had been losing his mind so much that he’d broken into James’s flat again, this time alone, tearing it apart from top to bottom.

			He hadn’t really expected to find anything else. Which is why when he’d discovered the packet of sparkling red Fury in his bedroom wedged between his bookshelf and the wall, he’d felt the blood drain from his face. The straitlaced James that Kion knew would never touch the stuff.

			Although the stimulant enhances physical performance, it’s dangerous, with more hazards than fucking cocaine has for lackers. But the packet had been half used, and when Kion ripped through James’s loo, he’d found traces of the powder on the counter.

			Never in his bloody life would he have expected James to be mixed up in Fury. Never. It goes against every single thing he thought he knew about him. It ripped a seam in the fabric of his understanding of James William Ridgeshaw IV. And now he’s drowning.

			Taissa gave him until after Ballyford. Kion has the awful feeling that if they don’t find another suspect before then, or break the curse, James will be sent to Shackell and there’ll be nothing he can do about it. He’d debated destroying the evidence. Taissa must have seen that: Her eyes had been wide with fear as he’d begun to crush the note.

			He couldn’t follow through. Not with her looking at him like that, pleading like that.

			The Stymphs are wobbly on their legs when Kion finally calls practice. He watches the team fall back, muttering amongst one another, and head toward the Nexitory’s locker room. Kion stays back, stretching some more. They won’t want him in there. Fuck, he’s sick and tired of being coach. Means that the others will bitch and whine about him, and he can’t join in. It’s only right to give them their space to groan and mumble about what a bastard he is.

			He’s stretching his quads when a shadow falls over his face. Kion straightens, looking down at Taissa, whose dark eyes are hard. “I’ll meet you in front of Cruttenbolt’s around two,” she says, voice clipped. Kion stares at her blankly. “The commercial, numpty,” she snaps. “Niamh scheduled it for today.”

			Merlin’s tits. “That’s today?” he asks, voice rough. They have to go pretend to be a happy couple today? They’re each the furthest possible thing from happy. As for whether or not they’re a real couple, he has no sodding clue. “Are you sure?”

			In the lift, he’d thought yes.

			And then he’d gone and sabotaged it before she could leave him. It had been too bloody good to be true. So Kion had panicked, had burnt it all down in a matter of minutes.

			That had to be a record, didn’t it?

			A world record.

			From a scene of a cheesy rom-com, back to bickering like elderly neighbors who viscerally hate each other.

			Maybe I will get sick of you. Or maybe you’ll get sick of me. Or maybe we’ll fly off into the sunset on our stymphs and have a hell of an adventure. Or maybe tomorrow, the entire world will end, and we’ll die not knowing. Wouldn’t you like to know? I do.

			Not even a half hour had passed and they couldn’t stand each other anymore.

			And now he’s disoriented, confused, and frankly fucking ashamed of himself. Or I’ll kick you off this team. Snatching away the sport he gave back to her after he stole it from her in the first place. It was the one thing he could have said to get her to stop, and he knew it. That didn’t mean he should have said it.

			But it was a knee-jerk reaction, what James—sounding all wise and stuffy like a Witchery professor—would call a “defense mechanism,” and now it’s too late to take it back. Isn’t it? The pressure in Kion’s head builds and he can’t think straight.

			He wants to reach for her. He wants to run from her. He wants to punch himself in the face for speaking to her like he did.

			Maybe he will.

			Maybe he’ll ask Óríon to.

			“Yeah, I’m sure. Cruttenbolt’s is today,” she snaps, jerking him back to the present. “I’ll see you there.”

			She waits for a moment, and in that moment, there’s so much he wants to say. But Merlin’s teeth, he doesn’t know how to say it. The words cluster on his tongue but then he swallows them because he’s not sure she wants to hear it from him this time. Maybe she’s done forgiving him. Or maybe she needs time?

			A part of him whispers that he was right to sabotage this before she could break him into irreparable pieces.

			Unless—unless he’s broken her. It doesn’t occur to him that…that he might not be the only one suffering in silence until he sees a small tremor wrack her bottom lip. Taissa is so strong, so resilient. He didn’t think someone as inconsequential as him could bring her to this. The surprise is enough to take him aback.

			When Taissa’s face falls with his reticence, Kion realizes that she was giving him a chance to apologize, or to say something, anything. Cursing himself, he reaches for her, but she stomps away, cheeks clearly red with anger. Behind her back, she flips him the bird with a gusto that clearly says, You utter bampot.

			Ah. Fuck.

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			Kion is reminded painfully of James as he steps into Cruttenbolt’s Calamity Candies, holding the door open for Niamh and Taissa. James could never resist buying a box of Jumping Jellies and plowing through them at the speed of light.

			Once a cheerful memory, it now makes Kion wonder if James’s addiction to the Jellies translated into his Fury use.

			The giant shop sprawls before him, its wooden walls warm and welcoming underneath golden lights, and crammed with barrels and barrels of every sweet imaginable. The air smells of sugar and chocolate, and a counter behind a sea of barrels manned by a plump Autumntides elf boasts homemade fudge. In the air, will-o’-the-wisps dart like minnows, illuminating hanging banners: 50% Off Jumping Jellies!; New Love Pops—Choco Raspberry! (18+).

			Kion doesn’t have time to puzzle over this interesting last banner before a frazzled-looking, hairy hobgoblin bustles over to meet them, bat-like ears waggling in excitement. The name tag on his bright blue vest reads, Creevus Cruttenbolt. Creevus Cruttenbolt is trailed by two cameramen, one of whom has a mouth smeared with chocolate.

			“Oh, good day, good day!” Cruttenbolt chirps merrily, shaking Niamh’s hand vigorously, before moving on to Taissa, who’s come to stand beside Kion and is smiling fixedly. When Cruttenbolt shakes his hand, Kion’s surprised to find that his grip is crushingly strong. “It is such a pleasure to meet you both! Welcome, welcome to my humble store. We’re all so very excited to have you here! Come, come, and we can get started.” Cruttenbolt totters off, and Kion’s heart skips a beat as Taissa glances up at him.

			“Bahoochie Formation,” she demands with a saccharine smile that’s too good to be true, because then she’s slipping her hand into his jeans pocket, and pinching his arse so hard that he yelps and almost falls into a barrel of Sugar Pumpkins. “Oh, I’m so sorry, pookie,” Taissa says in over-the-top, faux concern as Cruttenbolt looks back in concern. “Is something the matter?”

			“Behave yourself, please, you two!” Niamh pleads, looking on the verge of a mental breakdown.

			Taissa pinches him. Again. Merlin, he’ll be black and blue by the time this is over.

			He deserves it.

			Kion grimaces as they follow Cruttenbolt over to the next room, where dispensers of Jumping Jellies line the walls from floor to ceiling. Niamh falls back as Cruttenbolt urges them to stand in front of the candy dispensers. Kion jerks away as the shop owner licks a finger and attempts to smooth down his hair. A pair of grinning pixies in light blue aprons haul in heart-shaped lollipops more than twice their size, dropping them into Kion’s and Taissa’s hands with giggles.

			“These,” Cruttenbolt announces as the bogle cameramen set up their equipment, “are our very new Pleasure Pops! Part of the Love Pop brand, of course, but for…shall we say…adults.” The hobgoblin’s eyes glimmer in excitement. “Go on, unwrap them!”

			Kion suddenly wants to drop the lollipop like it’s a hot coal. “What the fuck do these do?” he demands.

			Cruttenbolt smiles guilelessly. “They’re not made from drugs, if that’s what you’re wondering! Oh, no, no, my dear boy. You’ve heard of the Besottium Potion, I hope? Well, these lollipops are made from it—with some sugar, of course! And a delicious choco-raspberry flavor, yes, yes. The effects are the same as Besottium: You’ll be besotted, and want to rip each other’s clothes off!”

			The elf looks slightly panicked; Niamh’s eyes are very wide. Kion’s and Taissa’s are very narrowed.

			Cruttenbolt hops back over, having grabbed a clipboard from his director’s chair. “We just need your signatures, and then we’ll shoot quickly, having both of you out of here in no time to, ah, attend to business. If you could both feed each other the other lollipop, yes, I think that would do wonders!” Cruttenbolt excitedly claps his hands, passing a Pell-Mell Plume to Taissa, along with the clipboard. “Sign, please!”

			Taissa opens and closes her mouth like a fish gasping for air. Kion feels like doing the same.

			“You’re giving us an aphrodisiac?” he growls in a low, dangerous tone.

			The candymaker blinks, apparently unsure what the problem could possibly be. “Well, a low dosage, yes: But Besottium is nothing dangerous! The, ah, physical urges it gives you are fleeting. They wear off after an hour or so.” Cruttenbolt huffs and puffs. “We have ethics, morals—this isn’t that terrible lacker drug Miranda.”

			“Molly,” corrects Kion.

			“Indeed. These are simply delicious, over-the-counter candies to spice up a sweet love life.” Cruttenbolt adjusts his red tie, sounding like the perfect salesman. “You remain in control the entire time, and I do say, if you’d like an immediate antidote rather than the usual natural method, one of your kind’s glyphs ought to do the trick. Don’t you have a sort of Head-Clearing one? Hm?”

			There is indeed a kind of glyph that does that, but Kion frowns, glancing at Taissa. He doesn’t mind whoring himself out if it means money for the team, but he’d never ask her to do something as uncomfortable as this. “Isn’t there a different candy we could use?” he demands, knowing full well that there are hundreds of thousands of candies in the shop as he speaks.

			“None as new and in need of marketing as the Pleasure Pops.” Creevus Cruttenbolt is beginning to frown. “I must say, I’m surprised at the reluctance. If you’d like to leave, you can, of course. I have other celebrity couples I could reach out to—perhaps another NCL couple…Aren’t Everest Huang and Belia Anderson a couple?”

			If Niamh’s glare could flay the flesh off Kion’s bones, he’d be a skeleton by now. She looks capable of murder.

			“Count us in,” Taissa snaps, and Kion turns to her in shock. There’s a familiar glint in her eyes: competitiveness. Cruttenbolt knew what he was doing by mentioning Everest’s name. She grabs the Pell-Mell Plume and signs her name on the dotted line. Warily, Kion does the same. As Cruttenbolt sighs in relief, Kion turns to her, lowering his voice.

			“Are you sure about this?”

			Taissa grimaces before apparently remembering she’s furious at him, and treads on his toes instead. “Oh, perfectly,” she says with a sugary smile. “Aren’t you?”

			“I am.” Probably.

			“Fine.”

			“…Fine.”

			Taissa unwraps her Pleasure Pop with gusto, while Kion is more cautious. He’s beginning to realize that this might be Taissa’s revenge. Leaving him throbbing and wanting, uncomfortable in front of the camera. Great. What did he just agree to?

			It’s not too bad…at first. They’re fed lines—cheesy lines that Kion grumbles until Niamh snaps her manicured fingers at him like he’s a dog—and half-heartedly try to smile at the camera like Cruttenbolt’s Calamity Candies is their heaven on earth. Taissa has a hand on his chest. Can she feel how hard, how fast, his heart is beating? He’s hot all over. Sweat slides down the nape of his neck. He hasn’t even eaten the bloody lolly.

			“We come here all the time,” she says woodenly, face expressionless. “It’s just the most magical place for a date.”

			“Cruttenbolt’s Calamity Candies holds a special place in our hearts,” adds Kion flatly.

			“And the new Pleasure Pops add some spice to our love life,” Taissa concludes darkly before stepping back from Kion like she’s been scalded and glaring at him.

			“More emotion! The good sort!” cries Cruttenbolt and Kion sees homicide in Taissa’s eyes. Niamh must, too, because the elf nimbly hops in, murmuring something about the happy couple needing a break. Cruttenbolt throws his hands up into the air in frustration as Niamh, grabbing Taissa’s elbow and Kion’s ear, drags them out of the Jumping Jellies room and into what must be a small storage closet, where boxes of Love Pops pile high toward the ceiling.

			“Ach, Niamh, stop,” Taissa hisses, but it’s too late: They’re in the closet, and Niamh is blocking the exit with her small frame.

			“Whatever is going on with you two today,” the elf sniffs, pointing a finger at each of them, “figure it out. This gig is important! And you’re ruining it!” With another haughty look, Niamh slams the door shut, leaving them in semidarkness. When Taissa tries the door, it doesn’t budge—but there’s a loud grunt of determination from the other side.

			“Morgana,” seethes Taissa, apparently kicking the door for good measure, “she’s keeping us in!”

			In any other circumstances, Kion would plow down the meddling elf with a good hard shove at the door, but a small part of him is grateful. He should have said something to Taissa out on the pitch, or any time the past two days. “Taissa,” he tries to say, but what comes out is something more strangled. Hells. The closet is small, too small, and he breathes in the fragrance of honey and thyme like a dying man gulping down water.

			He hasn’t even had the Besottium yet.

			Taissa turns to him, and in the dim light, he can make out her narrowed eyes.

			“What I said,” he rasps, willing his mind to focus, “what I said—about kicking you off the team—I, fuck, I would never bloody do it. I hate that I said it.” His neck flushes. “I hate that I lied to you. I ruin everything. I ruined this, too, didn’t I? It didn’t even take me one bloody hour to turn it all to rubbish.”

			“It took twenty-four minutes and three seconds,” Taissa whispers after a long, long pause, clearly mindful of Niamh waiting just outside.

			Kion blinks. “Fucking what?” he asks, because he can’t stop himself.

			She blinks. “It took twenty-four minutes and three seconds for us to get sick of each other. You know, after my whole beautiful speech about never getting sick of each other.”

			“You…you timed it?” Hells, he doesn’t know whether to be concerned or impressed.

			“Possibly.” Is that a glimmer of a smile? “I wanted to see how long it would take for us to get back at each other’s throats. Part of me hoped I’d be counting for months. Obviously not.”

			There’s nothing he can say to that, except: “You’re so bloody weird.”

			She smiles menacingly, teeth flashing in the dark. “We all have our hobbies.”

			“Not all of us are human clocks.”

			“Shut up,” Taissa says with a sigh, but there’s not the sharpness in it that he was expecting. Instead, there’s a raw vulnerability he’s not seen before. Her throat works. “I know…I know I’m not your usual type—”

			“Taissa.” His laugh is pained. “You’re exactly my type.”

			Her eyes are wide.

			“You are,” he presses, “and, fuck, I’m so—”

			“I know you’re sorry,” she says quietly, blinking. “You’re terrified of losing James, one way or another. I understand. And I-I’m sorry, too. It’s possible that I’m a wee bit hotheaded, especially when it comes to—when it comes to Sansa. And it’s so easy, sometimes, to fall back into old patterns…It’s just…” Her throat works. “I wish,” she continues after a moment, in a small voice that pains him as much as any blow, “that you had defended me during that match like you’ve defended him. That you’d given me this much benefit of the doubt when you saw the Luck glyph. I know it’s different, but I just—I can’t help but to wish that.”

			His stomach sinks like a leaden stone at the scraping hurt in her words. At the envy there, the confusion and the quiet sadness. Kion swallows hard. “I wish that, too,” he says gruffly. He hadn’t known her then, Taissa: He’d only known her as his rival, the player who sabotaged him at every turn, who had made his blood boil and his teeth clench. He’d been a prick. No, more than a prick. A—what is it she calls him? A numpty. “If I could go back—I would. A thousand times over. I swear, sweetheart. On Merlin. On my life. I would do so many things differently.”

			“I would, too.” Her eyes glitter as they glance away from him momentarily, as she draws herself up and takes a deep, shuddering breath. “But you’re right: Turning in James right now won’t get anything done anyway, not while he’s unconscious. And we might manage to break the curse anyway during the Wild Hunt. There’s no harm in looking for other suspects, for James’s sake. So as long as, in the meantime, you don’t destroy the evidence—”

			Kion doesn’t even try to deny that he would ever do that. Instead he grimaces. He was going to, and she knows it.

			“—we have a deal. One that I can accept, along with your apology, if you can accept mine.” She fixes him with a solemn look. “But let’s get a few things straight.” Taissa draws back her shoulders and levels him with a look that could bring armies to their knees. She holds her Pleasure Pop at his throat like it’s a sword. “If you ever threaten to kick me off the team again, I’ll dump you. And I really will follow through with the new caricature. That wasn’t an empty threat.”

			“I never thought it was.”

			Her lips twitch, but there’s worry in the gleam of her eyes. Guilt flickers over her face, there and then gone. She knows. He can see it. Taissa Cho knows what losing James would do to him: the scarred, beaten boy who had nothing until the NCL Stymphs. Maybe it took her a couple days to fully understand. But now she does. And—

			Hold on.

			“Wait,” Kion says, blinking hard as her words fully settle into his mind. For one long, uncomprehending moment, he just stares at her. “You’ll…dump me?” Is that what she’d said?

			Taissa stares right back at him with a shrug. Even in the dark, he can see those two spots of bright pink burning on her cheeks.

			“ ‘Dump’?” he repeats.

			“Dump,” she confirms.

			“Wait. Does that mean we’re…?”

			Dating? Together?

			Real?

			He trails off helplessly as Taissa breaks out into laughter. The sort that makes his heavy, shackled heart feel as though it might burst free of its chains. “Yeah,” she says, her freckled nose scrunching with her smile. “I guess it does. And maybe this time we’ll make it for longer than twenty-four minutes.”

			“And three seconds,” adds Kion, voice gruff with all the emotions he once never knew he could feel. Kion Locke was a silent child, except when they made him scream. But Taissa makes him want to talk—smile and laugh and argue with her for hours.

			“And three seconds,” Taissa agrees, giving him a sideways smile that takes the breath from his lungs. He’s still winded when she playfully reaches up to tap his chin with the heart-shaped lollipop. “Now, shall we find a way to break out of here?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Four

			 

			Taissa

			“Merlin’s bloody beard,” Knox howls, wiping tears from his eyes as, before him, Taissa and Kion gaze into each other’s eyes. “Oh, this is good.”

			It’s raining hard, fat droplets splattering against the windows in Kion’s sitting room. Not quite a thunderstorm, only one of the summer squalls that Pinion is so famous for. The team sits squashed on the sofa, their teasing grins admittedly a nice change from the moroseness of this morning.

			(She curses the insane turnaround time from the commercial team at Cruttenbolt’s. Really, they apparently know the best way to torture her.)

			“It’s the most magical place for a date,” Taissa’s on-screen version continues with a swoony and slightly delirious smile, much to the delight of the team as they sit in Kion’s flat around the telly. Brontë is wheezing silently, unable to look back up at the television, while Mahina and Adriel stare with bewildered, open-mouthed expressions as their captain begrudgingly adds, “Cruttenbolt’s Calamity Candies has a special place in our hearts.” The face he’s making on the telly is rather interesting. She supposes it was his attempt at a romantic expression.

			(Mostly he just looks severely constipated.)

			“Be still my beating heart,” gasps Knox, wiping tears from his eyes, “what a delivery, Cap!”

			“Shut up, Tanaka,” snarls Kion, whose ears are bright red at the tips.

			Whoever edited this apocalyptic video had the genius (terrible) idea to make pink hearts bloom all over the footage, along with random showers of glitter and a backdrop of cheerful, license-free music that reminds her of those ads for medication with long lists of side effects. Suddenly, it’s rather clear how hastily the commercial was put together. Taissa, perched on the arm of Kion’s squashy chair, buries her face in her hands as the local infomercial’s sparkly pink font bursts into existence at the bottom of the screen, reading:

			
				TRY OUR NEW PLEASURE POPS! 18+! CALL TO ORDER NOW!

			

			Next to her, Kion grumbles something underneath his breath, his tense body warm where it’s pressed next to her.

			Nobody had been more pleased than Creevus Cruttenbolt to see that they’d worked out their “little lover’s spat” (as Niamh cheerfully put it), and he had set them back to work straightaway with a jolly, twinkling grin.

			“Perfect,” said the candymaker after they’d finally managed to get through their lines. “Now, Taissa, put your lolly in Kion’s mouth…and vice versa…”

			It was, honestly, even worse than the boudoir shoot. (Who knew, really, that a candy commercial could be so…sexual?) Taissa had tilted her Pleasure Pop toward Kion with a grimace, cursing herself for getting them into such a bizarre situation. The old hobgoblin had known exactly what he was doing when he brought up Everest Huang.

			At first, the candy tasted normal enough: sweet berries and decadent chocolate. Taissa studiously avoided Kion’s eye, lest she burst into hysterical laughter, and keep them there even longer. (Cruttenbolt fancied himself a film director, she thought, with all his authoritative callings of Cut! and Action!) But oh, it had to be a picture: the pair of them eating the lollipops from each other’s hands, she grimacing with restrained snorts, and he probably sending spiteful glares to the camera.

			A few moments later, the Besottium began to take effect.

			Morgana save me, thought Taissa.

			Morgana had not saved her.

			Instead, desire swam through her veins, thick and heavy as her cheeks heated in want and her eyes darted up to Kion’s. Her heart was beating as quickly as a drum as she stared into his dark gaze, traced the curve of his bee-stung bottom lip with her eyes, her thoughts of pillows and silken sheets and the feeling of his body molded to hers…

			“Perfect, perfect, perfect!” cried Cruttenbolt, clapping his hands, the sound startling against the trance Taissa had fallen into. “Bravo, bravo, you two! And that’s scene! You can just see your pupils dilating. Oh, that is wonderful, just wonderful!”

			Clearing her throat hard, Taissa inked a Nullifying glyph onto her wrist. Out of the corner of her eye, she watched as Kion did the same—and as he shook his head once, then twice, like he was trying to clear it. His eyes met hers, wide and wary.

			“It’s not stopping,” Kion said hoarsely, glancing from her to Cruttenbolt, gripping his qyl tight. “I feel it—in here. Consuming me.” He thumped a hand against his chest.

			Cruttenbolt eyed the glyph, frowned, and then smiled slightly.

			“Oh, my dear boy! The effects of the Pleasure Pops are purely physical! Whatever you might ‘feel in here’ ”—he tapped Kion’s chest with a hairy finger—“that is pure. Authentic!”

			She’d smiled smugly at that. Kion had flushed and muttered something under his breath.

			Now, his visage is markedly different as he glares at his players and shuts off the screen with a firm press of the telly-mote, just as Isla—who up until this point had kept it together very well, thought Taissa—dissolves into helpless giggles at the sight of Kion and Taissa feeding each other the Pleasure Pops.

			(Taissa is not particularly proud of her digital footprint at the moment.)

			(Her bank balance, however, is another matter entirely.)

			“That’s enough,” growls Kion, as Knox protests, “Oh, come on! It was just getting to the good part.”

			“You are a pervert,” mutters Óríon, shaking his head, white-blond hair falling into his exasperated eyes.

			Mahina, sniggering silently from her perch on one of the sofa’s armchairs, signs one of the sentences that she previously informed Taissa was of the utmost importance for her to learn: “Pathetic, you’re pathetic.”

			Taissa is inclined to agree.

			Open pizza boxes litter Kion’s newly repaired coffee table, and Taissa munches on a slice of pepperoni. This gathering was Kion’s idea. She thinks he feels a wee bit bad about being an absolute nightmare during training the last few days.

			He’s cheered up considerably since then, although the lines of worry around his mouth have only grown deeper and deeper as James has failed to awaken. Taissa, too, feels lighter: The past couple of days have been awful. She hadn’t realized how much she enjoyed their lack of a hatredship until they were suddenly plunged into one again, frostily avoiding each other’s eyes and not uttering a single word.

			(Taissa stayed these past nights with Mahina, who had taken it as an opportunity to teach her some more colorful words she didn’t even know existed. Mahina’s vocabulary knows no bounds.)

			Now, sitting on the armrest of Kion’s squashy chair, one of his massive arms draped just behind her, feeling the intoxicating closeness of him like a moth circling a flame…Well, she would very much like the rest of the team to leave now so she can one, call Estee (her mum will either yell at her or cheer in exuberance), and two, discover what being an Official Real Couple means with Kion…

			To her chagrin, however, the Stymphs show no signs of leaving.

			Instead, Knox suddenly heaves a dramatic sigh and morosely bites into his slice in a way that’s so different from his mischevious teasing only a few moments ago that it disorients her.

			She’s not the only one who’s noticed: Óríon’s gaze sharpens on Knox, and with a wary frown, the Icelandic player cocks his head.

			“Tanaka?” he asks lowly, and Taissa knows she’s not imagining the spark of concern in the older player’s eyes—and she wonders if maybe they don’t hate each other as much as they pretend to. If perhaps, underneath all their antagonizing, they’re friends. (It sounds rather familiar.)

			Knox shrugs, but there’s a tenseness in his shoulders that betrays him. “Haven’t gone this long without playing carriwitchet before, is all,” he says, trying (and failing) to sound glib.

			Taissa’s own throat tightens. He’s right. Training for the Wild Hunt is all well and good, certainly, but nothing—even rigorous drills with Kion or playing Head-to-Head—is a replacement for the breakneck sport in all its breathless exhilaration.

			Taissa Cho knows that better than anybody.

			“I’m right with you, Knox,” Brontë says, picking at the end of one of her braids, mischievous face uncharacteristically glum. “You know what I spent today doing? Trying to think of something to do.” A rueful smile twists her lips. “Then I ran out of time and ideas.”

			“All we did today was sit on the couch and eat ice cream,” Adriel volunteers, glancing to Mahina, who grimaces and drags a hand down her face. “And not, like, the happy way. The sad way.”

			“The really sad way,” agrees Mahina, her darting hands emphatic.

			“It’s a part of us,” murmurs Isla. “Carriwitchet. Just as much as our blood, our bones, or…” Her warm brown eyes glance to Brontë before darting away. “Or our hearts.”

			Brontë’s throat bobs; she looks away, something like guilt flickering over her face.

			“Já,” says Óríon after a moment, so low that Taissa must strain to hear. “This sport. We are lost without it.”

			As his words hang heavily in the air, Taissa feels more than sees Kion draw himself up, looking at each of his players one by one. There is a sudden, stark determination in his eyes as he leans forward on the armchair, bracing his forearms against his knees. For a moment, she thinks he might say something heartening, something that warms the miserable little organs beating in their chests. He takes a deep breath, and…

			“What a sorry fucking bunch of losers you lot are,” says Kion Locke.

			Before any of the Stymphs have a chance to be offended (although Taissa is honestly already halfway there; her resting state is always halfway to offended), the team’s captain arches a thick black brow, something light and almost puckish twinkling in his dark eyes.

			“There’s no rule against a bit of midnight scrimmage.”
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			Only there is.

			Sneaking the stymphalians out under the eye of the DMC agents is, ultimately, a heist like no other: Óríon Magnússon takes the lead, and Taissa truly does wonder what it was he got up to in Iceland as he causes a “small distraction” to lure away the DMC guards and keep them occupied.

			The wee distraction in question turns out to be using a very illegal Level Three, or possibly even Four, Summoning glyph to pull a horde of frothing-at-the-mouth reindeer from somewhere in Siberia into Pinion-upon-Keat, and encouraging them to run amok within the Nexitory.

			Not that Taissa is about to complain, oh, no. Not when she’s soaring through the darkened sky and light rain above the pitch on Cronus, will-o’-the-wisps drifting across the velvety expanse of night and illuminating the draconian jewels sparkling at the very tops of the siege tower. Without the reserve players, they can’t play a proper game of carriwitchet, but after dividing the eight of them into four, and swapping Óríon’s and Isla’s usual positions of Dozer and Knocker to Bailers, they’ve got a veritable mini-match on their hands.

			Mabb, with no James to grace her back, watches somberly from the sidelines of the pitch with her wings mournfully tucked in as Taissa shoots like a comet toward the opposition—Kion, Adriel, Brontë, and Óríon—determined to snatch the first draconian jewel and snag the lead.

			Surely, with the curse, something will clearly go horribly wrong tonight.

			Yet Taissa can’t find it in herself to care. They need this, even with all the fumbles and near-misses with grievous injury. They need carriwitchet.

			(That’s another curse, she supposes, all in itself. A sort of addiction, really.)

			“FEAR ME, MY CHILD! I COMETH FOR VICTORY!” screeches Cronus as he snaps his beak menacingly at Ahava, where on her back Adriel readies to intercept Taissa and her steed. But Ahava only cackles—fondly—eyes glittering in the darkness. Laughing herself, Taissa asks Cronus to turn in to an aileron roll.

			“If I must,” he grumbles, but his own incandescent happiness swirls in Taissa’s chest, belying his grumpy tone.

			They dodge the incoming defense with the world spinning around her. She swoops past Adriel, snatching a draconian jewel from the tower, just as she glances across the pitch to see Kion hurtling over to her side, as fast as a crack of lightning against the sky.

			Leaning over on Cronus, wind whipping her cheeks red, Taissa allows a sharp smile to curve her lips. The familiar, excited, and intoxicating edge of competition pounds through her bloodstream with every beat of her heart. She can feel her Winged’s restless energy, too, his annoyance at being cooped up under DMC watch, his exhilaration at taking to the skies. He hasn’t even mentioned skewering his children once.

			“We’ll triumph tonight, hatchling,” croaks Cronus, and there’s a distinctly birdlike smile in his ancient voice. She waits for the punch line. “As long as you don’t impale your head with feathers again, or hit someone in the face with an axe, or fall off me and nearly die a pathetic, sniveling death—”

			“Oh, hush,” retorts Taissa, but inside, she’s snorting as her sarcastic stymph barrels through the air, snapping and spitting at his children, rushing at a breakneck speed through wind and will-o’-the-wisps, red eyes shimmering like pools of blood. As she passes Kion on the pitch, there’s a moment—a singular, almost slow-motion moment—where the two of them lock gazes, and smile.

			(His eyes crinkle in the corners, and one side of his mouth rises just a bit before the other. Taissa nearly crashes into the siege tower from the sheer wattage of his grin. Keep the heid, Cho.)

			This scrimmage, thinks Taissa as she soars through the night, it’s everything carriwitchet should be. The thrill of the chase, the frenzy of the game, the weightless feeling of flight. It’s magical, in the purest sense of the word, the stars twinkling above, their light mingling with the opalescent glow of the jewels. The air smells sweeter up here, like jessamine and honey, dewdrops and clover.

			It’s the strangest thing, it is, for even as they scrimmage against one another, Taissa has never felt so…she’s never felt so like, well, one of her crocheted nooses before.

			(Oh, hear her out.)

			She and her teammates…they’re all just one stitch in a row, yet each stitch is held together by the next, close and comforting, secured by the very existence of the others. As Cronus’s wings seem to scrape against the stars, Taissa looks at this team of hers—at Brontë pulling a face as she chases after Cronus, at Isla, small face set in determination, at Mahina and Adriel, who’ve broken formation to chase each other round and round, at Óríon and Knox, bickering like an old married couple—and knows there is no other team she’d rather be a part of. Leaning forward, she gently wraps her arms around Cronus’s neck, hugging him as he swoops through the air.

			“Is this an assassination attempt? Are you trying to choke me?” he demands as she presses her cheek into his feathers, breathing in the smell of the stables. But her old bird’s burst of joy, and tenderness, is unmistakable.

			“It’s called a hug,” she informs him, squeezing tighter. “You give them to those you care about.”

			He hesitates. And when Cronus speaks next, his voice lacks its usual bitter edge. “I’m glad you chose me, Taissa Cho. Even though I’m not your first. I’m glad you picked me.”

			“I’d pick you a million times over.” Taissa smooths down one of his feathers. “You’re everything to me, you old fart.”

			He huffs a croaking laugh. “You’re not too bad, hatchling. Not too bad, at all.”

			Even as the unavoidable disaster seeps in (Adriel and Mahina concuss each other, Isla somehow manages to get her hair stuck in her own stymph’s beak, and Knox nearly falls to his doom while shrieking insults at a panicked Óríon), it is the best midnight that Taissa Cho has had in a long, long time.

			She can almost pretend that nothing is amiss, that Sansa is well, that James is merely asleep, that the Wild Hunt does not loom shadowed in the distance.

			Almost.

			Not quite.
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			Imperative question: Do Official Real Couples split between the sofa and the bed?

			(No. No, they do not.)

			(Unless they are on the verge of divorce.)

			(One assumes.)

			Taissa ignores the fluttering of nerves in her stomach as, freshly showered and blood still humming from the scrimmage, she pads to Kion’s sitting room, where he’s readying the sofa.

			(She feels, inanely, rather grateful to the Knicker Thief for presenting her with so sweet an opportunity.)

			“Don’t be ridiculous,” Taissa says softly. “Like I said before, your bed is big enough for two.”

			She watches as Kion’s throat works, as he pauses in readying the sofa. It’s incredibly odd, sometimes, seeing him so ferocious on the pitch and so vulnerable elsewhere. “Taissa…” Uncertainty laces his tone.

			Her heart breaks a little as she realizes he still believes she’ll get sick of him.

			(Understandable, really: They had only lasted twenty-four minutes and three seconds last time. Currently, they are at ten hours and thirty minutes. A vast improvement, really.)

			“We’ll take it slow,” Taissa promises, unable to mask the little flare of hope in her voice.

			Kion’s breathing seems to hitch. “Okay,” he whispers.

			Neither of them gets much sleep that night.

			Not because they’re shagging each other’s brains out (sadly), but because they stay awake until the wee hours, whispering about nothing at all, yet everything and anything at once. Not for the first time, it strikes Taissa—as she props her chin on her hand, gazing down at the man before her—that for all the years that she and Kion Locke have “known” each other, they’re still…almost strangers.

			She drinks in his every word greedily, snatching up the bits of himself that he hesitantly offers. He had braces in secondary school, with green rubber bands he quickly regretted because it looked like he constantly had spinach in his teeth. Kion loves dogs and hates cats, but he might like one of the sphynx cats, just because they’re so ugly that he doesn’t know if anybody else would adopt them (her heart twists painfully in her chest at the look on his face when he whispers this, faltering briefly on the word adopt). The orphanage he grew up in was called the Waywardly Home, and he did something there, something terrible, that casts a shadow over his face as he quickly changes the subject toward how he loves jam tarts, but not the sandwiched sorts, and how he once tried to fly on a broomstick and broke both his arms because carriwitchet skills apparently do not translate well to the domain of flying household items.

			His eyes are crinkled in the corners as she offers small fragments of herself in return (fragments that mean nothing, yet everything): She doesn’t listen to half the band shirts she owns, she just likes the designs (shameful, she knows); she’s ever-fearful of scalding her tongue on tea, which is why she does sometimes plunk a wee ice cube into it—and by the look on Kion’s face, you’d think she was confessing to murdering somebody (fair enough—it’s distinctly, traitorously, and disgustingly un-Scottish of her; a shame to her ancestors). She gardens out of violence and crochets because of it, too, which makes Kion make that low rumbling noise in his throat that is half a laugh, half a disbelieving groan.

			His body is so warm next to hers; he smells faintly of that intoxicating cologne, but more strongly of soap and aftershave and the clean, musky scent that’s just him. Hardly daring to believe it’s allowed, she reaches over and does what she’s always wanted to: She wraps one of his dark waves around her finger, toying absent-mindedly with Kion’s hair. It’s just like she always imagined (Teenage Taissa is pumping her fist), silky and soft.

			It’s the confusion in his eyes that brings her pause, though: a gentle puzzlement as she plays with his hair.

			Like he doesn’t quite understand what she’s doing, or why she’s doing it, why she would even want to. Taissa swallows hard. Haven’t any of his exes shown him what small acts of affection are? Or were they only with him for the fame, and for the sex, turning and fleeing once he wanted…more? (Taissa has never been so glad to have broken up him and Chasca: She never liked the way that woman had simpered to the paps.)

			“What are you doing?” Kion whispers as Taissa brushes back his hair and leans over, shyly placing a kiss on his forehead. He sounds so uncertain. Somewhat suspicious. (Like Cronus had, she realizes with a small smile. Perhaps these are the ones she loves the most: the ones most in need of it.) She smooths out the crease between his brows with her thumb, and he blinks.

			Sometimes, looking at him is like gazing at a hairline crack in a mirror. Barely visible, the lines of his trauma, but at just the right angle, they make themselves known.

			Hasn’t anybody touched him like this before? In small, little ways, just to show him that they care? Taissa cups his cheek. “Admiring you,” she admits, and is rewarded as Kion Locke—gigantic carriwitchet player, snarling coach and captain—blushes to his roots.

			“Oh,” he rasps, looking both pleased and unsure. After a moment, he hesitantly strokes her hair, twining one of her curls around his finger. When she doesn’t jerk away from him, he seems to relax, tracing patterns on her back as she snakes an arm around his torso.

			“Can I ask you something?” she mumbles, fighting off sleep.

			He sounds wary, but she won’t pry into whatever he did at the Waywardly Home. Not yet. “I guess…”

			“When you told Everest Huang I had Pixie Pox”—she peeks up at him—“was our rivalry really the only reason why?” There’s an embarrassing amount of hope in her voice, because there’s the truth: It was also jealousy that had Taissa breaking up him and Chasca.

			When Kion is quiet, she feels like a fool. But then he sighs.

			“No.” His Adam’s apple bobs; she’s noticed how hard it is for him to be vulnerable. The Glamour glyph constantly on his chest proves it. “I don’t think so. There was always something about you, sweetheart,” Kion adds, a little gruffly. “You drove me insane. Back then, I couldn’t understand why you disliked me so much, and it just…It tortured me. And I couldn’t understand why you liked Huang so much—”

			“—and not you?”

			“Maybe.” He shifts underneath her. “I mean. Yeah. I felt—I don’t know. Jealous. For what it’s worth, I’m—”

			“Don’t you dare say you’re sorry,” Taissa tells him, pressing her lips to his, a soft, sweet kiss, just to catch his next words before they fall. “Because I’m not,” she mumbles against his mouth. Not if it means they can be here now, together, tangled in each other’s warmth. “And I think we’ve had rather enough apologizing for one day.”

			Another rumbling laugh. “He wasn’t good for you, anyway.”

			“And you are?” she whispers, pulling back, and it’s a joke, but Kion’s voice is suddenly very serious.

			“Yeah,” he says, pulling her closer to him and hesitantly pressing a kiss to the top of her head, like the action is new to him. “I am. I will be. I promise.”

		

	
		
			Interlude
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			@taissacho_official [image: ]

			Teaching him how to crochet [image: Heart emoji.]

			@adrielpollack [image: ]

			Are those…nooses? What?

			@knoxknox_whos_there [image: ]

			Why’s he holding the hook like a steak knife

			@nclfan7891

			Bloody cute, honestly

			@jennygreenteeth

			Kiossa has me in a chokehold [image: Heart emoji.]

			@dryadmama52

			I know what you could use one of those nooses for, Taissa

			Liked by @elise.henricks

			@key_on_locke [image: ]

			I know what I could use a Level Five Voltaic glyph for if you don’t shut your gob

			@islaadaway [image: ]

			me too

			@mahina_kehele [image: ]

			Me three

			@knoxknox_whos_there [image: ]

			Me five

			@knoxknox_whos_there [image: ]

			I mean me four

			@óríon.magnússon [image: ]

			Me six

			@key_on_lock [image: ]

			Save picture.

			@taissacho_official [image: ]

			For the last time, commenting “save picture” isn’t how you save a picture from Cauldron, Kion

			@key_on_lock [image: ]

			Delete comment

			@taissacho_official [image: ]

			Morgana. There’s no hope for you

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Five

			 

			Kion

			Despite all the utter bullshit happening, Taissa Cho turns Kion into a sap within the span of four days. Somehow she morphs him into a weak-kneed romantic.

			It’s fucking ridiculous and wonderful all at once.

			The others have noticed, because it’s impossible not to. He catches himself fighting back smiles during Wild Hunt training, when Taissa tries to pick fights with him and his orders, smiling wryly the whole time.

			“So,” Brontë says one afternoon, as she leans against the fence of the local equine stable, panting and grass-stained from an afternoon of practicing riding horses, “the two of you, you’re shagging for real, then?”

			Adriel chokes on his own spit. Mahina gives him a good thumping on the back, probably harder than necessary, grinning like a fiend.

			“Er,” says Kion, momentarily lost for words, and wishing desperately that James were there—to scoff, to smirk, to raise his brows in that annoying posh way. But he’s not, and something sinks in Kion’s chest as he looks toward where his best mate should stand, only to find empty air.

			The Stymphs seem to take his monosyllable as confirmation. Knox places a hand over his heart and mimes swooning, yanked back up by an amused-looking Óríon. Isla claps her hands, beaming, while Brontë snorts and says something about, “the pot calling the kettle black.” The news is taken well, though, except for Knox apparently cornering Taissa to inform her that if she breaks his heart he will “send her very NOT gently into that good night.”

			Somehow, word gets around to Niamh, who looks like a child on Winter Solstice, clapping her hands and squealing wildly as if this is the best present anyone could have given her. She vigorously attempts to coax the two of them into one more press junket, which Kion shuts down with a well-placed glare. Ire sparks in the elf’s eyes, and her lip curls almost dangerously, but her rage is the least of Kion’s worries.

			James is still comatose, despite Edward’s ministrations. Much as Kion dislikes the beautiful blond boy solely on account of his obvious crush on Taissa, he has to admit that the lad is a good healer. But James doesn’t wake, and as Kion stares at his friend’s unconscious face, he wonders if he ever really knew him at all.

			He’s keeping his secret, for now, just in honor of what their friendship is. Apart from pulling Edward aside and muttering that there may be illicit drugs in James’s system, Kion has kept quiet, kept the evidence close to his chest. But as the days go by, and as the Wild Hunt looms closer, he begins to waver in his conviction that there’s a way to prove James’s innocence. The note from the púca, the traces of Fury, the gray hair and wrinkles lining his face…The cards are stacked against him. James’s mum had been pressuring him to quit the failing NCL team, urging him to chase success as a lawyer. What if James had sought out Púca Púca LLC to prove her wrong? To show her that he could win? He wouldn’t have expected the púca to fulfill the plea with the Sleeping Death.

			But that’s why you never make deals with the fucking Unseelie.

			They’ll twist your words and cause mass destruction for the fun of it.

			He should have known better. Damn it, why hadn’t he known better? Desperation is no bloody excuse.

			It’s only Taissa that stops him from going mad.

			Taissa, snuggling up against him in his bed as they watch reruns of Potions Master, laughing as the host shouts at the struggling contestants. Taissa, playing with his hair and making his head feel…quiet, in a way he didn’t know was possible. Taissa, there for him after a flashback, with a hot cup of tea and a look in her eyes that tells him she understands.

			They haven’t shagged yet: After their days of training, they’re both usually too tired to do anything but sleepily kiss each other good night. Kion doesn’t mind it, though—it’s almost like they’ve settled into the slow, lazy routine of a couple who’s been together longer than the lustful honeymoon phase.

			And yeah, part of him might still be convinced that she’ll up and leave him after they’re together like that. But that fear has begun to chip away with each casually affectionate touch she gives him: little nudges with her hip when they’re standing next to each other, holding his hand and kissing the back of it with a small smile. He’s glad that this affection is balanced out by their endless bickering, because he’d be a puddle of lovestruck sludge otherwise.

			Plus, they’ve beaten the twenty-four minute and three second mark.

			That says something.

			Knox told him about “love languages,” once, and Kion’s decided that bickering is theirs. Maybe it always has been.

			Currently, though, they’re bickering together, arguing against Felicity Vance as she stands with her arms crossed in front of Yggdrasil, preventing them from taking Cato and Cronus onto Lantern Street on a quest to buy them meaty treats as an apology for the days that they’re about to be gone in Ballyford.

			“I’m sorry, but we need to keep them close for careful monitoring. And your midnight game successfully scrapped all your chances of getting me to say yes. Rabid reindeer? Seriously? I could arrest you both for that. Or, well, get Rowan to arrest you for that.” Vance raises an eyebrow pointedly, and Kion grimaces.

			So maybe there were rules against midnight scrimmages. And maybe certain American DMC agents were vexed when they were broken.

			“If you’d like to just do a few laps around the pitch, that would be fine, but as of right now, the Sleeping Death is still a threat—”

			Kion bites back the words that it’s unlikely that the stymphalians will fall ill at all. He and Taissa exchange defeated looks, settling for a few loops around the pitch instead, with Vance watching carefully from the top of a siege tower.

			“You should take me with you,” Cato insists as they land, Kion sliding off his back. “I’ll protect you. The Wild Hunt is dangerous.”

			“I know that,” he replies as Cato ducks his head, allowing Kion to rub his bronze beak, which glints with summer sun. “But you’re safest here.” More like Vance will never allow it. “Besides, the magis is coming with us. We’ll be in…fine hands.”

			Elder will be accompanying them to the Wild Hunt, participating in the festivities, and ready to intervene should anything happen to any of the players, Merlin forbid.

			Cato is only fractionally placated. “I still want to come. So does my father.”

			Apparently so. Cronus seems to be putting up a similar fuss. The old bird is stomping his feet and farting in equal measure, snapping his beak at a beleaguered-looking Taissa who’s being forced to duck and dodge to avoid his sharp bite. Her nose is wrinkled.

			“You have a job to do here,” Kion tells Cato.

			“Minding my stinky father isn’t a real job,” his stymph says with a sigh, but he’s smirking as much as one possessing a beak can smirk. “He’s not even trying to eat us anymore. He’s almost boring. Did you know that now he’s started trying to make jokes? Not that he has even the slightest sense of humor. I think he’s stealing punch lines from Taissa.”

			Kion bites back a laugh. “I meant you should stay to take care of Mabb.” Already timid and withdrawn by nature, James’s stymph has been in despair ever since her rider fell ill. She won’t eat, and despite the DMC’s interventions, has begun losing feathers. He’s learned through Cato that she won’t even touch the food Cronus chews up for her—some disgusting stymphalian behavior that turns his stomach but is, apparently, a staggering show of fatherly warmth and paternal empathy from Cronus.

			Cato considers this. “Well, fine”—he sighs again—“but I’ll miss you.”

			“I’ll miss you, too, Cato.”

			By the time that the day of their departure swoops around, Kion and his players are more than on edge. They’ve already tipped over the verge of it. The morning of, Taissa is even more grumpy than usual, and only grows grumpier when Kion finds her scrunched nose and lowered brows adorable.

			In the train’s compartment, she dozes against Kion’s shoulder while he resists the temptation to marker a mustache on her face, instead gazing outside the window at the sky beyond, tinged with rosy streaks of late dawn. The flight to Ballyford is only a bit under two hours; tomorrow, the team will have plenty of time to make it to the Sliabh Réaltach range before the Summer Eclipse, and the ensuing Wild Hunt. The train is packed full of Unseelie headed to the same destination: Kion even spotted Jacks Clarke lounging in a compartment with his arms slung over two beaming, yet perenially teary-eyed, banshees. Apparently, not even selling Kion and Taissa out to Orla in Shrieking Pumpkin was enough to win the pùca’s interest.

			They’d hurried by the dullahan before that deep, unnerving emerald eye could fixate on them.

			Magis Elder is flipping through a copy of UKHC Unveiled as he sits across from Kion, puffing away on his pipe even though the train has clear No Smoking signs all around it. Next to him, Isla is smiling down at her phone while Knox tries to sneak peeks over Elder. On Kion’s left, Óríon is asleep, listening to the lullabies on his phone.

			“Are we almost there?” Knox asks impatiently a few minutes later, and Kion fixes the lad with an exasperated look. “What?” He jitters his knee. “I’m nervous. What if I get eaten by a church grim? Or an afanc? A hobyah?”

			“You’re far too stringy for their tastes,” says Elder around his pipe, and he doesn’t sound like he’s joking.

			“Thank you,” says Knox, beaming. Then he frowns. “I think.”

			“Have you ever gone to a Wild Hunt before?” Isla asks the geancánach. Elder smooths down the dark vest of his three-piece suit. How he wears them without sweating bullets in the summer heat is a mystery to Kion.

			“A few times, in my youth.” Elder’s nose wrinkles. “The debauchery is excessive.”

			“Will the Unseelie royalty be there?” she prods, and Kion blinks. Fuck, he hadn’t even considered that the terrifying king and his equally as horrifying queen, Puck and Pike, would make an appearance at the Wild Hunt.

			“Yes,” says Elder, leading Kion to grimace, “I would expect so.”

			“Is this going to complicate things?” Kion asks in a low voice. King Puck and Queen Pike haven’t exactly made their hatred of the Seelie unclear. Not that he blames them—all these Seelie lawmakers have massive sticks up their arses—but avoiding their subjects’ notice will be hard enough, even with their Glamour glyphs. Avoiding the shrewd stares of Puck and Pike will be even worse: Queen Pike’s left eye, said to be a milky blue, possesses the Sight. Like Jacks, she can see through any glamour, including those created by qyls. There will be two Unseelie able to see who they really are with only one glance.

			Yeah. Fantastic.

			The immortal Puck and Pike’s infamy stretches back to Ye Olden Days. The two dark elves have been the main instigators of all the Seelie-Unseelie Wars, and during the first, King Puck was known to have a bloody torture chamber, where he fed captured Seelie warriors to his giant pet demon, Glutvoxxas.

			Actually, now that Kion thinks about it, that torture chamber never really went away. Puck is still feeding unfortunate souls to Glutvoxxas, despite several or twenty or hundreds of interventions from law enforcement.

			His stomach churns.

			Elder shrugs. “You will simply have to keep out of Queen Pike’s way.”

			Isla clears her throat nervously. “Have any Seelie ever done what we’re trying to do? I mean, how much of a secret is this whole Seelie wish-granting thing?”

			“Nowadays, it’s very much an Unseelie secret, known but not spoken. In Ye Olden Days, it was a badly kept one. Many Seelie foolishly tried their luck.”

			“And?” prompts Kion.

			Magis Elder exhales a cloud of smoke. “And I am afraid that many Seelie died.”

			That brings down the mood in the carriage. The rest of the trip passes in silence, save for the time Kion demands if Elder has found any new leads on Taissa’s stalker and the magis says that it hasn’t exactly been top priority, since it just seems to be a knicker-thief, and knickers don’t fall into his very important jurisdiction of curse-catching.

			Prick.

			Ballyford is a quaint Hidden City in Northern Ireland surrounded by lush hills and forests, so thick and dark that they hint at older times. The city isn’t where the team heads—although Kion could do with a good pint in a cramped pub—instead renting a van to take them to a tiny hamlet, right on Sliabh Réaltach itself, where their inn rests. Kion has to admit that the mountains are glorious in the summer, their green pointed peaks scraping against the sunny sky and craggy rocks jutting from the mountain’s slopes like facial features. It’s fucking huge, Sliabh Réaltach, and they’ll have a long bloody hike up there tomorrow night.

			The inn, the Rollicking Pony, looks like it’s been standing for hundreds of years. Its roof is still thatched, for Merlin’s sake, and the inkeeper—a red-cheeked gnome who hasn’t evacuated like most of the town’s Seelie—gives the team a wary look as they check in. Luckily it seems the majority of the Unseelie have chosen to stay in Ballyford—more to do—and the inn is mostly empty save for the team, an elderly lantern man, and a trio of little goblin women who putter around the tiny inn in search of refreshments.

			Taissa yawns as she flops into the squashy bed in their room, face down on the quilt. The others have already paired off in terms of rooms: Adriel and Mahina, Knox and Óríon, and Isla and Brontë—Kion wearily anticipates another brief Isla–Brontë saga being kicked off this weekend. The jealous but determined look in Brontë’s eyes as she’d followed Isla up the rickety stairs toward their room had confirmed it. Merlin, how the tables have turned. Elder gets a room to himself.

			Kion leans against the yellowed wallpaper, admiring the sprawl of Taissa’s body against the bed, how her right hand twitches slightly as she dozes. She’s like a cat, he thinks in amusement. Able to fall asleep anywhere. Especially in the sun.

			The light streams from the window, peeking out from the rest of the murky clouds, blanketing Taissa in a halo of gold. With a funny jolt in his chest, Kion notices that her dark brown hair has a deep, reddish tint to it just now, like the dark syrup of maraschino cherries. She doesn’t snore, not really, but at random intervals does snort like a truffle hog. Bloody hells, he’s a fool for her. How else to explain the way those little snorts make him bite back a grin? Kion Locke doesn’t smile. Except for Taissa.

			She’s dangerous.

			Swallowing a yawn of his own, Kion settles down next to her on the bed, the mattress creaking a bit underneath his weight. Taissa, snorting some more and still deep in slumber, stretches out an arm toward him. Well, maybe stretches isn’t the right word. Flings an arm at him, more like. It hits his sternum, and then Taissa sleepily snuggles closer to him, pressing a cheek to his chest. Kion runs a hand through her hair. Her arms have light dustings of freckles and moles on them, and her brows are furrowed in her sleep. She’s probably telling someone off in her dream. Kion could watch her for hours.

			Fuck, he wants to give her the world—but giving her back carriwitchet will have to do. His stomach tightens uncomfortably at the thought of fumbling the hunt’s reward. The two people he adores most in this world, Taissa and James, stand to lose so much from failure at the Wild Hunt. A familiar sort of pressure starts building in his head, but as he breathes in Taissa’s familiar fragrance of honey and thyme, it abates—just enough. Just enough.

			“Off me lawn, ye wee dobber,” Taissa mumbles drowsily into his shirt.

			“Off your lawn,” agrees Kion amicably, who has grown fond of Taissa’s sleep talking. In recent nights he’s learned that Taissa inexplicably becomes more grumpy, and more Scottish, in her sleep. Other honorable mentions include “away and throw yer shite at the moon” and “wit a fuckin’ tadger ye are.”

			“Off me…GRRGBHFFF—” Taissa jumps about a foot in the air, eyes flying open, her hair basically standing on end as a shrill ringing pierces the air. Kion gags as she lands with her elbow pressing into his stomach. “Sorry, sorry,” huffs Taissa, fumbling for her phone in the back pocket of her jeans.

			Kion grimaces.

			“It’s my mum,” Taissa grumbles, but there’s a sparkle in her bleary eyes as she answers, and then she winces, pressing the speaker button.

			The bedroom is suddenly filled with the aghast shouts of a woman Kion knows to be Estee Cho, Taissa’s mum.

			“—THE POSTBOX! THAT’S WHAT I HAD TO FIND OUT FROM—RIGHT OFF THE TRAIN—STRAIGHT UPON GETTING BACK—I OPENED IT UP AND WHAT DID I SEE BUT MY OWN DAUGHTER ON THE COVER—”

			“Mum,” tries Taissa, looking like she’s smothering a laugh.

			“—WITH HER BUM OUT—”

			“Mum…”

			“AND ON TOP OF THAT HORRIBLE BOY SHE’S STEPPING OUT WITH!” Estee pauses, and there’s a crackle like she’s gasping for air. Kion can’t decide whether to smile or be concerned.

			Do parents usually yell so much? Is it normal? He doesn’t exactly have anything to compare this to.

			But Taissa is just shaking her head fondly. “Mum, Mum, that issue has been out for days.”

			“Yes, well, I’ve been in New Sinsi, reading the esteemed Godly Gossip instead of whatever it is that was.” She sniffs. “Your bum did look very nice, dear. I hope they made it worth your while.”

			“They did.” Taissa grins. “And I’m with that horrible boy right now. Would you like to talk to him?”

			A sound vaguely like a spluttering fish escapes Kion’s mouth. Estee Cho hates him almost as much as Taissa once did. He remembers a small woman with black hair and angry eyebrows waving a Taissa Cho > Kion Locke sign at one of their old games, decked out head-to-toe in Wyvern red. Is he scared of this tiny, five-foot woman?

			Yeah.

			Yeah, he bloody is.

			Before he can run away like he’s sorely tempted to, Taissa is tossing the phone at him. Out of reflex, he catches it. He clears his throat. “Er,” he says, “hi.”

			A peeved inhale from the other end of the line.

			“Hello,” says Estee frostily, and that’s enough for Kion to toss the phone back to Taissa like it’s a hot potato and hastily make his escape.

			“Mum,” says Taissa, clearly fighting laughter, “we have a lot to catch up on.”

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			Night falls in Sliabh Réaltach much quicker than Kion would have expected. As he warily watches the fire crackle in the inn’s dining room, nursing a mug of Gobbworth’s with the team around a worn oak table, it’s bloody impossible not to notice the tension bracketing their bodies. Moonlight streams in through the small, circular windows, highlighting it. As the fire crackles and pops, Kion fights back flinches and flashbacks, the only thing grounding him the feeling of Taissa’s hand in his underneath the table. Warm and calloused and also vaguely sticky from the sweets she filched from the inn’s kitchen earlier that day.

			“We’re going to die,” says Knox with somber finality, polishing off the dregs of his drink across from Kion. “We are going to perish. Oh, mercy, please, mercy—”

			“Shut up, Knox,” Mahina signs, rolling her eyes and holding one hand up before pinching it closed and then pointing upward with her index finger.

			“Honestly, I have to admit I’m frightened,” whispers Isla, her freckled face abnormally pale. “Isn’t anybody else?”

			“I am,” mutters Adriel on Kion’s left.

			“So am I,” confesses Taissa, to Kion’s surprise. For some reason, he still thinks of her as fearless. Her eyes are wide, glittering in the firelight, and her hand squeezes his so tightly that he wagers her knuckles are shining white.

			“I would be,” agrees Kion hoarsely, “but—” He cuts himself off. Fucking hells. The last thing he wants to be is cheesy. But his teammates are looking at him curiously.

			“Why aren’t you afraid?” asks Isla, propping her head on her hand and gazing curiously at him.

			“Aw, look,” gloats Knox. “Captain’s blushing.”

			“He’s feeling warm, cuddly feelings,” Brontë agrees with a knifelike smile. “Aren’t you, Cap?”

			His throat works. They’ll make him say it, won’t they?

			Pests, all of them. Bloody pests.

			“I just meant,” he says, more gruffly than he means to, “that I’m not afraid because you lot are here. My team. My—family.” Kion blames the alcohol for his sappy speech and glares down at his mug like he can wreak revenge on the goblin rum.

			It’s not that they haven’t called themselves that before—family, he means. Just not in a while. The losing streak had fractured them, pairing them off, separating the once cohesive team. Adriel and Mahina. Brontë and Isla. Knox and Óríon. Him and James. Samara and her partner. Near the end of it, they’d rarely ever seen the other Robber: She’d barely been in the Nexitory at all.

			Once a whole unit, the team split, right down the middle. He barely saw his players outside of practice. There weren’t any team lunches, or evenings spent drinking and teasing one another like there’d once been.

			Maybe it didn’t help that Kion, as captain and coach, shouted his lungs out at them after every failed game.

			But ever since Taissa joined, well, it’s like they’ve rediscovered their footing. He’d realized it with their first collective effort to mock their Wily Witch shoot, but the notion had grown only stronger as time passed: playing Head-to-Head, gathering around his telly to watch that damned commercial, scrimmaging, laughing and joking and jibing like the old days. Not split off into pairs, but…together. Something about her brought them back together.

			Kion expects his players to laugh at that, but they fall strangely silent. When he glances back up, he sees that their expressions—even Óríon’s, although he looks pretty drunk—have softened. They don’t know, of course, that he grew up in the Waywardly Home. Nobody but James—and now Taissa—knows that Kion’s made up every single thing about “Emilia and Alec Locke,” his South London bookseller parents. His records won’t show it: Lionel took care of that for him after the arson incident. Gave him a chance to start fresh without old wounds being constantly opened.

			“Yeah, mate,” Knox says, clearing his throat. “I mean, you’re mine, too. My family, that is. Even you,” he adds, elbowing Óríon in the ribs a little too hard for it to be completely friendly. As Óríon growls, Knox raises his mug. “This is the one place I’ve never been told that I’m ‘too much.’ So—to family. The one we choose.”

			“To family,” his team echoes, lifting their glasses.

			“To family,” Taissa murmurs, a little late, and her eyes are strangely glassy as she looks at him.

			“Fjölskylda,” Óríon mutters, burying his pointy nose in his mug. From the waver in his voice, Kion can confirm that the other warlock is indeed drunk. His brows raise. This rum isn’t especially strong…

			“He spiked his drink with vodka,” Adriel whispers to Kion. “Like, a lot of vodka. There…might be more vodka than Gobbworth’s in that thing.”

			Well, that explains it. Before a big game, Magnússon usually “self-medicates.” Just a bit, to take the edge off, to cancel out the nerves. But none of those games had as much at risk as the Wild Hunt does.

			Merlin’s cataracts. How much did Óríon pour in?

			“Fjölskylda,” mutters Óríon again, swaying slightly in his seat, tuft of almost-white hair sticking up from his head after he racks a hand through it. “Family. I had one, once. Not this”—he waves a hand at them and hiccups—“pretend thing, although it is nice—”

			“Rude,” mutters Knox peevishly, and Brontë shushes him. Magnússon never talks about his past. Ever.

			Óríon scoffs, reaching into his pocket and pulling out the worn Polaroid of the girl with light blonde hair, the same as his. Kion watches as he stares at it blearily. “Selka. My sister.”

			“I didn’t know you had any siblings,” Isla says curiously, big brown eyes intrigued.

			Óríon thumbs the old Polaroid, eyes clouding. “She did not deserve what happened.”

			There’s a long pause that chills the air. “What happened?” asks Adriel quietly, even as everybody thinks it. Óríon’s never mentioned Selka before. And that look on his face…

			Magnússon laughs bitterly and takes another sip of his drink as the room falls dead silent save for the faint crackle and pop of the fireplace. Its sudden loudness in the stark quiet takes Kion by surprise. He flinches, a trickle of sweat sliding down the nape of his neck, but inexplicably finds himself relaxing as Taissa lifts his hands to her lips and presses a knowing kiss to his knuckles. None of the others notice; all eyes are on Magnússon. And for good reason. This is the closest Óríon has ever come to revealing his past—and as much as Kion wants to get away from the fireplace, he can’t bloody miss this.

			“She was murdered,” spits Óríon, voice shaking with emotion. “My father. He killed her. Morðingi,” he snarls. “And for what? He had it all; he was a king. But he had to take her life, too.”

			It’s like Kion’s been gutted. He’s never seen Óríon tremble like this. He’s never seen even so much as a gleam of tears in his eyes, but he does now, and it fucking scares him. He looks at Knox, and the lad’s face is drained of all color.

			“Óríon,” signs Mahina, blinking furiously as she fingerspells his name, “We had no idea…”

			He shrugs, tightly. “I do not like to think about it.”

			“Wait,” says Adriel softly. “Your father was…a ‘king’?”

			“In a way.” Óríon’s lips curl disdainfully as he thumbs the old Polaroid. “ ‘King’ is not the right word. ‘Boss,’ maybe.”

			The word hangs ominously in the air.

			Boss. Boss?

			Ah, hells.

			If they mean what Kion thinks they mean…

			Suddenly the men sent after Óríon make a lot more fucking sense. Maybe they’re not the government like he’d thought. But who would have known that Iceland has criminal empires? In his head, that country’s always been a serene place of fjords and northern lights. Not bloodshed and violence. That’s the danger of bloody stereotypes, he supposes. Apparently much more shit goes on in Iceland than he realized.

			Knox is staring at Óríon, his eyes widening in a way Kion knows means he’s connecting some dots. “What…Please, oh, Merlin, tell me I haven’t been antagonizing a member of some bloody Icelandic gang…”

			“Not just a member,” spits Magnússon, accent thicker than Kion’s ever heard it; probably something to do with the sheer amount of Gobbworth’s he’s downed in the past few minutes alone. “Prince. My father…” An unintelligible string of harsh Icelandic follows. “He did not like it when I tried to leave. All that murder, it was not for me. That disgusting—what is the word? Corruption. Country and syndicate both. Carriwitchet—it was my way out. So I played.”

			Oh, he’s fucking drunk all right—Óríon is gesturing with the mug, the rum sloshing out onto the table. Kion’s never seen his teammate so out of control before. He makes eye contact with Knox, who nods minutely, glancing at the mug and apparently timing the best moment to take it from Magnússon.

			“ ‘Stupid game,’ my father said,” Óríon slurs. “I said—” Another cascade of Icelandic. “He did not like my tone.” He’s smiling now, head lolling.

			“All right,” Knox says, wincing as he tries to grab the mug from Óríon. “Time for bed, methinks.”

			“Nei,” Óríon insists, shaking his head, and it’s almost like some clarity comes back into it. “You have to know this, all of you.”

			Realization settles on Kion’s shoulders like a heavy blanket. This is a confession, in case Óríon dies tomorrow in the Hunt—a possibility more real than any of them have wanted to admit until now. Knox falters as well, eyes widening.

			Kion grimaces. If Magnússon is scared…

			Well, that doesn’t bode well.

			At all.

			“My father and I, we came to blows.” Óríon blinks like the room is spinning. “I was dying. The gang, they are not scared of dipping from the Dark Well. My father knew…Torture glyphs.”

			Kion tastes bile in the back of his throat. He has an idea where this is going.

			“Selka rushed in. She tried to help me…He knocked her down the stairs. She died. Just like that. And I”—Óríon stares hard at a point just past Kion—“I killed him. After all those years of being scared to do it, it was…easy.”

			Isla has a hand to her mouth, her eyes full of tears. Adriel and Mahina have matching expressions of slack-jawed shock on their faces. Knox looks about to keel over, Brontë’s face has gone very still, Taissa’s hand is trembling in his own, and Kion…

			Kion looks at Óríon and sees, not for the first time, a reflection of himself staring back. A world-weary man that has been torn down and shredded apart far too many times to even try to count. Black eyes meet blue, and something deeper than words passes between them. A sort of understanding, as dark and fragile as a raven’s broken wing. Óríon looks away first, blinking drunkenly.

			“They hunt me, the Styrja,” he continues, shrugging, but his shoulders are tense even though his eyes are bloodshot and bleary. Óríon shoves the old Polaroid back into his pocket. Then, slowly, he pushes up the short fabric covering his left biceps, tapping his sleeve of tattoos. Hidden—and hardly visible—in the swirls of ink is a bony and long-snouted fish that Kion has never noticed before: a sturgeon, hidden behind intricate black designs, peering out at him with dark eyes. Óríon yanks his sleeve back down as his teammates’ faces, including Kion’s, grow stricken. “I think that they will kill me eventually. I hide in plain sight, though, and it makes it harder for them to do it. Carriwitchet, this fame, protects me.” A bitter, sharp smile twists his thin lips. “And so if this sport dies, so do I. It is a funny thing, no?”

			“No,” Knox says sharply. His word cuts through the air like a knife, and his golden-beige skin is unusually pallid. “That’s not funny. None of that was funny.”

			Óríon’s smile turns taunting and sharp. “You have no sense of humor. It is sad.”

			“Fuck you,” snaps Knox angrily. Óríon slurs something rude in return, but the vodka has finally gone to the man’s head, and he slumps in his chair before he and Knox can start one of their squabbles. Drunk, Magnússon’s usually cold face is suddenly naked and exposed. Kion sees shame there, and loneliness.

			It’s the bloody loneliness he can’t stand.

			He’s felt enough of it in his life to understand how deeply it bites.

			And fuck, he wouldn’t wish it on anyone.

			He remembers Óríon shielding him years ago, stepping before him to take the scrutiny off his vacant expression after Knox had startled him, never mentioning it later except with a nod the next morning. A nod that said he wasn’t alone.

			Maybe—maybe now’s the time he does the same.

			It takes a few tries to clear his throat. “I,” he rasps, and Óríon blearily turns to him, a glimmer of something like hope on his face, “I—I’ve—”

			Underneath the table, Taissa’s hand squeezes his gently, and it’s like he’s inked a Strength glyph onto his skin.

			“I’ve been lying to you all,” Kion makes himself choke out, “for years.”

			Confusion etches a line between Isla’s brows. Knox frowns, shaking his head.

			He’s risking everything. They’ll hate him after this—but Óríon had the right idea. They could die tomorrow. Kion’s not sure he wants to be buried with this secret. It would be his regret. Making him linger on as a ghost, maybe a will-o’-the-wisp, unable to move on to whatever’s meant to come next.

			“My parents aren’t booksellers. I didn’t grow up in Battersea. I didn’t have a last name until I gave myself one.” He’s squeezing Taissa’s hand so tightly that it must hurt, but she doesn’t so much as flinch. “I grew up in an orphanage in Croydon. It was called the Waywardly Home.”

			It comes out in pieces, small jagged ones, like the ones that compose him. After so long, it hardly feels real, telling them all of this. Telling them about how he was cornered, beaten, exorcised. He watches as their faces change, but the pity he once feared doesn’t grate as much as he expected it to. It’s only when he comes to the fire that he stops talking, faltering, unable to get it out.

			Although Taissa doesn’t know, she squeezes his hand in reassurance. It’s like she’s silently saying, Later. You can tell them whatever it is later.

			And maybe Kion is a coward, because he falls silent, that final secret churning inside of him. But speaking about it means facing it, and he doesn’t want to just yet.

			“Morgana,” whispers Isla, staring at him. Heartbreak is etched across her face. “You were so little. You didn’t deserve any of that. Both of you.” Her voice breaks on the final word as she looks between him and Óríon.

			“Give me their names,” demands Knox, half rising from his seat like he means to take a midnight train back to England. He shakes a fist righteously. “And preferably also their addresses—”

			Óríon jerks him back down. Even drunk, Magnússon is as strong as an ox.

			“I will strangle them with my bare hands,” signs Mahina, her face promising violence as she brings her hands before her, miming a good throttle.

			“Me, too,” growls the usually soft-spoken Adriel.

			Kion swallows hard. He’s completely bared his throat to them—but they’re not attacking him, and they’re not running away.

			No. The NCL Stymphs stay at the table, seated—except for Knox, who’s struggling against Óríon’s hold with murder in his eyes. They surround him, quiet and somber, yeah, with maybe some pity, but without any disgust or anger at what he’s hidden from them.

			Almost like she’s read his mind, Brontë says, “If you think we’ll leave you in the dirt because you were frightened of baring your wounds to us, you’re dumber than I thought, Cap.” She smiles slightly at him. It wobbles. “You’re everything to this team. Maybe we don’t tell you that enough. That we love you. Even when you shout at us—”

			“—mostly me,” grumbles Knox, finally sitting back down. “You mostly shout at me.”

			“—and make us run drills until Tanaka literally falls down, we love you.”

			Love. Taissa leans into him as Kion blinks rapidly. Fuck. Trust Rihowl to make him want to bawl like a child. The others nod, and Óríon meets his eye. Somehow, his bloodshot gaze is suddenly steady despite all he’s drunk. It’s ruddy impressive, honestly.

			“You do not need to hide your scars from us, Kion,” he says. “Not from us. Never from us. We would like to see you, scars and all.” His eyes shift to Taissa. “And that includes you.”

			Kion feels Taissa stiffen next to him.

			“I…” Taissa shrugs limply, and Kion knows her mind has gone to that bastard Frasier; what he forced her to do. Kion looks curiously at Óríon. How does Magnússon know that Taissa carries more than just her weight? Sometimes he thinks that he can read minds. But then he remembers how Óríon always seemed to understand Kion, in an impossible way.

			Maybe darkness recognizes darkness.

			What a bloody depressing thought.

			How long did it take for Óríon to figure Taissa out? Maybe the others already suspect.

			Because Taissa Cho is nothing like the tabloids paint her. No. She’s whip-smart and brave, loyal to a fucking fault, and loves the game more than life itself. There’s no hint of the tabloid’s cheating, conniving, airhead caricature inside of her.

			“It’s not like that,” Taissa finally says unsteadily, and he can tell that part of her wants to come clean, to wipe out her rep as a cheater before whatever happens tomorrow. With each second that passes, the Wild Hunt looms closer. “It’s nothing, not in comparison to—”

			“It’s not nothing,” growls Kion, unable to hold in his disbelief. “Anything that happens to you, sweetheart, is never nothing.”

			Her eyes are gleaming in the firelight with unshed tears. Hells. Kion wishes he’d killed Frasier when he had the chance. They probably wouldn’t have been able to trace it back to him.

			Probably.

			“Taissa,” Isla says gently, her brows pinched in concern, “what happened?”

			“We’re here for you,” Mahina signs, pointing at him, and Kion blinks in surprise when Taissa evidently understands her. Merlin’s teeth. He doesn’t think he’ll ever forgive himself for how harshly he’d judged her when Taissa had asked to learn Mahina’s language. Nothing Taissa does is ever performative. Hells, not even their fake relationship had remained performative for long.

			He watches as Taissa takes an unsteady breath. When she speaks, it’s so quiet that he has to strain to hear her. “I didn’t want to cheat,” she whispers. “I didn’t want to. But he made me.” Her voice mingles with the crackling fire until Kion can’t tell where one ends and the other begins, his fear of the fire somehow abating as those pops and cracks intertwine with the sweet, Scottish brogue he’s come to love.

			Mahina is the first to respond once Taissa has fallen silent. “I owe you an apology. I never thought…”

			Brontë looks like she’s about to be sick. “He held you down?” she whispers.

			“And he threatened to kill your wyvern!” Knox hisses, newly incensed. Óríon has to drag him back down again as he tries to leap to his feet, fists again swinging. “That can’t be legal—”

			“You should try again to go public,” Adriel says softly, brows furrowed. “You have pretty decent PR right now—maybe you could somehow use it to your advantage?”

			“My cousin is a lawyer,” Isla pipes up. Her entire tiny face is red with rage. Kion remembers the poster of Taissa that Isla threw out in betrayal after that bloody game, and watches as she blinks back angry tears. Taissa, he knows, is the reason she started playing in the first place. She’s Adaway’s idol, the girl who showed her it was possible to be the best of the best in a sport dominated by men. She had a mantra, those first few years on the team: WWTCD. What Would Taissa Cho Do? It had driven him bloody mad. “Let us help you build a lawsuit. Let us help you take him down.”

			“You’re not alone anymore,” adds Óríon, words only slightly slurred. Later, Kion will wonder at how quickly Magnússon can metabolize alcohol. “All of us, we will stand beside you when the time comes. You are one of us. Stymphs protect their own. We are a flock.”

			Taissa makes a small, muffled sound into the palm of her free hand, and too late, Kion realizes that she’s crying. Isla seems to realize it at the same time, rushing around the table to wrap Taissa in a hug, squeezing the other girl tight. It’s not long before Brontë has joined her, with Óríon and Knox on her tail. Mahina and Adriel are next, and as Kion folds his arms around Taissa’s trembling body, he is met with the deep certainty that Taissa Cho has found her home.

			It’s only a minute or so later, when Knox gasps dramatically, that the group-hug breaks apart.

			“Hold on one moment,” says Knox, in the tone of someone who has made an incredible discovery, “the papers said that Frasier was assaulted around the time we were in Banallan…” Tanaka’s eyes dart with gleeful suspicion toward his captain.

			“That was me,” confesses Kion with grim satisfaction, and as Taissa—crying and laughing all at once—raises her glass to toast “Kion’s left hook,” he knows that this team can get through anything that Merlin and Morgana throw at them.

			Even tomorrow.

			Even the Wild Hunt.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Six

			 

			Taissa

			Snuggled against Kion’s chest, Taissa taps his nose, testing to see if he’s awake. He is.

			(Or, rather, he is now.)

			“Mmmph…” One dark eye cracks open, blinks blearily, then softens when she smiles at him.

			“We might die tomorrow,” Taissa says conversationally, and Kion turns, groaning into his pillow.

			“Merlin, Cho, is that why you woke me up?” Cranky. He’s so cranky.

			It’s adorable.

			“You’ve only been asleep for five minutes,” she informs him.

			“It’s that goblin rum,” Kion mutters, flopping back onto his back and pulling her closer. “I don’t know what they put in it.”

			“As I was saying,” Taissa continues, propping herself up on his chest (and ignoring his disgruntled oomph as her elbow digs into his skin), “we might die tomorrow. So I’d like to live a little now…if you’d like to, too.”

			It takes a moment for understanding to flicker across his face, his brows raising and eyes darkening as Taissa rubs her thumb along one of his ridiculously sharp cheekbones and tries to smile suggestively, like they do on the telly. Kion blinks, and then snorts a laugh.

			“The fuck was that?”

			She’s offended. “A smile. A seductive one.”

			“Oh. Of course,” says Kion, smirking.

			“Numpty,” Taissa mutters, but then Kion’s brushing a long strand of hair out of her face and gazing up at her with raw hope and fear. She softens. “Don’t be ridiculous. I won’t be sick of you afterward. In fact, you should probably be frightened of the opposite.”

			A muscle twitches, right on the corner of his mouth. “Really.”

			“I might become obsessed with you,” Taissa confesses. “I might drag you into my bedroom, to have you all to myself.” Fascinating—and bloody empowering—that she can make his breathing hitch like that.

			“Oh? And what would you do then?” His voice is almost guttural.

			Taissa can’t help but to smile mischievously. “Can I show you?”

			The pale moonlight streaming from the bedroom’s window, through the gauzy curtain, illuminates the faint bobbing of Kion’s throat. “Yeah, sweetheart. Yeah. You can show me.”

			Sweet, sweet victory.

			Heart pattering, Taissa kicks back the quilts of the bed, ignoring Kion’s grunt of surprise as the cold air hits his bare chest. Darting through the window’s stream of pale moonlight, she hurries to her suitcase by the door and yanks out the little black nightdress he purchased for her. “Close your eyes,” she tells Kion over her shoulder as she begins to strip.

			His snort somehow manages to be both sleepy and utterly defiant at once.

			“You’ll ruin the surprise,” she warns, and she hears him heave a great sigh. The sheets rustle as he turns back over. Shedding her worn shirt and bottoms, Taissa slips into the clinging silk dress and gives herself a mental pat on the back as she struts back toward the bed.

			A moment for the history books, it is.

			Taissa Cho’s seduction of Kion Locke. The wee hours of June fifteenth, two thousand and twenty-six.

			A national holiday.

			“Open your eyes,” she murmurs.

			Kion, rolling back over, cracks them open and inhales softly—yet sharply—as she continues her sidling. The silk clings and flows like water against her skin. She tries another coy smile…

			And promptly trips over a loose floorboard that she cannot see without her glasses. With all the grace of a drunken bull, Taissa crashes to the ground, catching herself only barely by her hands. Her face on fire, she draws herself back up, filled with the inane urge to throttle said loose floorboard for ruining what had been (up until this point) the most glorious moment of her life.

			“Bugger,” says Taissa with immense defeat.

			But the blur that is Kion is staring at her, staring at her as if mesmerized. As she draws hesitantly closer, she sees that his pupils are swallowing his irises whole—an eclipse, she thinks, of her very own. “Hells, sweetheart,” he rasps. “Hells. Look at you.” His chest rises and falls unevenly as she crawls back into the bed.

			Where was she? Oh, yes. What she would do to him.

			“I would wear this dress,” Taissa murmurs as Kion gazes at her, his breathing harsh. “And I’d kiss you like this.” Her lips meet his as she slides a hand underneath the quilt, and toys with Kion’s waistband.

			Heaven, as she slips her hand into his briefs, heaven as she watches his eyelids flutter once, then twice. She wants to drink in these little sounds he makes (the husky grunts, even the occasional whimper—whimper, she’s making Kion Locke fucking whimper) so she leans over and slants her lips against his.

			He devours her hungrily, arching needily under her hand. His kiss tastes like rum, and his skin is burning hot. Oh, he’s catching fire beneath her, and she’s fanning the flames until he gasps into her mouth and begs her to stop, to let him, flipping over and pinning her beneath his massive body. Taissa studies him like he’s a work of art as he gazes down at her, his chest rising and falling so unevenly. There’s still uncertainty in his gaze, and Taissa decides to do the work for him, tugging the dress over her head—

			Ach, bloody hells.

			It’s gotten stuck over her, right above her nose.

			Hidden by the dark, silky fabric, Taissa grimaces as Kion’s amused voice floats toward her. “Feeling stuck, sweetheart?”

			“Don’t poke fun, you absolute dobber,” she replies, cursing her thick head of hair and the too-small neckline of the nightdress. She shivers as his thumb, warm and calloused, brushes against the scar on her breastbone, just underneath the new Bonding glyph.

			“I’m sorry,” says Kion hoarsely.

			“You’re ruining the mood,” says Taissa, glaring at him through the dress. (It’s not very effective. She can’t see a damn thing.) “You can apologize again later—oh!” Teeth scrape against her sensitive skin, and then lips are closing around her, hot tongue laving around her nipple.

			The sensation sends a jolt through her, and she arches up, gasping in surprise and pleasure. Kion’s self-satisfied laugh rumbles against her.

			“Did you like that, sweetheart?” Kion asks huskily, and Taissa swats at him fondly, only for his fingers to slide down her stomach in a silent request. Taissa nods, and the room’s cool air caresses her legs as Kion pushes back the blankets. Forget the dress. This is really rather exciting.

			“Fuck, Taissa,” he says hoarsely, and she can’t see his face, but there’s enough worship in his voice to make her heart race. “You’re just—you’re perfect.”

			She blushes fiercely, laughing nervously. “You—” Taissa cuts off abruptly as Kion’s mouth meets her where she’s most sensitive, kissing her intimately, his hands running up her legs to grip her waist.

			Taissa bites her lip hard as Kion’s tongue flicks up and down, as she clenches around nothing. “Kion,” she croaks. Swells of pleasure rush through her, like the lapping tide of an ocean, guiding her toward a tidal wave…

			“Mm?” he asks, voice muffled and preoccupied, thumbs tracing absent-minded circles on her hips.

			Her head falls back, and she knows she must look so silly, with this ridiculous nightdress over her head, but something about not knowing what he’s going to do next…It’s delightful, really. She can’t help but to smirk as she thinks back to that day in her tiny Banallan kitchen, watching as he reluctantly knelt before her. It seems he’s become rather fond of kneeling now. And quite good at it.

			Her smugness is fleeting.

			“Kion,” she rasps again, a few minutes later. Sweat has begun to bead along her hairline; her legs are shaking. Every time her back begins to arch up from the sheets, Kion pulls back, just a little.

			“Mmm,” he murmurs, and from his smug tone, Taissa knows exactly what he’s doing. Scowling at him, she reaches up to tug her dress away (in order to properly glare at him, the cocky bastard really needs some putting in his place), but just then, Kion does something utterly unholy with his tongue and she crashes underneath that tidal wave with an embarrassingly breathy moan of pleasure. Yet it doesn’t leave her sated, only leaves her wanting more, and it’s then that his hands finally help yank the nightdress off her head. Taissa’s hair is surely a mess, but Kion’s eyes are so glazed with lust and admiration that she’s not sure he even notices.

			“Merlin, sweetheart,” he whispers as she reaches for the band of his briefs, tugging them down insistently to reveal the hard, veined length of him. She clears her throat, just a bit. She knew it earlier, of course, as she coaxed those sounds of pleasure from him, but Kion Locke didn’t lie. He most certainly is…very well endowed. (Very well, indeed.)

			Kion’s muscular form is dappled in the moonlight, every inch of him as bare and gorgeous as Adonis, every inch of him hers. Taissa blinks a few times, in case this is all a rather pleasant dream.

			“Do you have the glyph?” Kion asks huskily, kicking his briefs off the bed, tucking a loose strand of her hair behind her ear. Taissa nods, breathless. The Contraception glyph is inked on the small of her back, and she tells him so.

			“Good,” he rasps, “me, too,” and then, well, then it’s like she’s died and been carted off to heaven as he, with a gentle movement of his hips, closes the infinitesimal distance lingering between them.

			(Dramatic, she knows, but true.)

			His body, interlocked with hers, is the most beautiful thing that she has ever seen. He’s beautiful.

			She doesn’t realize she’s said it out loud—“you’re beautiful”—until Kion smiles, just a bit, suddenly looking shy. Oh, Taissa’s never seen him like this before, and it makes her heart swell like a balloon.

			“You are,” she breathes, reaching up to cup his face before sliding down to stroke his Glamour glyph. “And one day, mo chroí, I hope you won’t feel the need to wear this around me. Every part of you is beautiful.”

			“Taissa,” Kion whispers, sounding choked, and then he cuts himself off, planting a kiss to her forehead instead. It means more than words ever could.

			And then they’re moving together, and she wonders at it: how they’ve known each other for so long on the pitch, how she’d once foolishly thought there was nothing left to know about Kion Locke…Morgana, how wrong she was. This, this is utterly new…The way he feels, the way his eyes become heavy-lidded with pleasure, the noises he makes—the way he looks at her.

			She gazes up at him the whole time, drinking in his expressions, the beauty of him, captivated. Together their pleasure builds until she’s not sure where she ends and he begins, until she’s crying out his name and he’s burying his face in the crook of her neck, breathing hard.

			“Taissa,” he murmurs into her skin, like a plea, or a prayer. “Taissa, Taissa, Taissa.”

			They make love twice more that night (honestly, they’re worse than rabbits). Afterward, she lies with his arms around her, breathing sleepily. She’s just on the verge of falling asleep when Kion evidently decides to take revenge for earlier, whispering her name right when she’s closed her eyes.

			“Gsghdfj,” she mumbles incoherently. He’s turned her mind to mush, he has.

			“I…have something to tell you. Something I didn’t tell the others.”

			Frowning, Taissa blinks the sleep away from her eyes. Something in Kion’s voice has given her pause. Has made her heart stumble. Her stomach begins to drop.

			“What is it?” she murmurs back. He’s tracing nervous circles on her stomach. She would turn to face him, but something tells her that Kion doesn’t quite want, or isn’t quite able, to meet her eyes right now. As his anxiety practically fills the air, she takes one of his large, calloused hands in her own and kisses the back of it. “You can talk to me, Kion, love.”

			“I…” He takes a ragged breath. “There was a fire at Waywardly Home.”

			“Good,” she spits before she can stop herself, the word bitter. “I hope it fucking burned to the ground.”

			“I started it.” The words are just barely audible. “I killed Quaid. That was his name. I murdered him, Taissa.” His finger pauses on her back as her breath hitches.

			It’s like the words don’t permeate her mind, not in the way they’re supposed to. She supposes she should feel something other than outright satisfaction (perhaps some horror? Disbelief?) but either there is something fundamentally wrong with her…

			Or she loves Kion Locke very, very much.

			(Loves? No. Surely it’s too early for that. Likes. She likes him. Likes him…very, very, very, very, very, very much…)

			“I’m glad,” she finds herself whispering back instead. “I’m glad of it, Kion. Hells, if you hadn’t, I might have tagged along with Knox and committed a wee bit of arson myself.” Every syllable rings with undeniable truth.

			Kion stills against her. “Really?” he rasps.

			“I know you, Kion. I know that fire couldn’t have been…unprompted.” She traces the calluses on his hand. “I’ve seen your scars.”

			After a long moment, Kion makes a small sound that seems to be half relief, half disbelief.

			“I’m not going to run away from you,” Taissa says firmly, rolling around to face him. His eyes are dark, and so, so wide. “I promise.” She pauses, making the connection. “When the fire exploded, in my sitting room. You went…back there, didn’t you?” So much is making sense. The way he warily watches every fire. The minute jumps when it crackles or snaps. Perhaps if she understands more fully where he goes when his flashbacks happen, the more fully she can help him. He nods, throat bobbing. “Kion, have you considered, maybe, seeing a therapist?”

			A long pause. “I—yeah,” he mumbles, tracing patterns on her shoulder. “I don’t know if I could do it. Talk about it like that. What if—” His voice breaks a bit; he clears his throat to try and mask it. “What if they tell the fucking paps? Or the magistrates?”

			“There are rules against that,” she whispers. “Ethical and legal regulations. Besides, you don’t need to admit to starting the fire. Please, will you consider it? For me, if not for you?”

			Another long moment of silence stretches by before Kion sighs. “Fine,” he mumbles. “Anything for you, sweetheart.”

			They fall asleep like that: wrapped around each other, the weight of each other’s secrets upon them—but not uncomfortably, no.

			Their secrets, thinks Taissa, are like the quilt above them.

			Heavy, yet somehow so comforting to share.
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			Despite all the openhearted chattiness of the team the night prior, nobody feels much like talking that morning.

			Honestly, Taissa is more nervous than she was before her first World Cup (which is saying something, because she boked twice before that first match). The NCL Stymphs are as taut as an electrical wire, their nerves sparking as evening—the commencement of the Wild Hunt’s gathering—draws closer.

			Already, Unseelie are flooding the mountain, flocking to it in great masses. Staring outside the bedroom’s window, Taissa had watched a herd of nuckelavee gallop past, their skinless bodies swaying on their skinless horse bottom-half, hooves pounding against the ground. As one turned its head slightly toward the inn, Taissa ducked back down, hitting her head on the windowsill.

			“Ouch,” she grumbled sullenly.

			(Smooth, isn’t she?)

			Since then she’s steadfastly refused to roll out of bed, which is well enough. The team needs to stay hidden until they’re properly glamoured, and besides, there are so very many episodes of Potions Master to watch. (Does she have a wee crush on the blond-haired, vampiric judge? Yes, yes, perhaps, she does.)

			Kion, however, is restless—roaming through the inn, pacing back and forth, hounding Magis Elder about everything and anything until the geancánach literally swats him away with a violent hand and a few choice words.

			It’s going to be fine.

			It is.

			(Right?)

			By the time one p.m. rolls around, Taissa’s not quite so sure. Games, matches, those she can handle. A wild race through the forest atop a púca’s back? Well, there’s a first time for everything, and this certainly is one of those.

			Eventually, Kion literally drags her out from underneath the covers. What an utter numpty.

			As the inevitable draws closer, the team gathers in the large suite that Knox and Óríon somehow wrangled, applying their Glamour glyphs amidst the peeling wallpaper (a bewildering kitten-and-rose print), creaky floorboards, and quaint bookshelves (boasting a concerning number of porcelain frogs).

			They’ve decided to use the same glamours they had outside of Shrieking Pumpkin: The familiarity of the illusions makes it easier for them to apply them quickly. Taissa visualizes herself as the dark elf as she scratches the glyph onto her skin with a qyl: pointed ears; pale blue skin; straight, inky hair. The illusion settles over her like cool water, and she eyes herself in the smudged mirror of the suite’s bathroom, tilting her head this way and that. She’s wearing her riding leathers, but they’re glamoured as well, to look like nothing but a sleek purple dress.

			Taissa nods at herself in the mirror. Both illusions will hold.

			“Ugh,” says a geancánach Knox, blinking his purple eyes as she returns from the washroom, “you look awful, Magnússon.”

			Apparently discovering that Óríon Magnússon is in fact the prince of a crime syndicate has done positively nothing to deter Knox’s usual antics, proven by how he makes a face of disgust at Óríon, who is currently a lumpy troll.

			“I hate you,” retorts Óríon through a twisted mouth.

			“The feeling is entirely mutual,” sings Knox in reply.

			Mahina and Adriel, both disguised as pale banshees, sit on a settee, their synchronism more eerie than usual thanks to their glamours. Their heads tilt left, then right, as they watch Kion—a vampire—pace restlessly back and forth.

			Taissa leans against the wall, hands tapping her sides nervously. As she looks at the glamoured team, she half expects to see werewolf James, another sharp reminder of his betrayal. She can tell that Kion’s not found any name-clearing evidence, and she wonders if he’ll resent her upon their return to Pinion-upon-Keat.

			No point in worrying about it right now, she tells herself, but of course she worries about it, anyway.

			“Right, you lot,” Kion says, clearing his throat as Rowan Elder slips into the suite, eyeing them warily. “We can fucking do this. Because we need to fucking do this.”

			“Some pep talk,” mutters Adriel. Brontë boos, cupping her mouth with a hand.

			“Give us a real one,” Isla chimes in, smiling slightly. “Like the one before that one Dragons match.”

			“I remember that one,” Knox pipes up gleefully. “You got so fired up you punched a hole in the wall. I was just glad it wasn’t me poor face.”

			Taissa fights back a laugh as she pictures it. Kion rolls his eyes, but the frown on his face is his Fond Frown, not his I Hate You Frown.

			“It helps when you threaten us,” adds Mahina seriously. “Do some of that, please.”

			“Hells,” he grumbles, “fine.” Taissa watches as he draws himself up to his full height, a sharp canine poking his bottom lip. “Listen up, you sorry little pricks.”

			“Stronger opening,” says Brontë. “Very good.”

			“You sorry-faced, weak, whingeing ninnies.”

			Knox winces. “Okay. Little too much, there, Cap.”

			“We only have one fucking chance to do this—”

			“Technically,” says Adriel, raising a finger, “we could try again next year…”

			Kion pinches the bridge of his nose, looking aggrieved. “Will you all just shut your gobs?”

			“I have not said anything,” says Óríon sullenly. “Do not lump me in with them.”

			Taissa hides a smile as Kion looks as if he’s regretting all of his life choices. “Look,” he growls a moment later, and there’s a layer of grim finality to his tone that calls her to attention. “There’s more at stake here than we’ve ever faced before. Fuck, the fate of this sport—of carriwitchet—is resting on our shoulders. Ours. Look at all that it has given us.” Kion meets every single player’s eyes. “A place to be heard,” he says to Mahina, who nods, eyes darkening. “A family. Safety,” he says, eyes moving to Knox and Óríon. To Brontë, “A constant.”

			“A way to chase dreams,” Isla adds in a whisper as Kion turns to her.

			“And a reason to live,” murmurs Adriel, looking down at the floor. Mahina slings an arm over his shoulders.

			“Joy,” confesses Taissa as Kion’s eyes land on hers, lingering a moment longer than he had on the others. “It’s given me joy.”

			His throat bobs. “Now it’s time that we give something back to it. You’re all excellent players. Excellent. We can do this: I know we can. You know why?”

			“Because we’re the Stymphs?” asks Isla shyly.

			He points at her. “Bloody right. Look. Only one of us needs to win the race. There are eight capable riders in the room here. More than capable. Chances are, we win tonight. We need to win tonight. Losing isn’t an option, not right now. You cling to that horse, and you cling tight, because if you fall off, we’re one step closer to losing everything.”

			“This has taken a depressing turn,” mumbles Brontë. Kion’s eyes snap to her.

			“Rihowl. You’re a fucking peril on the field. You bring that tonight, yeah?”

			A light begins to shine in her eyes. “You got it, Cap.”

			“Magnússon. Show these púcas what the wrath of a prince feels like.”

			Troll Óríon nods sharply.

			“Pollack. Kehele. One of you falls off, the other needs to keep going. Both of you are strong together, but I promise you, you’re just as strong on your own.”

			Adriel and Mahina nod, now gripping each other’s hands tight.

			“Adaway. Your kindness is your greatest strength.” Taissa watches as Isla blushes. “But I bet it gets tiring, yeah? None of that tonight. Tonight, you’re allowed to be mean. You’re allowed to be horrible. Try it out. You might like it. Tanaka.”

			Knox looks vaguely wary. “That’s me.”

			“I give you a lot of shit, lad. You know why?” Kion holds his gaze.

			“Because I’m irresistible?” he asks with a cheeky grin, but Taissa can still see the shadow of worry in Knox’s eyes.

			“Because with some shaping, with some discipline, you have the potential to be one of the best who’s ever played. In the past, I’ve told you not to go for glory on your own. I’ve yelled at you for breaking formation and grabbing the spotlight. Tonight, forget about that. Tonight, chase glory like your life depends on it. Because it does.”

			Taissa holds her breath as Kion turns to her. “Cho.”

			“Locke.” A corner of her mouth quirks.

			His eyes soften, even though his voice doesn’t. “Your greatest strength is your resilience. Not just as a player. I know I’ll see that shine tonight. Because you’re always, fucking always, shining, sweetheart.”

			Her throat closes up tight and she blinks rapidly. Kion’s eyes crinkle in the corners as he gives her a small nod.

			“That was so cute that I’m physically sickened,” grumbles Knox, and then throws his hands up into the air. “Isn’t anybody going to tell me that I’m shiny?”

			“You are,” says Óríon, “not shiny.”

			“Poor Knoxy,” croons Brontë.

			“All of you, shut up,” snaps Kion, and that’s that.
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			The Summer Eclipse has begun.

			Already the sunlight is weaker than it should be this time of day, casting eerie shadows as the team files out of the inn, looking for all the world like a group of excited Unseelie tourists come to celebrate the Wild Hunt.

			(Knox attempts to stare up at the sky with unprotected eyes, because of course he does, forcing a scowling Óríon to slap a hand over his face.)

			Although the inn is situated on part of the Sliabh Réaltach mountains, the festivities are occuring at its peak, with the Wild Hunt a downward race toward the base of Sliabh Réaltach.

			It’s a harsh hike toward the mountain’s peak. Although a small mountain (as Irish ones tend to be) by the standards of, say, the great ranges, Sliabh Réaltach is not minuscule, either. Apparently, for the Unseelie, the hike is half the fun. For Taissa, whose legs are screaming in pain despite the various performance glyphs she inked onto her skin, the hike is a punishment sent from the deepest possible hells.

			Bare of most trees, Sliabh Réaltach is still steep and craggy, with ridges that she does her best to balance across, and flaming torches pressed into the rocky ground to guide the groups of hikers forward. Taissa grimaces as her new trainers are exposed to lovely bogs, the mud causing her to nearly slip as she traverses a crag, grabbing Kion’s arm before she can plummet off the cliff altogether and roll down to the mountain’s base like a wine barrel.

			“Easy there,” says Kion, sounding amused.

			Taissa punches him in the arm.

			As they climb higher and higher, it’s as if the entire ground turns to a bog. Mourning the fate of her new trainers, Taissa mutters vehemently under her breath, and is relieved when (upon climbing higher still) the bog turns to rock.

			And then she begins cursing all over again as the rock crumbles beneath her, forcing her to use her hands to make progress. Above, the moon creeps slowly in front of the sun, not yet near totality, but strange enough that the air feels…different, somehow.

			“Isn’t this wonderful?” asks a breathless greenteeth, who joined the group a while back. The procession up the mountain is like a parade, by this point: Taissa has to keep moving at a steady pace or risk being squashed by all the Unseelie behind her. Goblins and trolls, vampires and nuckulavees, banshees and grims, leannán sídhe and fachan, squalid luideags and frightening mumpokers. “I look forward to this every year! I left the kids at home with their da—I’m hoping he cooks them up something other than Aunt Wally’s Frozen.”

			Something uncomfortable prickles in Taissa’s stomach, something she felt at Shrieking Pumpkin: that same feeling of intruding on a safe space. But she makes herself smile at the greenteeth as they continue their ascent.

			Desperate times, desperate measures.

			Finally, finally, after what must have been two hours, they reach the top of the mountain.

			It’s not what Taissa expected. It’s…a carnival. The air is filled with the scent of buttered popcorn and candy floss. Tents line the rocky ground, balancing precariously on the mountain’s edge, and boasting everything from cheese stalls to pop-up bookshops with the latest novels from Unseelie authors. A banshee is strumming a guitar and singing atop a small stage. Unseelie roam about, snacking on refreshments, chattering and cheering as the moon chips away another sliver of the sun.

			For some reason, Taissa had expected it to be a gathering of warriors, preparing for the race (or perhaps a massive bloodthirsty orgy, thanks to Magis Elder’s comment about debauchery—or perhaps the orgy comes later?). Instead she finds a family of llamhigyn y dwr, the gilled Welsh water demons bobbing for apples, and a pair of dark elves sharing candy floss with eyes only for each other.

			Kion stands beside her. It’s all cramped here, as the threat of falling off the mountain is very real. “Where’s Puck and Pike?” he mutters into her ear. They’ve been separated from the rest of the team, for the better. Less suspicious, this way. “Do you see them? Or Jacks?”

			Taissa shakes her head, glancing about. She thought there would be thrones, a dais, but there’s no sign of the Unseelie king and his queen in sight, nor their pale blue skin. Unless…Taissa glances back to the dark elf couple. Surely that can’t be Puck and Pike, doing nothing dreadful and instead happily eating candy floss. Right? There are dozens of other dark elves here. But as she looks at them, really looks at them, dread uncurls in her stomach.

			The elven male is wearing a fine dark suit that looks thousands of times more expensive than even Jacks Clarke’s. His neck is bared, showing a collection of glittering necklaces, in a very random assortment: Some necklaces look like they might have been purchased from a chemist (with cheap smiley-face charms) while others look lifted from museums (the number of rubies must be illegal). The elven female wears a leather jerkin, a dagger sheathed at her hip, right atop her flowy white skirt…And her mouth, as she opens it for a bite of candy floss, is filled with pike’s teeth.

			Taissa would bet anything that would the female glance her way, one of her eyes would be a milky blue.

			Alarm grips her like a vise, and she quickly hauls Kion into the crowd. “That was them, I think,” she pants. “Puck and Pike.”

			His face is grim. “We need to avoid them at all costs. Where are the others?”

			It’s impossible to find anyone in the sea of Unseelie. Kion settles for shooting off a quick warning in the group chat, with a description of the royalty and their last spotted location.

			“How long until totality?” Kion asks under his breath as a trio of glaistigs stride past, handing out eclipse glasses. It’s dark now, as if the world has been plunged into a low-exposure filter. Kion’s pale vampire skin stands out like a beacon.

			Taissa snatches a pair with a thank-you. Totality is when the Hunt begins, and she’d rather it start sooner than later (jittery, she’s never been so jittery in her life). Glancing up at the sky through the glasses, she sees that only a small crescent of the sun remains. “Soon,” she says, yanking off the spectacles and ignoring how her stomach has begun to bottom out. “Very, very soon. We need to find our marks.” Marks, as in their púcas. Once they shift into horses for the race, the Stymphs need to do everything in their power to get on their backs.

			Holding Kion’s hand in hers, Taissa threads her way through the chaos, searching for a telltale flash of golden eyes. There? No, that’s only somebody’s golden watch. What about there? No, damn it, just a barrette in a goblin’s hair. What about…

			“Merlin’s hairy chin,” curses Kion, tugging her to a halt. “Look.” She follows his eye, and her own widen. Jacks Clarke leans against a popcorn machine, waggling his eyebrows suggestively at Orla Banes, who’s flanked by two of her Withers. The dullahan seems to be in the process of complimenting Orla’s “esteemed magnificence.” Orla seems to be in the process of deciding how best to disembowel him.

			“It looks like we’ve found our púcas,” Kion grumbles grimly into her ear before they hastily duck out of sight.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Seven

			 

			Kion

			Minutes before totality, a royal-sounding trumpet blares through the air, summoning all Unseelie to the “starting line,” which is really just the edge of the mountain. Keeping behind Banes and her two gangsters, and thanking Merlin that Jacks seems to have slunk off in defeat, Kion and Taissa stand in the line. Kion’s shoulders brush against an excited-looking lanternman. The air is filled with excited chatter as the remaining dregs of dusky light begin to fade.

			“Welcome,” a rich voice booms, “to the annual Wild Hunt!”

			A cheer rises up from the crowd as Puck’s voice—somehow magically amplified—carries throughout the fairground. The king himself is lost amongst the hundreds of Unseelie, but his voice still sends a shiver down Kion’s spine.

			A close fucking call, earlier. They’d been so near to the reigning Unseelie monarchs and the glamour-immune dullahan.

			If Pike, or Jacks, had so much as glanced sideways, for only a moment, all hope would have been lost.

			And even though he knows that Magis Elder is somewhere, keeping an eye on the team, fear still grips Kion by the throat. They’re far from the finish line.

			“Here on Sliabh Réaltach, we are finally free from the Seelie’s iron hand,” continues King Puck. “We are finally free from the doors shut in our faces and the jeers sent our way! Here, tonight, we are FREE!” Raucous screams and the stomping of feet remind Kion of an arena. “The only rule for tonight is that THERE ARE NONE!”

			“Are you ready?” Kion whispers to Taissa. Even glamoured, he can see the vicious look on her face. The one that means Merlin help anybody who gets in her way.

			“I will be.”

			Fuck, she’s fierce. His heart aches. He aches for her.

			“My queen and I will lead the race! Through bog, through brake. Through bush and briar. Follow us, and do not tire!”

			The world plunges into darkness as the sun is swallowed by inky black. This is it. Kion flexes his hands at his side, keeping a close eye on one of the Withers.

			“GO!” roars Puck, and he sees him, atop a stallion, racing down the mountain with Pike at his back. All at once, the Unseelie leap forward, hurtling down, down, down. In a burst of shadow, all three púcas shift into black horses with shining golden eyes and wild manes.

			There’s no time to think. Damn it, there’s no time to do anything but react. Blood roaring in his ears, Kion sprints toward one of the horses—Taissa close on his heels—and launches himself atop it, aided by the Strength, Stealth, Balance, and Endurance glyphs inked all over his arms. It’s a messy business, that’s for sure. The horse bucks angrily beneath him, but Kion’s wrapped his hands in its mane, and won’t let go.

			Not for the life of him.

			He can feel the púca’s quivering rage as he realizes he’s falling behind in the race by trying to get him off his back—every Unseelie wants to win, for the acclaim and respect it brings if not the wishes—and so he gallops forward instead, harshly enough that if Kion relaxes for only a moment, he’ll be thrown off. Gritting his teeth, he twists his head to see if Taissa has managed to get onto Banes, and is rewarded by the sight of her gaining on him.

			Good. Kion turns back, lowers his head, and applies a firm inward pressure to the horse’s flank, urging him to go faster. The púca huffs, obviously unamused, but obliges, anyway. Kion wonders if Banes warned her men that the Stymphs would be coming.

			No time for idle thought. He’s at risk for breaking his neck. The craggy mountain isn’t good for riding, much less hurtling downward, bareback. Already, some Unseelie are falling: tripping over their own feet, and then one another. Kion sees a vampire get a nasty gash on the head from a protruding rock.

			His eyes water—shit, shit, shit, he forgot a Shielding glyph—as he wraps his arms around the púca’s neck, better to hold himself steady. Panting faces rush by in a blur, and up there—that’s King Puck and Queen Pike.

			Hells.

			He’d better hope it’s too late for Pike to do anything about the Seelie infiltrators in her midst, because when he passes her, she’ll see him for who he really is.

			Over the dark wind roaring in his ears, Kion hears the pounding of hooves, and then he, Taissa, and Knox are neck and neck. A grim smile tugs at his mouth, making it ache, as Isla and Brontë join them. Then Óríon. Then Mahina. Then Adriel.

			The NCL Stymphs, each atop a dark horse, ride in a perfect Parallel Position, thundering toward victory. Something more potent than love surges in Kion’s chest at the sight of his team, come together, fighting to save the sport that binds them.

			Fighting to save carriwitchet.

			It’s been so long that they moved as one that Kion forgot what it feels like. To be part of something stronger than fate itself. To be part of a unit that knows itself so seamlessly. To taste victory on the wind. Puck and Pike aren’t too far away now. All they have to do is pass them and make it down the mountain.

			Isla falls behind first with a muffled cry that pierces Kion’s heart. She’s fallen.

			“ISLA!” Brontë shouts in a panic before there’s an agitated whinny, and Rihowl’s no longer in the formation.

			Gritting his teeth, Kion prays that Elder really is close on their heels, and that he’ll get both girls medical help if they need it.

			A few minutes later, Knox is next. This time, Kion sees him fall through the dark air, covering his body to avoid being trampled by his púca. With difficulty, Kion reminds himself of what he told Adriel and Mahina: Keep going. Don’t stop.

			There are still five of them in the race.

			Five shots at winning.

			Come on. Come on.

			Kion holds on tight, his muscles straining as his horse gallops through the bogland, undeterred by the marshy ground. His heart is beating so hard that he thinks he might be sick.

			There’s a loud splash from behind him. “Fókk!” roars Óríon, voice slightly muffled by the bog.

			Four, now.

			And they go down to three a minute or two later, when Adriel shrieks in alarm, hitting the ground. Shit. Kion’s not surprised when Mahina follows soon after, unsteadied by the loss of her other half.

			It’s him and Taissa now—and the two monarchs show no sign of slowing down.

			Neck and neck, Kion Locke and Taissa Cho compete against each other for what might be the final time if they fail. His breath catches a little in his throat as he glances sideways at her. She’s glorious. Fucking glorious. And despite everything, Kion’s mouth twitches into a small smile as he meets Taissa’s eyes.

			Two moments later, both of them are speeding past the monarchs in a blur of speed.

			The end of the mountain is in sight now. He squints against the darkness to make sure. Just ahead, the ground slopes back into evenness, into steady land. Above them, the moon still covers the sun, blotting out any light. Kion cuts through the darkness like a knife through butter. He and Taissa are still tied. Old competitiveness flares up in him as he holds fast, eyeing the finish line as it comes into view, two torches wavering against the unnatural darkness. Yet something else flares up in him, too, as he glances at Taissa—her brows set in concentration, her glamoured skin flushed from the wind.

			For the first time, Kion Locke realizes that he wouldn’t mind losing to Taissa Cho.

			Not one bit.

			The flames of the torches gutter as both of them hurtle past the finish line. Unlike the conclusion of a game, there are no cheers to greet them—but there’s magic. Kion feels it, heavy and ancient, permeating the air just as sunlight begins to leak from the sky above. Breathing hard, Kion loosens his grip on the púca’s neck as the Unseelie swarm them, chattering excitedly. He looks to Taissa as he dismounts, moments before the púca tries to buck him off. One of them has won—but who?

			In a puff of smoke, Taissa’s púca has turned back into Orla Banes.

			And Taissa is now sitting on her shoulders.

			“Well,” drawls Orla. “At least you figured out what I was trying to tell you in my club.” She reaches up and pats Taissa’s knee almost fondly, but mostly coldly.

			“Who won?” Taissa demands with clear competitiveness, her priorities as straight as ever, but then there’s that regal blaring of the trumpet, and the Unseelie royalty is thundering toward them on their horse.

			Ah, fuckkkkkk.

			Pike’s milky gaze has turned to him and Taissa—and it’s narrowed. Kion grimaces as his horse shifts back into an annoyed-looking Withers. She’s going to behead them now. He just knows it. His hand drifts toward his invisible, glamoured thigh holster, where his qyl is stored…

			Queen Pike dismounts. “There will be no need for that,” she says in a voice like a whetted knife. Wondering if he’s misheard her, Kion frowns, only for Pike to gesture to him and Taissa. In disbelief, he watches as Pike—queen of the Unseelie, wife to Puck, notorious murderess—smiles.

			A terrifying smile, yeah, but still a smile.

			“When I first saw you overtake us, I thought, ‘Hm, I should hang them by their entrails for interrupting such a sacred event.’ ”

			Taissa sways. She’s still on Banes’s shoulders. Kion wonders if they should just run for it.

			“But then,” says Pike, “I realized who you were. Those horny little carriwitchet players.” She points at Taissa, and her glamour melts away. “Pink-Thong Girl.” She points to him, and his disguise disappears, too. It’s like being doused in cold water. “Groping Boy.”

			Well, she’s not wrong. “You read Wily Witch?” croaks Kion.

			Merlin. Niamh’s PR goes so much farther than the Springtides elf realizes. He’s never been more thankful for the team’s publicist than he is right now.

			As King Puck mutters something under his breath, Queen Pike shrugs. “I have a subscription; I like the perfume samples. And as they say…know thy enemy. I have built war plans around what I learn in Wily Witch.” She beams with those disturbing teeth. “So: I won’t hang you by your entrails. You won the race, and something tells me you know about the boon from your púca.”

			“Wait. Which one of us won?” Taissa demands again. Below her, Banes seems perfectly fine with Taissa’s continued perch on her shoulders. Almost like she’s sporting a new hat.

			Pike glances between them. “Why, you did, Pink-Thong Girl. By a hairsbreadth.”

			Kion’s face breaks into a smile. It hurts—he’s not accustomed to smiling like this—but he can’t help it. She did it. Cho fucking did it. She’s saved them all.

			He’s never adored her more than in this moment.

			“I can confirm that,” adds Banes, looking up at her. “So. What’s your wish, Taissa Cho?”

			Taissa’s eyes shine. “I…I…” She takes a deep breath. “I wish for the two curses pertaining to carriwitchet—cursing my team and cursing the Wingeds with the Sleeping Death—to be reversed, without any, er, funny business, on the part of the púcas,” she says breathlessly, and Kion admires how carefully she chooses her words.

			He wishes James had done the same.

			Banes gives a sharp nod. “Easy enough. I don’t even need to dip into the Dark Well for it,” the púca says, and closes her eyes. When she opens them again, they glow golden, and wisps of shadow uncoil from her skin. “It is done,” says Banes. “Now, get the hells off me.”

			As she hops to the ground, Kion finally lunges forward, unable to stop himself from enveloping Taissa in a bone-crushing hug. He lifts her from the ground, breathing in the honey and thyme scent of her, joy bleeding out of him like divine gold. “You won, Taissa,” he breathes, spinning her round. “You fucking won.”

			Her laughter rings in his ears like chiming bells. “Put me down, you great numpty,” she gasps, smacking his back with a hand. “I can barely breathe.”

			Kion sets her down reluctantly, and she grins up at him, unsteady on her feet. “Only a hairsbreadth, Locke.”

			“Damned if I care,” he replies, before glancing at Banes. “The curses are really gone?” he asks, hardly daring to believe it. The Unseelie gives him an are you daft look, her good mood—apparently from winning the race—having worn off.

			“That is literally what I just said.”

			Kion exhales, shuddering, as Taissa tucks herself into his side. It’s almost over. After so long, this nightmare—it’s almost over.

			But only almost.

			Because James should be here, with him. But he’s not. He’s unconscious in the infirmary, paying the price for a fool’s bargain.

			It’s like Pike has read his mind. Maybe she has: Nobody knows the extent of the Unseelie queen’s powers. “There is also a reward from us,” she says, with a gesture to her annoyed-looking husband, “for winning the race. Would you like your gift, Pink-Thong Girl?”

			“Uh,” rasps Taissa, “maybe? Depending?”

			Pike smiles again. Each time she does, Kion knows the image will haunt his nightmares for weeks. “Don’t be silly. Of course you do. You will receive one as well, Orla Banes. But first, Pink-Thong Girl, for you: I give you the gift of what you need most. I give you the gift of knowledge.”

			“Excuse me?” says Taissa, looking slightly stung. Kion’s offended on her behalf. Did Pike just call her, the smartest woman he knows, stupid? But then Pike is taking Taissa’s face in her pale blue hands, magic crackling through the air like electricity, and Taissa’s eyes are flaring wide.

			“No,” she chokes out. “Really?”

			Pike dips her head. “I’m afraid so.”

			Kion watches in buzzing concern as Taissa swallows hard and takes one of Pike’s hands in her own. “Thank you, Queen,” she whispers. A surprised expression crosses Pike’s face, almost like she hadn’t expected a Seelie to want to touch her. Kion watches as Pike blinks, smiles unsteadily, and then squeezes Taissa’s hand. He wonders if “knowing thy enemy” is really the only reason the queen reads Wily Witch. If, maybe, she wants to belong just as much as the next dark elf.

			Atop his horse, Puck’s face softens, like Taissa’s simple act of basic human decency toward his wife made him hate her and Kion much less.

			Depressing, he thinks, that this is what it’s come to between the Unseelie and Seelie.

			“It’s nothing, Pink-Thong Girl,” says Pike, shrugging shyly and suddenly looking very young. In Unseelie standards, she is, Kion remembers. “But if you’d like to repay me, perhaps you and Groping Boy can…can come by for tea? I promise not to eat you, even if I’m hungry, and Puck shan’t feed you to Glutvoxxas, either.”

			Ah, bloody hells. Why the fuck not?

			“I’d love to,” Kion says gruffly.

			Taissa returns the Unseelie queen’s smile. “I would like that,” she agrees. “Very much. In fact, I think we all would.”

			“ ‘We all’?” demands King Puck, beginning to look suspicious, just as the rest of the NCL Stymphs crowd them. Kion’s teammates are looking a bit worse for the wear: Troll Óríon is soaked through with mud, and Brontë is sporting a lump on her head the size of England, while Adriel is blinking dazedly, supported by Mahina. As for Knox and Isla, the two of them are covered in scratches, but grinning exuberantly.

			“Yeah…We’re sort of a package deal,” Kion informs the arched-brow king as Queen Pike claps her hands in delight.
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			By the time the team and Magis Elder make their way to the Ballyford train station the next morning, somebody has tipped off various mags that the NCL Stymphs are the “team that saved carriwitchet.”

			Kion shields his face from the flashes of dozens of cameras, his ears ringing from the excited chatter of reporters. Literally overnight, all Wingeds afflicted by the Sleeping Death made a full recovery. Once this was confirmed by a phone call between a jubilant-sounding Vance and a weary-looking Elder, the team was too tired to do anything but draw some much-needed Panaceas and flop into bed. Kion had gladly fallen into their bed. Taissa came up a little later; she’d been speaking to Magis Elder, she mentioned, and—with difficulty—with Sansa through the wisp of their remaining bond. They hadn’t been able to say or hear much, she’d admitted with glistening eyes, but her little wyvern was alive and well.

			Kion had been dozing off, with his arms wrapped around Taissa, when he remembered the strange “second gift” Queen Pike had given her. “What ‘knowledge’ did she give you, then?” he murmured into her hair.

			Taissa sighed sleepily, turning around to face him. “It might be too much for tonight,” she said hesitantly. “You look knackered.”

			He’d brushed a knuckle across her cheek. “Tell me, sweetheart. Tell me what she told you.”

			So she had.

			And she was right. It was too much for that night.

			He barely slept at all, tossing and turning. Which is why now, even as the reporters sing their praises, Kion has a snarl on his face. He only relaxes when he’s in the compartment with Taissa and Elder, the latter going over what will need to happen upon their return. Kion nods curtly, exchanging grim looks with Taissa. The storm isn’t over yet.

			When the train finally lands in Pinion-upon-Keat, Kion takes a deep breath, trying to relax. It’s good to be home. The early afternoon sun glows golden as they make their way back to the Nexitory, where a crowd cheers and hollers, waving excitedly and decked out in Stymph purple and silver. As Kion exits the car, he blinks in disorientation as fans—their fans—cry out his name, eyes bright with excitement and…gratefulness. Word travels fast in the UKHC. Kion fights a small smile.

			They’ve come back, these fans. And that means something.

			Maybe now, they can give them a season worth their time.

			His teammates are staring in shock at the crowd of well-wishers. Knox recovers first, signing a dryad’s forehead with a flourish and a wink. The others, spurred on by this, break into grins. Kion meets Magis Elder’s eye, and as the geancánach tips his head toward the Nexitory, he gives him back a curt nod.

			“Come on,” he says to Taissa, grabbing her hand, and weaving out of the mayhem after Elder.

			Compared to outside, the Nexitory’s interior is chilly. Or maybe that’s just Kion as he, Taissa, and Elder step into a lift, Elder curtly punching the button.

			Taissa squeezes Kion’s hand. He squeezes back.

			As they step out of the lift, right outside the infirmary, Elder gestures for them to go on. Exchanging grim looks, Taissa and Kion step inside.

			James is right where he’s always been, on the cot, still and silent, but breathing. That’s something, he guesses. Edward is hovering over him, checking his diagnostics. Just like the rest of the Nexitory, the infirmary seems colder than usual. The white walls, pristine tiled floors, and the smell of antiseptics are giving Kion a headache. Edward looks up as they enter, and his eyes brighten at the sight of Taissa.

			“You’re back!” he exclaims. “Thank Merlin.” When he rushes to embrace Taissa, she lets him, allowing Kion to slip toward Edward’s small desk in the back of the infirmary, right underneath a framed illustration of stymphalian anatomy.

			He feels strangely detached as he opens the desk’s third drawer, like Queen Pike had urged Taissa to. There, hidden underneath the paper he brushes aside, is a pair of crumpled lavender knickers. The proof Elder needs to make an arrest.

			“Magis!” Kion calls, his voice harsh and unforgiving. Elder strides in, eyes flashing, just as Taissa breaks out of Edward’s embrace with a look of sheer disgust.

			The blond warlock shakes his head. “No! No, it’s not what it looks like!” There’s a brief, pathetic scuffle as Edward tries to escape Elder’s clutches.

			Kion snarls, stalking toward him, Taissa’s knickers clenched in his fist. He’s got a mind to punch the man in the face as Elder finally cuffs him.

			Taissa is snarling, venomous. “You disgusting—piece of shite—”

			Edward’s eyes fill with tears as his nose drips blood. “No, Taissa—I-I love you—”

			“Is that why you broke into my flat and stole my knickers?” she snarls. “You’re sick. Twisted.”

			“I didn’t—”

			“There is no point in trying to deny it,” Elder says coldly, his streaks of gray shining under the fluorescent lights. “We have enough to charge you with the stalking of Taissa Cho. And that’s only until evidence relating to your commissioning of Púca Púca LLC comes in. We know that you hired a púca to cast the first curse on the NCL Stymphs shortly after Miss Cho’s expulsion from the NCL Wyverns. No point in trying to deny it. It’s been confirmed by the knowledge of Queen Pike herself. Only question is: Why did you do it, Becerra?”

			Kion is grinding his molars so hard that it hurts. Edward’s lower lip trembles violently as his red-rimmed eyes flick from Kion to Taissa before he lets out a low, anguished groan.

			“It was an act of revenge for Miss Cho, wasn’t it? You fancy yourself in love with her,” says Elder distastefully, jostling the cuffed man. “Furious at Kion Locke for his part in her demise, you contacted a púca to ruin Mr. Locke’s team. And it nearly worked. You never expected Taissa to join the Stymphs. I surmise that you’ve been panicking. Is that why you contacted Púca Púca LLC a second time? Only this time, you wished for the Stymphs to win. An attempt to undo what you’d already done for her.”

			What had that síceach, Alun, said during their aura reading?

			Something had been off with the curse. That was it.

			The curse-spots, they’re flickering. Every few moments.

			Two curses working against each other, like oil and vinegar. That was what Alun had found so strange. The second curse trying to negate the first, but failing. Maybe that’s why the results of the second curse—the Sleeping Death—were so fucking disastrous. There was already a curse in place, and trying to nullify it with a second ended in terrible consequences. Edward probably hadn’t meant for the Sleeping Death to happen. That note, planted in James’s room, was his.

			“And this time, you were smarter about it, hiring the handler Markus as a messenger and concealing your identity. Púca Púca LLC has a policy, doesn’t it? No repeat customers within a five-year time frame. Who did you tell them you were? No, never mind. I think we know the answer to that.” Magis Elder tilts his head toward James. “You knew that they wouldn’t check to confirm ID.”

			James, who was innocent.

			James, who is now bearing the burden of Edward’s bargain.

			Kion’s never felt rage like this before. Never wanted to kill somebody more fucking badly. He starts forward: Taissa tugs him back. They need a confession.

			“You planted the evidence in his room when you realized there would be an investigation,” continues Elder as Edward begins to sniffle. “The traces of Fury, making him seem mixed up in the wrong sorts of things, a desperation to rise back to the top. The note. Then, when Mr. Ridgeshaw fell ill from your misdirecting the púcas, you were able to claim he was exposed to dark magic, despite the magic being from you. Now, tell me something: Why did you choose Mr. Ridgeshaw as a target, and not Mr. Locke? Given your motives, it would have made more sense to choose Mr. Locke, no?”

			Behind Elder, Felicity Vance steps into the room, flanked by a few other DMC agents and magistrates. One of them holds a black mask in their hands, probably from Edward’s room. The other has a huge evidence baggie filled with Taissa’s knickers and bras. They remain silent, letting Elder go on acting like he uncovered this all himself despite discovering literally fuck all.

			Sure, he’s putting together the pieces that Queen Pike offered, but you’d think he could have found this out a bit fucking sooner.

			Edward’s mouth works, and finally, words burst free. “I wanted Kion to watch,” he half sobs, half shouts. “I wanted him to be there to watch Taissa fall in love with me. And to be ripped apart by his best mate’s betrayal. So I chose James instead. But—please, Taissa, listen to me…”

			“We’ll take that as a confession,” Elder mutters, looking disgusted.

			“Taissa,” Edward begs, “I love you. I’ve loved you for years. Believe me! I used to take the weekend train to Banallan to watch you, just watch you—”

			Kion sees red as Taissa stiffens. “I had a stalker a few years back,” she says tightly to Elder, whose violet eyes darken. “Got my knickers stolen in Great Hartwich. Not far from here, Great Hartwich. Only a wee distance. The perp left chocolates spiked with a love potion. Tickle My Fancy.”

			“Taissa, oh, please!” wails Edward, no longer looking cherubic. “I did all of this for you!” He scrabbles out of Elder’s grip, flops like a fish onto the floor, and tries to inch closer to her feet. Kion’s about to beat the living daylight out of him, but Taissa gets there first.

			She looks at Edward in disgust, then back up to Elder. “May I kick him?”

			Kion is surprised when the detective’s eyes crinkle in the corners. “I’ll allow it.”

			The sheer strength in Taissa’s kick is fucking impressive. She could play football. Edward screams, sounding more heartbroken than anything as he wriggles and writhes. Kion is still tempted to stomp in his face but reins himself back, breathing hard.

			This is Taissa’s justice to take.

			Elder meets his eyes and nods curtly as he hauls the healer back up. “Edward Becerra, you are under arrest for two counts of stalking against Taissa Cho, the cursing of the NCL Stymphs, the cursing of the Wingeds, the framing of James Ridgeshaw, and the usage of dark magic. You have absolutely no rights; they shan’t be read to you.” Gripping Edward by the neck, Elder hauls him out of the room, cutting through the onlooking agents—and the wide-eyed team, who at some point clustered in the doorway without Kion noticing. As the agents disperse, and Edward’s wails echo down the hall, they flood in, pale and drawn. Isla and Mahina make straight for Taissa, wrapping her in a hug, which Taissa, after a tentative moment, returns.

			“He was a pathetic wanker,” signs Mahina, bobbing her closed hand up and down a few times. Apparently most of this Taissa understands, because she nods emphatically.

			“Captain,” rasps Brontë, “is James going to be okay?”

			“I don’t know,” chokes Kion.

			James will have to be moved to another hospital. One where the healers will actually look after him. Probably he should have been in one all along, but team policy states the infirmary as their primary care center. It hasn’t escaped Kion’s notice that James’s mum hasn’t visited, not even once, even though the little table next to his cot is flooded with flowers and cards written in her spindly hand.

			Even in the most dire circumstances, Philomena Ridgeshaw will never be caught dead in close proximity to a carriwitchet pitch.

			Hells, it’s ridiculous. Her son is in a magical fucking coma. If there’s any time to put aside petty grievances, well, it would be right about bloody now.

			“We’ll track down Banes again, and explain it all,” Knox offers. “See what she can do.” It’s not a bad plan. Something tells Kion that Orla Banes will want to be paid by the right person.

			The team gathers around James’s bedside. Kion takes one of his limp hands in his own, shame eating him up inside. For a while, he’d begun to believe that James had done all of this. How could he be so fucking stupid? He knows his best mate better than he knows himself. James would never do this to the Wingeds. To the Stymphs. “Come on, you posh twat,” he whispers. “Come on and pull through.”

			James doesn’t reply—of course he doesn’t—but Kion could swear that James’s hand squeezes his, just faintly. It gives him enough hope to clear the noise in his head. Just for a bit.

			They stay there for a while, all of them, until a team of aghast-looking medics stride in and wheel James out, intent on taking him to Le Fay Hospital. Wearily, Kion and the team sit on the curb of the Nexitory’s parking lot, watching the medics load James into an ambulance covered in Flight glyphs, and watching as a dazed-looking Bill Dodds and wide-eyed Niamh speak to a magis.

			“So it’s over,” Adriel says slowly. “The curses. The mystery. It’s all finally over.”

			“I don’t feel any different,” Brontë admits. “Do any of you?”

			“Only angry,” mutters Óríon stiffly.

			“I always knew there was something strange about Edward,” Knox says sagely. “I always had this feeling.”

			“What a load of rubbish,” scoffs Brontë.

			“You did not, Tanaka,” Taissa snorts.

			“None of us suspected him,” signs Mahina.

			“Kion never liked this man,” Óríon says, pointing to him.

			True. Bloody true.

			“Do you think…” Isla hesitates and looks to Kion, as if for reassurance. “Do you think, now, we can make it back to the Major League?”

			A great question.

			“Well,” Kion says, rising to his feet and looking toward the pitch where the afternoon sun shines as bright as gold, “there’s only one way to find out.”

		

	
		
			Interlude
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			@cancelledcrones

			Well, well, well…According to @completecarriwitchet and the UKHC magistrate, #cancelledcrone Taissa Cho broke the CURSE afflicting the Wingeds! Authorities are tight-lipped about how she managed it, so all we can say is…Taissa Cho is OFFICIALLY an #UNCANCELLEDCRONE

			@niamh_xo

			Oh thank goodness finally

			@queen.pike [image: ]

			Pink-Thong Girl is a heroine, indeed [image: Heart emoji.]

			@dryadmama52

			SHE broke the curse?

			@islaadaway [image: ]

			yea of course she did…she’s taissa cho

			@dryadmama52

			Ugh. I hate being thankful to her.

			@taissacho_official [image: ]

			Could you have used a nicer photo for this post instead of this one of me crying behind a bin. Literally any other photo.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Eight

			 

			Kion

			Kion’s heart pounds in his chest as, head resting against the crisp linen of the hospital’s bed, James stirs. He’s gripping his friend’s hand in his; he feels James’s fingers beginning to twitch, his skin beginning to melt from clammy coldness to the warmth of life. There are still streaks of premature gray in his hair and faint wrinkles lining his face, but they begin to fade as, somewhere, the Withers retract their price from James’s body and direct it toward Edward. And as James’s eyes flutter open, he looks so young without his spectacles that Kion can only stare, unsteadied.

			“Kion,” whispers James, blinking slowly.

			“James,” he tries to say, but his throat is suddenly so sore and swollen that all that comes out is some strangled noise. Grrrkkkrlllhrrk, it sounds like. Not close to “James.” Not even bloody close.

			The sound hangs in the air between them.

			And then, in the cramped little room of Le Fay Hospital, with the window overlooking the River Keat and the smell of antiseptic clinging to the squashed armchair on which Kion sits, James begins to cry. His chest shakes, and his—his lips turn upward? Hells. He’s not crying, even as a tear trickles down his face. He’s laughing at him. Kion cracks a smile, relief slumping his shoulders.

			James is awake, and he’s laughing.

			“I’ve never heard you make that sound before in my life,” James gasps, beginning to compose himself. “Truly. I think the shock of it would be enough to shake anyone out of a coma. Second only to the shock of finding out it was Edward, all along.”

			His stomach plummets. “You—”

			James’s smile is a weak, ghostly thing now. “I could hear it all, yes. I would have preferred not to; Knox has insisted on reading sonnets at my bedside quite more often than I would like. He’s got no future in the theater, I’m sorry to say.”

			“James, mate,” Kion forces out, “I knew it couldn’t have been you, but I—”

			His expression darkens; he glances away. “He planned it well, Kion,” he says, but there’s a waver in his voice that anybody but Kion might have missed. “I can’t blame you if you thought…”

			Words fail him, sticking in his throat. So instead of saying anything, Kion squeezes his hand. And after a moment, James squeezes back.

			“Why wouldn’t you tell me, mate?” whispers Kion. “I knew you were feeling poorly. It was plain as fucking day, but you wouldn’t admit it…”

			James shifts his head, staring past Kion toward the window, or probably the smudges of it he can see without his glasses. Evening rain has begun to patter against the glass. “I meant it, then. I thought…I’m elf-shot, forever. And some days, the medication works, and some days it…doesn’t. I’ve always hidden those days from you, Kion—you, and the others. And because of that, the illness that’s always there, I have different limits for myself. A different conviction of what I can tolerate.” His lips twitch. “I suppose there are a lot of answers for why I didn’t admit it to you, really. I’m afraid of being seen as weak; you know that. And I didn’t want you to order me to sit out from practice, even if you just call it ‘taking a breather.’ I thought, the next thing I know, I’ll be off the team on medical leave and you won’t be able to compete at all. It was hard enough, I knew, convincing Taissa to replace Samara. If I left, the team would only veer faster toward dissolution, and I-I couldn’t be responsible for that.”

			“I’d never blame you,” Kion says, low and fast. “Merlin, mate, you must know that.”

			James’s eyes turn back to him. “The mind is a strange thing, Kion. Both of us are familiar with its…quirks. It is not always the most logical organ. Perhaps that’s what made me do something foolish,” he adds ruefully. “At Shrieking Pumpkin…”

			“You spoke to Orla Banes.” Kion grips the armrest with his other hand, feels the wood creak underneath him. “I saw you slip in. Merlin. Tell me you didn’t bargain with her, James.”

			“It turns out I’m just as foolish as my father.” His smile is limpid, but as Kion’s heart squeezes painfully in his chest, he shakes his head. “Banes turned me away. Wouldn’t even consider it. I’ve a feeling she’s not as bad as they say, actually. She told me that she wouldn’t take any pleasure in deceiving an ill man, let alone an ill Unseelie.” Guilt flashes in his eyes. “I was in the werewolf glamour, at the time. I nearly took it off, to provoke her into bargaining with me after all, but lost my nerve. She was dressed rather like a medieval executioner from Ye Olden Days, did you notice that?”

			How? How had his straitlaced friend been in such darkness that he’d visited Banes to bargain—and how had Kion not noticed? How far apart had they drifted this summer? “I’m sorry,” Kion rasps, still white-knuckling the armrest. James smirks, but it quickly fades as Kion whispers, “I know I’ve been a massive prick at times—”

			“No,” James says, sharply. “I should be apologizing. I’ve been a-a—”

			“A spoiled brat,” suggests Kion.

			His friend’s grimace smooths. “I suppose, yes. And you’ve been an—”

			“Idiot,” says Kion.

			“Precisely,” says James.

			In that moment, in fond looks they exchange all that needs to be said between them. Kion feels the warmth of their friendship like a soft quilt, draping back over his shoulders after he’d been left out in the cold. For a few seconds longer, neither speaks. Until James, eyes growing glassy, clears his throat.

			“Where are the others?” he asks. “I assume you’ve all got quite the story to tell me of how you solved the mysteries, don’t you?”

			“They’re in the corridor,” Kion confesses. Elder rang them earlier that morning, letting them know that Orla Banes had been made aware of the switch-up. They’d all hurried here as fast as they could, but Taissa had held up a hand at the doors. “Wait,” she’d said. “Kion first.” Because she knew him, knew that he’d needed this time with James alone.

			“Well,” says James, sighing as Kion releases his hand and leaning over to the bedside table to gingerly slide on his spectacles, “let the horde in, I suppose.”

			“OI, YOU LOT!” shouts Kion, and like puppies tumbling over one another, their teammates are barreling inside and fussing over James: Knox drapes himself dramatically halfway over the bed and monologues about the perils of the Wild Hunt; Isla—carrying a large bag from the grocer’s—immediately sets up shop at the bedside table, plying James with chicken soup and other food; Óríon claps James’s shoulder; Mahina and Adriel give him sideways hugs; Brontë whoops in relief and joy, while Taissa…

			Taissa grins, presenting James with one of her crocheted monstrosities. “Glad to have you back, Ridgeshaw,” she says.

			James grimaces, pinching the lumpy, bright green yarn between two disdainful fingers. “What,” he says with immeasurable disgust, “is this?”

			She looks offended. “It’s a scarf. My first one, actually. I’m used to crocheting—well.” Mischief gleams in her eyes. “At any rate, it’s for you. I thought it would suit Warble’s flamboyant personality.”

			Kion watches as James flushes all the way to his roots. “That’s—you—” But then he sighs, glancing at Kion and sniffing haughtily. “Thank you, I suppose, Taissa.”

			Her smile is like a shark’s.

			Well, thinks Kion, pinching the bridge of his nose, it’s a start, at least.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Nine

			 

			Taissa

			Victory Field Pinion-upon-Keat, England

			One Month Later

			The roar of the stadium is louder than bombs as Taissa soars upon Cronus’s back, still smiling slightly at the riddle the old bird had posed to her before allowing her—with an excited gleam in his red eyes—to mount him.

			“Turn me onto my back, open up my stomach. Wise you will be, though at start, a lummox.”

			She’d gotten it immediately. Of course she had. “A book.”

			Over the crackling speakers, Helena Hedgecomb and Basil Tumberhatch chatter away excitedly as the match enters its final division of play. The NCL Stymphs have already stolen two draconian jewels from the NCL Perytons’ siege tower, and there’s only one left to go. Only one shimmering, glittering, opulent draconian jewel standing in the way between reclaiming a spot in the Major League. Only one, shining like a beacon across the field: a beacon of hope.

			The warm afternoon wind whips Taissa’s plait behind her as she maintains the Echelon Position, with Brontë, Knox, and Óríon clearing a path toward the Perytons’ wooden tower, shoving aside their defensive players. The NCL Perytons, who ride upon the winged stags with antlers that prove a formidable weapon, are good players, at the bottommost rung of the Major League.

			They’re just not as good as the Stymphs.

			Taissa whoops as their Echelon Position breaks. James, wind-flushed atop Mabb, sends Taissa a smile as she whizzes past him, eye on the jewel. He’s healthy, and whole again, and although a swot he may still be, he’s a rather friendly swot. (Usually. Morgana help her if she tries to keep Kion from their weekly scheduled Lad Time.) Last Taissa heard, Edward was comatose in Shackell Penitentiary, wrinkled and gray, with none of the angelic beauty she’d at first been impressed by. Just an ugly, sickening man, inside and out.

			Taissa breaks into a grin as Kion comes up on her left, Cato angling his bladed feathers to deter an incoming defensive player. Oh, she should have known they were cursed from the start. She and Kion, they move together effortlessly as they transition into the Gemini Formation, whirling around each other like shooting stars. Laughter and pure joy bubble up in her chest. This. This is where she’s meant to be.

			As Knox slams aside a defensive Knocker, Taissa and Kion break apart, hurtling for the jewel. It doesn’t matter which one of them snatches it, as long as one of them does, but they’d both be (massive) liars if they said that old competitive streak doesn’t come to life between them during games. Splitting apart, they race for the jewel from different sides of the tower. Taissa’s fingers are only a hairsbreadth away when Kion gets there first, forcing both of them to pull back to avoid colliding.

			“Numpty,” she hisses, but Kion only laughs.

			“Irritating boy,” seethes Cronus, but he sounds amused as Cato squawks something teasingly back to him. “I will bake his brains into bread.”

			“A, you don’t know how to bake,” Taissa informs him as Cronus dives after Kion, while she keeps herself open in case he needs to toss the jewel to her. “And, b, you don’t even eat bread, you old fart. You subsist entirely on the bones of your enemies and the blood of your children. Or so you say. Really, I think you’ve turned a softie. You and your children, you seem like a family again.”

			“Hmmph,” he grumbles, but doesn’t deny it. These past weeks, it’s seemed that he and the other stymphs, his flock, have been stitched back together. Whenever she sees her grumpy old bird, he’s either laughing with Cato, tending after the shy Mabb, or in animated conversation with the other stymphalians. The birds seem to gravitate toward him now, perhaps eager to meet their father for real, rather than the angry mask he’d worn for so long. He is, thinks Taissa, the beating heart of Yggdrasil.

			The tabloids had laughed at him, at first, when the carriwitchet season restarted. Her “decrepit” stymph, with his few feathers and scarred bronze beak.

			Nobody’s laughing now.

			As a Knocker escapes Óríon’s clutches and speeds toward Kion, he hurls the glistening jewel through the sky. It refracts the blinding light of the sun as it arcs toward Taissa. Cronus, anticipating the jewel, drops downward, allowing Taissa to catch it neatly above her head with two hands. Kion, evading the Knocker, shouts her name, urging her to go, go, go.

			Cronus hurtles through the air as Taissa keeps her eye on their side of the pitch, at the three draconian jewels still glinting atop their tower, at Isla, Mahina, and Adriel guarding them as fiercely as a bear does her cubs. The screams of the crowd, the sea of purple and silver, the excited hollers of the commentators…it all fuels Taissa as she leans forward on Cronus, tucking the draconian jewel to her chest, mentally urging him to fly faster. They can do this.

			She can do this.

			For her team.

			For Kion.

			For the girl that this sport tried to break.

			For all of them, she will win.

			Screams erupt from the stands as Cronus hurtles across the half-point boundary and Taissa once again lifts the jewel above her head. She holds her head high, breathing hard, looking with gleaming eyes at the world around her. At Isla, bursting into joyful tears atop Jemmy, at Mahina and Adriel, the latter leaping off his stymph and onto Mahina’s, in order to give her a big bear hug—and a kiss, speaking toward long-felt feelings finally making themselves known. Brontë whoops and cheers as she circles Taissa on Icarus, joined by Knox and Óríon…And Kion. Taissa smiles so hard that it hurts as Kion pulls Cato up beside her and looks at her with eyes shining like constellations.

			Purple-and-silver streamers, loosed from paper canons, burst into the air from the crowd below. Enchanted lavender banners float into the sky, reading, in looping font: The Stymphs Are Back! The Stymphs Are Back!

			Admidst the fluttering confetti, Taissa turns her head up to the sky, and she smiles.

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			In the Nexitory’s media room, Taissa sits at the long table, staring out at the excited sea of reporters. Their multicolored Pell-Mell Plumes waver in excitement. She recognizes pink-haired Glinda Davero in the crowd, already scribbling away. Fear knots in Taissa’s stomach, and she tries her best to breathe steadily.

			(It’s not working.)

			Underneath the table, Kion holds her right hand, and Mahina holds her left. They know how hard this is for her, what comes next. But it’s finally time.

			Kion clears his throat, tapping the microphone with his free hand. “Before we start going over the game,” he says in a loud, gruff voice that has the chittering writers quieting, “Taissa Cho has something she’d like to say.”

			The reporters glance back and forth, eyebrows raising expectantly between the two of them. Someone—probably Glinda—squeals and swoons. (Morgana, does she think it’s a wedding announcement?) Sweat slides down the nape of Taissa’s neck as she swallows hard, glancing to the media room’s door, where Estee Cho stands by Niamh and Bill, nodding and holding her daughter’s gaze. Her dark hair is peppered with confetti; the sight almost makes Taissa smile. Almost.

			“You can do it, sweetheart,” Kion murmurs. “We’re all here with you.” He squeezes her palm four times, their signal for I’ve got you. She’d come up with it after accompanying Kion to his first therapy appointment, sitting next to him on the couch, her hand in his.

			Now, it floods her with strength.

			She can do it. She phoned Felicity Vance last night, and this morning, DMC agents and Banallan magistrates launched an official investigation into the threats against Sansa in exchange for Taissa’s silence. And right here, right now, Taissa is going to make the truth known.

			Her truth known.

			“Two years ago,” she says, her voice strong and hard, carrying throughout the media room with iron steel, “Coach Colum Frasier of the NCL Wyverns held me down in the locker room and forced a Luck glyph onto the back of my neck.”
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			Tally Ho Tavern is nearly shaking from the vibrations of pint glasses being thumped down, shoulders bumping into one another, fists pounding on the tables, and hands clasping one another as the post-game celebration begins. A leprechaun musician plays a guitar, his song nearly lost over the din. Roger is grinning from ear to ear as he hurries over to where the Stymphs sit around one of his largest tables, setting down their grease-marked baskets of chips.

			Taissa can’t help but to smile back. The bitter, seething man has transformed completely into the picture of a jolly pub owner, plying them with free chips and drinks. His happiness is contagious.

			Isla is already hiccuping, much to the amusement of her girlfriend, the gorgeous leannán sídhe from the Shrieking Pumpkin. Knox is trying to steal Óríon’s flask of something (Óríon muttered that the cheap beer was “viðbjóðslegur”), Mahina and Adriel are laughing hard over a joke that nobody else understands, and James is arguing with Brontë over who should ask the musician to play a 50 Centaurs’ song (James refuses to budge: for such an “egregiously ridiculous scheme,” it should be Brontë).

			Taissa doesn’t think she’s ever been more full of joy than in this moment, eating greasy chips with her head on Kion’s shoulder, a weight lifted from her own. The press believed her today. They didn’t laugh, or call her a liar. No, they wrote down her every word, and looked at her with shame. She received nearly thirty apologies today from the reporters alone. Apologies that she is still debating whether to accept.

			(She’d be lying if she said their shame wasn’t extremely satisfying.)

			“GIVE ME BACK THE KETCHUP!” Knox howls as Óríon shoves it out of his reach.

			“Then stop trying to steal my vodka.”

			“Fucking hells,” mutters Kion, pinching the bridge of his nose. “They’re children.”

			She pokes him with a chip. “You know you love them.”

			His face softens. “I do, yeah. Bunch of idiots.”

			Taissa snorts, reaching across the table for another chip. “So we meet the new coach tomorrow?” she asks. Money’s been streaming into the club; enough for Bill to hire a new coach, Junie Farrow. Taissa likes the sound of her already, and with the Phoenixes match in a week, Farrow’s arrival is welcome. “Disappointed you can’t make us sprint laps anymore?”

			“I’ll miss making Tanaka run,” Kion admits, and they both laugh, Taissa delighting in the sound of Kion’s joy. She reaches back for another chip.

			Before she can grab one, Kion’s hand closes around hers, their fingers interlocking as he raises the back of her hand to his lips and kisses it. She blushes; she can’t help it.

			“What was that for?” she asks.

			“You know why,” Kion says with the smile he saves only for her, squeezing her hand four times.

			“Say it,” she teases, enjoying how it’s his turn to blush.

			“I love you,” he murmurs against her lips as raucous cheers fill the small pub. “I think I always have.”

			I love you. I love you. I love you.

			Inside her chest, her heart soars like Cronus in the skies, like Sansa through the clouds. Giddiness rushes through her blood like the most potent sugar rush; she feels her cheeks pinken and flush. “I love you, too,” she whispers, and as he exhales shakily, she tweaks his nose. Kion fondly rolls his eyes, rubbing the offended appendage.

			“Menace.”

			“Numpty.”

			“Light of my life.”

			“Bane of my existence.”

			“Newbie.”

			“Pookie.”

			“You’re horrib—” Laughing, Taissa cuts off, as Kion slants his lips against hers.

			They’re a perfect fit, like lock and key. Morgana save her, but she never wants the kiss to end. Yet perhaps she shouldn’t worry.

			Something tells her that they have all the time in the world.

		

	
		
			Interlude

			 

			
				Excerpt from Complete Carriwitchet

				NCL Stymphs Take It All!

				Herbie Thumeltack, Writer

				It’s the comeback that nobody saw coming.

				The once-disgraced NCL Stymphs (who after a series of devastating losses wobbled on the brink of dissolution) have climbed their way back to the top of the top, the crème de la crème of carriwitchet.

				“It’s been a happy few days for the Stymphs,” says club owner Bill Dodds. “I never had any doubts that this team could do it.”

				Following their season of sweeping wins, and their re-entrance into the NCL Major League, the Stymphs—headed by Captain Kion Locke—have done the impossible. This past Monday, the NCL Stymphs won 3–2 against the top-ranking NCL Wyverns and have taken Rank One—a title that the Stymphs haven’t held since 1967.

				When asked where the secret to the team’s redemption lies, Kion Locke gestured to his teammates with raised brows, as if it should be self-explanatory.

				“We have a strong foundation. We can take anything thrown our way.”

				Indeed. The NCL Stymphs are largely credited with the saving of both the Wingeds and carriwitchet from the Sleeping Death. Although details of their involvement have yet to be made clear, the CCB confirmed in a written statement that the carriwitchet team is the reason for the resolution of the mysterious illness.

				“And,” Locke added, in regard to their recent victories, “we recently signed one of the best players in the sport.”

				Locke refers to partner and former Wyverns player Taissa Cho, who’s made headlines this season for both her fantastic performance and, unfortunately, her allegations of abuse against former Wyverns coach Colum Frasier. Cho was a key asset for the Stymphs during the match against the Wyverns, carrying with her the knowledge of all their old plays, and a ferocity that her former teammate Elise Henricks seemed to take the brunt of.

				Henricks left the game with a broken nose, a black eye, a missing tooth, a dagger wound to the side, and a foul temper.

				Interestingly enough, eagle-eyed viewers noticed that Henricks’s wyvern, named Sansa (Henricks’s original Winged was irreversibly wounded some years ago in a dangerous maneuver that left the wyvern permanently paralyzed), seemed to have been elated to see her first rider, Cho, enter the field. So elated, in fact, that Sansa left her position multiple times to fly by Cho’s side—and made quick friends with Cronus, Cho’s current Winged. The new Wyverns coach, Tom Calloway, could be seen screaming at Henricks and Sansa from the sidelines.

				For those who have not kept up with the recent controversy surrounding the team’s former coach: Since the allegations against him were made public, Colum Frasier has been fired from his position and replaced by Calloway. The NCL Board reportedly paid Cho a hearty sum in reparations and the trial has been taken to the UKHC High Court, with Cho to appear as plaintiff. Fans of both Cho’s former and current teams are set to appear to support the player (an online movement, known as #JusticeforTaissa, has recently gained traction on the social media app Cauldron) and the NCL Stymphs have been vocal in their support of Cho. With the usage of a Truth glyph, the trial is predicted to end quickly.

				In addition to significant financial reparations, Cho is expected to regain custody of Sansa, as the termination of her bond with the wyvern was wrongfully executed. If all goes as expected, Taissa Cho will be re-bonded to Sansa while keeping her current bond with Cronus—an unprecedented possibility in the UKHC, where carriwitchet players typically possess only one Winged. Cho, it seems, is the exception.

				“Taissa deserves so much better than everything that’s happened to her,” says Kion Locke. “She deserves the bloody world.”

				When asked what’s next for the Stymphs, Locke almost smiles.

				“The World Cup,” he says as his team whoops behind him. “We’re going to win it.”
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			@taissacho_official [image: ]

			Me and my babies

			#Cronus #Sansa

			@knoxknox_whos_there [image: ]

			Welcome to Pinion, Sansa!!!

			@islaadaway [image: ]

			aww and cronus isn’t even trying to eat her!

			@howling.brontë [image: ]

			cheers, sansa!! welcome, welcome—our newest member

			@nclfan7891

			She can’t play with you lot though, can she?

			@mahina_kehele [image: ]

			She’s our team cheerleader haha

			@washedupcelebs

			Sooo cute

			@queen.pike [image: ]

			Lovely, Pink-Thong Girl [image: Heart emoji.]

			@james.ridgeshaw4 [image: ]

			I’ve a feeling that Cronus wouldn’t approve of your caption, Taissa

			@taissacho_official [image: ]

			You’re absolutely right—don’t you dare tell him

			@cancelledcrones

			LOVE to see it [image: Heart emoji.]

			@dryadmama52

			3 peas in a pod. This is adorable…

			@key_on_locke [image: ]

			#savepicture

			@taissaco_official [image: ]

			Putting a hashtag in front of it won’t make it work, love

			@knoxknox_whos_there [image: ]

			Well at least he didn’t spell out “hashtag” this time…He’s growing up so fast

			@key_on_locke [image: ]

			Shut up Tanaka [image: Heart emoji.] [image: Heart emoji.]

			@key_on_locke [image: ]

			I mean [image: Angry face emoji.]

			@knoxknox_whos_there [image: ]

			Suuuuuuure

			@óríon.magnússon [image: ]

			Undursamlegur!

		

	
		
			Epilogue

			 

			Kion

			July 2027

			Estrela Field, Brazil

			The entire bloody world is watching.

			Watching, as the NCL Stymphs take to the skies against the ACC Longmas, bronze-beaked stymphalians staring down the dark green, winged, dragon-scaled horses from China.

			Watching, as the match explodes into action, wings beating through the air to the rhythym of the crowd’s stomps below, as Kion rises higher and higher on Cato, blinking back the glare of the stadium lights in the midnight darkness, eyes on those draconian jewels shimmering on the top of the siege towers.

			This is what it’s all come down to. The weeks of blood, sweat, and tears they’ve poured into the World Cup, the pulled muscles and weapon wounds, the hours spent training and training and training. This is the final, bloody match. And he’ll be damned if they don’t win.

			His heart drums determinedly in his chest as he, James, and Taissa swoop into their Echelon Position, forming that diagonal line as straight as a blade, each wingbeat precise and measured. As the crowd roars below, they speed like a launched arrow toward the Longmas’ tower, the cold wind whipping through their hair. Come on, he urges Cato, as the defense spots them and readies for an attack, their Wingeds whickering in anticipation. Come on—

			As the scaled beasts rush them, Cato squawks in fury and plummets into a neat tuck-and-drop, followed by a barrel roll that throws the incoming Knocker off guard. Taissa and James, atop Cronus and Mabb, have done similar maneuvers, and although their Echelon has been disrupted, the momentary disorientation of the Knockers leaves a clear path toward the weapons tiers, and the draconian jewels above. Nobody from their team has been imprisoned in the holding tier yet, so James serves as a bloody good distraction as Kion and Taissa twist and turn through the air on their stymphs, before realigning themselves and hurtling toward their jewels.

			“They’re onto us,” Cato calls to him only a few moments later, and Kion grunts between his teeth, lifting a hand to signal to Taissa as the Knockers struggle back onto their tails. She catches his stare, her beautiful brown eyes narrowed and determined as she jerks her head into a nod. A Bait and Switch. Kion will make as if he’s flying toward the jewels while Taissa feigns interest in the weapons tiers, before both of them quickly switch places. Their Dozers—Brontë, Knox, and Óríon—are doing their best to keep the Knockers off them, but their longmas are fucking fast.

			Kion bites the inside of his cheek as he and Taissa implement the switch—he drops down to the weapons tier as she rises up toward the jewels, and Cato hurtles through it, grabs an axe and a sword. Rushing out of the tier, he catches Óríon’s eye and hurls the axe toward him in a textbook Herculean Hovet. Óríon snatches it out of the air by the hilt and sends a dangerous smile to the player careening toward him. The player immediately pulls away.

			Below, the crowd begins to scream.

			Taissa’s got a draconian jewel past the pitch’s divider. A grin splits Kion’s lips. Two more to go.

			Only the Longmas have snatched weapons from their siege tower, and as their Robbers sweep back to their side, one of them throws swords to two of the Knockers currently chasing Kion and Cato through the air. Damn. He urges Cato into an aileron roll to avoid the blades, one of them just barely grazing a few strands of his hair. Kion mutters a silent thanks to the healers waiting down below, watching with wary eyes. And next to them, prancing back and forth with a banner reading, Go, Stymphs! Go, Taissa! attached to both of her wings, Sansa is cheering on the team with all the charm of a wyvern covered in glittery pixie dust.

			Which is to say, a fucking lot.

			Mouth twitching as he glances away from Sansa, Kion blocks an incoming swordplay from one of the Longmas players with his own blade, the shining silver clashing together under the light of the stars. He grits his teeth as Cato drops three meters in the air to escape the defense, and reorients back toward the siege tower. Kion sees that Knox and Robin are waiting in the holding cell, and hisses in relief as James soars through the tower and tags them back into the match.

			“KION!” a voice to his right shouts, and then there’s Taissa, grinning wildly at him as she gestures to the two jewels waiting ahead. One for each of them. “Think we can manage it?”

			He feels an answering grin curve his lips. “Bloody right, we can,” he shouts back, and then as the screaming crowd below reaches a crescendo, they hurtle toward those jewels. Taissa looks over her shoulder to beam at him, Cronus snapping a bite out of a longma’s hoof when the winged horse dares to come too close.

			Óríon and Knox are shouting something behind them, something that sounds like, GO, GO NOW! Their Dozers are holding off the defense, but they don’t have long.

			Come on, Cato, thinks Kion as his stymph’s wings beat faster and faster.

			And then they’re there, at the siege tower, splitting to come through on opposite sides, both of them grabbing a draconian jewel as they pass each other.

			The stadium begins to shake with the roars of the crowd. Kion holds the jewel close to his chest with one hand, the other tight around his sword.

			Ahead of him, Taissa is nearing the boundary line when, out of nowhere, a longma comes hurtling directly for her and Cronus from her right side. Cronus seems to freeze out of shock, squawking something—

			Kion watches with pride—and without even a bloody hint of nerves—as Taissa clocks it, as she shouts something in alarm…as, in one swift movement, she unbuckles herself from her harness and leaps upward…

			In excruciatingly slow motion, she ascends upward, as if she has feathered wings of her own stretching from her back. She lifts and lifts, one of her legs slightly bent, the draconian jewel glittering opalescent in her hands. For a moment, time seems to stop, and she seems to hover there amongst the low wisps of clouds: an angel, haloed in sunlight. Ethereal.

			Beneath her, the longma is flying over Cronus, hitting air where his rider used to be, stirring the old stymph’s sparse feathers. Below, the crowd’s cheers are slowly cresting to roars, the tiny audience members lifting to their feet on the bleachers. Taissa’s plait shifts in the wind, exposing her slender, bare neck.

			And then time shivers, catching up to itself—the longma is shooting past in a furious blur of scales, and Taissa is falling back to her stymph, hitting his back and re-saddling with impossible deftness, clutching the draconian jewel triumphantly. Screams erupt in the stadium as Cronus hurtles forward, approaching the damn midpoint with breathtaking speed.

			Taissa Cho, thinks Kion, pride squeezing his heart like a vise, never needed that damn Luck glyph.

			She twists back to look at him as she shoots across the pitch’s boundary line, disbelief written all over her face as applause covers the stadium like thunder. And with a start, Kion realizes:

			They only need one more jewel. The one that he holds.

			As the Longmas’ defense reorients toward him, Kion leans over Cato, keeping his breathing steady. Ahead, Taissa is waiting for him, her eyes shining. Just a little farther—

			He streaks past the boundary line.

			And the night explodes with cheers as Kion stares at the draconian jewel in his hand. They won. They fucking won the World Cup—

			It’s a blur: the way the NCL Stymphs scream in triumph, huddling together in the air as one, tears streaming down their faces. Their stymphs caw in triumph as the moon shines high, high, high above, as purple-and-silver streamers fill the air, as it’s announced, over the stadium, that the NCL Stymphs are World Cup champions.

			When his feet hit the ground, he’s practically tackled by a massively heavy wyvern, who slobbers all over his face like a puppy. Fans stream out onto the pitch, waving flags and banners, and amongst it all, he finds Taissa: Taissa, disentangling herself from an embrace with Estee and Coach Junie, turning to face him, her cheeks flushed with happiness and disbelief as she tackles him into a kiss, feverish and ecastatic.

			“We won,” she whispers against his lips. “Morgana, Kion, we won.”

			His heart ricochets inside his chest as he lets his hand slip into the pocket of his riding leathers—the pocket over his heart where, for the duration of the game, a small box has been nestled. “Taissa,” he rasps, barely audible over the cacophony of joy, but she hears him—she always does. She steps back, raising an eyebrow with a little grin.

			“Yeah?”

			Streamers have landed in her hair, and Cronus plucks them out gently as Kion pulls out the little box, hiding it behind his back.

			As Cronus winks one of those unnerving eyes at him, and as Taissa beams up at him with more love than he could ever possibly deserve, Kion slowly lowers himself to one knee and opens the box to reveal the elf-made wedding band with the opal in the middle: the opal resembling the draconian jewels.

			Behind him, he thinks he hears Knox shriek before the sound is abruptly cut off, probably by Óríon clapping a hand over his mouth.

			“Taissa Cho,” he breathes, and suddenly the speech he’s rehearsed dozens of times in the mirror is failing him, because her eyes have gone very wide and she’s pressing a shaking hand to her mouth. “I—” he rasps, fucking mesmerized by her, “I—”

			“Go on then,” says Cato, sounding amused. “It doesn’t need to be eloquent. It just needs to be real.”

			He clears his throat. Fuck the speech. Looking at her makes him go barmy, anyway. “You’re the brightest sunshine in a world of fucking gray. You’ve shown me what it is to be loved. This”—Kion touches his chest, where his heart beats wildly—“is yours. Forever. Falling in love with you wasn’t falling at all, sweetheart. It was flying, flying through the skies, scraping the clouds. There’s nobody else I’d rather grow old with. I want to bicker with you for the rest of our lives.” When the crowd around them gasps, Kion’s shoulders tense. This—being vulnerable in front of so many people—is the hardest thing he’s ever done. But for Taissa, he’ll do anything. “I love you. I want to spend the rest of my life with you. Taissa…” He smiles gently up at her. “Taissa, will you marry me?”

			“No,” she says, deadpan, but then she’s laughing, taking his face in her hands, and kissing his shocked lips. “Yes, you numpty. Yes, a thousand times over. I love you. I love you even when we’re in our home, squabbling over who gets the left side of the couch, or on the pitch, fighting over who gets to lecture Tanaka about staying in formation.”

			“Touché,” mutters Knox, somewhere.

			“I love you when you’re at your happiest,” Taissa continues, her voice breaking, “and I love you when you’re not. I love you in all your in-betweens. I just…I love you. And I…Yes. Just…yes.”

			Unsteadily, he rises to his feet, slipping the ring onto her slender finger as she hurls off the riding glove. The screaming crowd seems to fade into nothingness as he gathers Taissa in his arms, as their team and their stymphs surround them. Cronus nudges Kion’s shoulder with a gentle beak as if to say, About bloody time. Sansa is squealing, and Cato is grinning as much as a stymph can while their teammates grin from ear to ear.

			“One more kiss?” Taissa whispers, as streamers rain down around them.

			“One more kiss,” Kion murmurs, and as his lips meet Taissa’s, he wonders if he should check the back of his neck for an illicit glyph.

			Because he’s never felt so damned lucky.
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