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ONE

WILLIAM sipped some beer from the bottle of Modelo Especial and gave
the Green Arrow his hard stare. The Green Arrow, being a chunk of painted
plastic, didn’t rise to the challenge. The action figure remained impassive,
exactly where he’d put it, leaning against the porch post of William’s house.
Technically it was a trailer rather than a house, William reflected, but it was a
roof over his head and he wasn’t one to complain.

From that vantage point, the Green Arrow had an excellent view of
William’s action figure army laid out on the porch, and if the superhero were
inclined to offer any opinions, he would’ve been in a great position to do so.
William shrugged. Part of him realized that talking to an action figure was
bordering on insane, but he had nobody else to converse with at the moment
and he needed to talk this out. The whole situation was crazy.

“The boys sent a letter,” William said.

The Green Arrow said nothing.

William looked past him to where the Wood rustled just beyond his lawn.
Two miles down the road, the Wood would become simply woods, regular
Georgia pine and oak. But here, in the Edge, the trees grew vast, fed by
magic, and the forest was old. The day had rolled into a lazy, long summer
evening, and small, nameless critters, found only in the Edge, chased each
other through the limbs of the ancient trees before the darkness coaxed
predators from their lairs.

The Edge was an odd place, stuck between two worlds. On one side lay the
Broken, with no magic but plenty of technology to compensate. And rules.
And laws. And paperwork. The damn place ran on paperwork. The Broken
was where he made his money nowadays, working construction.

On the other side lay the Weird, a mirror to the Broken, where magic ruled
and old blueblood families held power. He was born in that world. In the
Weird, he’d been an outcast, a soldier, a convict, and even a noble for a few
brief weeks. But the Weird kept kicking him in the teeth the entire time, until
he finally turned his back on it and left.

The Edge belonged to neither world. A perfect place for the man who fit in
nowhere. That was how he first met the boys, George and Jack. They lived in
the Edge, with their sister, Rose. Rose was sweet and pretty and he’d liked



her. He’d liked what they had, she and the kids, a warm little family. When
William watched them together, a part of him hurt deep inside. He now
realized why: he’d known even then that a family like that was forever out of
his reach.

Still, he’d tried with Rose. Might have had a chance, too, but then Declan
showed up. Declan, a blueblood and a soldier, with his flawless manners and
handsome face. “We used to be friends,” William told the Green Arrow. “I
did beat the shit out of him before he left.”

The joke was on him, because Declan left with Rose and took the boys
with him. William let them go. Jack required lots of time and care, and
Declan would raise him well. And Rose needed someone like Declan.
Someone who had his shit together. She had enough trouble with the boys as
it was. She sure as hell didn’t need another charity project, and he didn’t want
to be one.

It had been almost two years since they’d left. For two years William had
lived in the Edge, where the trickle of magic kept the wild within him alive.
He worked his job in the Broken, watched TV on weekends, drank lots of
beer, collected action figures, and generally pretended that the previous
twenty-six years of his life had not occurred. The Edgers, the few families
who lived between the worlds like he did, kept to themselves and left him
alone.

Most people from either the Broken or the Weird had no idea the other
world existed, but occasionally traders passed through the Edge, traveling
between worlds. Three months ago, Nick, one of the traveling traders,
mentioned he was heading into the Weird, to the Southern Provinces.
William put together a small box of toys on a whim and paid the man to
deliver it. He didn’t expect an answer. He didn’t expect anything at all. The
boys had Declan. They would have no interest in him.

Nick came by last night. The boys had written back.

William picked up the letter and looked at it. It was short. George’s writing
was perfect, with letters neatly placed. Jack’s looked like a chicken had
written it in the dirt. They said thank you for the action figures. George liked
the Weird. He was given plenty of corpses to practice necromancy on, and he
was taking rapier lessons. Jack complained that there were too many rules
and that they weren’t letting him hunt enough.

“That’s a mistake,” William told the Green Arrow. “They need to let him
vent. Half of their problems would be solved if they let him have a violent



outlet. The kid is a changeling and a predator. He turns into a lynx, not a
fluffy bunny.” He raised the letter. “Apparently he decided to prove to them
that he was good enough. Jack killed himself a deer and left the bloody thing
on the dining room table, because he’s a cat and he thinks they’re lousy
hunters. According to him, it didn’t go over well. He’s trying to feed them,
and they don’t get it.”

What Jack needed was some direction to channel all that energy. But
William wasn’t about to travel to the Weird and show up on Declan’s
doorstep. Hi, remember me? We were best friends once, and then I was
condemned to death and your uncle adopted me, so I would kill you? You
stole Rose from me? Yeah, right. All he could do was write back and send
more action figures.

William pulled the box to him. He’d put in Deathstroke for George—the
figure looked a bit like a pirate and George liked pirates, because his
grandfather had been one. Next, William had stuck King Grayskull in for
Declan. Not that Declan played with action figures—he’d had his childhood,
while William spent his in Hawk’s Academy, which was little more than a
prison. Still, William liked to thumb his nose at him, and King Grayskull
with his long blond hair looked a lot like Declan.

“So the real question here is, do we send the purple Wildcat to Jack or the
black one?”

The Green Arrow expressed no opinion.

A musky scent drifted down to William. He turned around. Two small
glowing eyes stared at him from under the bush on the edge of his lawn.

“You again.”

The raccoon bared his small sharp teeth.

“I’ve warned you, stay out of my trash or I will eat you.”

The little beast opened his mouth and hissed like a pissed-off cat.

“That does it.”

William shrugged off his T-shirt. His jeans and underwear followed.
“We’re going to settle this.”

The raccoon hissed again, puffing out his fur, trying to look bigger. His
eyes glowed like two small coals.

William reached deep inside himself and let the wild off the chain. Pain
rocked him, jerking him to and fro, the way a dog shook a rat. His bones
softened and bent, his ligaments snapped, his flesh flowed like molten wax.
Dense black fur sheathed him. The agony ended and William rolled to his



feet.

The raccoon froze.

For a second, William saw his reflection in the little beast’s eyes—a
hulking dark shape on all fours. The interloper took a step back, whirled
about, and fled.

William howled, singing a long, sad song about the hunt and the thrill of
the chase, and a promise of hot blood pulsed between his teeth. The small
critters hid high up in the branches, recognizing a predator in their midst.

The last echoes of the song scurried into the Wood. William bit the air with
sharp white fangs and gave chase.

WILLIAM trotted through the Wood. The raccoon had turned out to be
female and in possession of six kits. How the hell he’d missed the female
scent, he would never know. Getting rusty in the Edge. His senses weren’t
quite as sharp here.

He had to let them be. You didn’t hunt a female with a litter—that was
how species went extinct. He caught a nice juicy rabbit instead. William
licked his lips. Mmm, good. He would just have to figure out a way to weigh
down the lid on the trashcan. Maybe one of his dumbbells would do the job,
or some heavy rocks . . .

He caught a glimpse of his house through the trees. A scent floated to him:
spicy, reminiscent of cinnamon mixed with a dash of cumin and ginger.

His hackles rose. William went to ground.

This scent didn’t belong in this world outside of a bakery. It was the scent
of a human from beyond the Edge’s boundary, with shreds of the Weird’s
magic still clinging to them.

Trouble.

He lay in the gloom between the roots and listened. Insects chirping.
Squirrels in the tree to the left settling down for the night. A woodpecker
hammering in the distance to get the last grub of the day.

Nothing but ordinary Wood noises.

From his hiding spot, he could see the entire porch. Nothing stirred.

The rays of the setting sun slid across the boards. A tiny star winked at
him.

Careful. Careful.

William edged forward, a dark soft-pawed ghost in the evening twilight.
One yard. Two. Three.



The star winked again. A rectangular wooden box sat on the porch steps,
secured with a simple metal latch. The latch shone with reflected sunlight.
Someone had left him a present.

William circled the house twice, straining to sample the scents, listening to
small noises. He found the trail leading from the house. Whoever delivered
the box had come and gone.

He approached the building and looked at the box. Eighteen inches long, a
foot wide, three inches tall. Simple unmarked wood. Looked like pine.
Smelled like it, too. No sounds came from inside.

His figures were untouched. His letter, pinned down by the heavy Hulk,
lay where he’d left it. The scent of the intruder didn’t reach it.

William pulled the door open with his paw and slipped inside. He would
need fingers for this.

The pain screamed through him, shooting through the marrow in his bones.
He growled low, shook, convulsing, and shed his fur. Twenty seconds of
agony and William crouched on human legs in the living room. Ten more
seconds and he stepped out on the porch, fully dressed and armed with a long
knife. Just because the box seemed benign didn’t mean it wouldn’t blow up
when he opened it. He’d seen bombs that were the size of a coaster. They
made no noise, gave off no scent, and took your leg off if you stepped on
them.

He used the knife to pry the latch open and flip the lid off the box. A stack
of paper. Hmm.

William plucked the first sheet off the top of the stack, flipped it over, and
froze.

A small mangled body lay in the green grass. The boy was barely ten years
old, his skin stark white against the smudges of crimson that spread from a
gaping wound in his stomach. Someone had disemboweled him with a single
vicious thrust, and the kid had bled out. So much blood. It was everywhere,
on his skinny stomach, on his hands, on the dandelions around him . . .
Bright, shockingly red, so vivid, it didn’t seem real. The boy’s narrow face
stared at the sky with milky dead eyes, his mouth opened in a horrified O,
short reddish hair sticking up . . .

It’s Jack. The thought punched William in the stomach. His heart
hammered. He peered closely at the face. No, not Jack. A cat like Jack—slit
pupils—but Jack had brown hair. The boy was the right age, the right build,
but he was not Jack.



William exhaled slowly, trying to get a handle on his rage. He knew this.
He’d seen this boy before, but not in the picture. He’d seen the body in the
flesh, smelled the blood and the raw, unforgettable stench of the gut wound.
His memory conjured it for him now, and he almost choked on the phantom
bitterness coating his tongue.

The next picture showed a little girl. Her hair was a mess of blood and
brains—her skull had been crushed.

He pulled more pictures from the box, each corresponding to a body in his
memory. FEight murdered children lay on his porch. Eight murdered
changeling children.

The Weird had little use for changelings like him. The Dukedom of
Louisiana killed his kind outright, the moment they were born. In Adrianglia,
any mother who’d given birth to a changeling child could surrender her baby
to the government, no questions asked. A simple signature on a piece of
paper and the woman went on her way, while the child was taken to Hawk’s
Academy. Hawk’s was a prison. A prison with sterile rooms and merciless
guards, where toys and play were forbidden; a place designed to hammer
every drop of free will out of its students. Only outdoors did the changeling
children truly live. These eight must’ve been giddy to be let out into the
sunshine and grass.

It was supposed to be a simple tracking exercise. The instructors had led
the children to the border between Adrianglia and the Dukedom of Louisiana,
its chief rival. The border was always hot, with Louisianans and Adrianglians
crossing back and forth. The instructors allowed the kids to track a group of
border jumpers from Louisiana. When William was a child, he had gone on
the same mission a dozen times.

William stared at the pictures. The Louisianans had turned out to be no
ordinary border jumpers. They were agents of Louisiana’s Hand. Spies
twisted by magic and powerful enough to take out a squad of trained
Legionnaires.

They let the children catch them.

When the kids and the instructors failed to report in, a squad of
Legionnaires was dispatched to find them. He was the tracker for that squad.
He was the one who found them dead in the meadow.

It was a massacre, brutal and cold. The kids didn’t go quick. They’d hurt
before they died.

The last piece of paper waited in the box. William picked it up. He knew



from the first sentence what it would say. The words were burned into his
memory.
He read it all the same.

Dumb animals offer little sport. Louisiana kills changelings at birth—it’s
far more efficient than wasting time and resources to try to turn them into
people. I recommend you look into this practice, because next time I’ll
expect proper compensation for getting rid of your little freaks.

Sincerely yours,

Spider

Mindless hot fury flooded William, sweeping away all reason and restraint.
He raised his head to the sky and snarled, giving voice to his rage before it
tore him apart.

For years he’d tracked Spider as much as the Legion would permit him.
He’d found him twice. The first time he’d ripped apart Spider’s stomach, and
Spider broke his legs. The second time, William had shattered the
Louisianan’s ribs, while Spider nearly drowned him. Both times the Hand’s
spy slipped through his fingers.

Nobody cared for the changelings. They grew up exiled from society,
raised to obey and kill on command for the good of Adrianglia. They were
fodder, but to him they were children, just like he had once been a child. Just
like Jack.

He had to find Spider. He had to kill him. Child murder had to be
punished.

A man stepped out of the Wood. William leapt off the porch. In a breath he
pinned the intruder to the trunk of the nearest tree and snarled, his teeth
clicking a hair from the man’s carotid.

The man made no move to resist. “Do you want to kill me or Spider?”

“Who are you?”

“The name is Erwin.” The man nodded at his raised hands. A large ring
clamped his middle finger—a plain silver band with a small polished mirror
in it. The Mirror—Adrianglian Secret Service—flashed in William’s head.
The Hand’s biggest enemy.

“The Mirror would like a word, Lord Sandine,” the man said softly.
“Would you be kind enough to favor us with an audience?”

»



TWO

CERISE leaned over the tea-colored waters of Horseshoe Pond. Around her,
massive cypresses stood like ancient soldiers at attention, the knobby knees
of their roots straddling the water. The Mire was never silent, but nothing out
of the ordinary interrupted the familiar chorus of small noises: a toad
belching somewhere to the left, the faint scuttling of Edge squirrels in the
canopy above her, the persistent warbling of the bluebill . . .

She rolled up her jeans and crouched, calling in a practiced singsong,
“Where is Nellie? Where is that good girl? Nellie is the best rolpie ever.
Here, Nellie, Nellie, Nellie.”

The surface of the pond lay completely placid. Not a splash.

Cerise sighed. A long wet smudge flanked by swipes from clawed paws
marked the mud five feet from her. Nellie’s trail. When she was fifteen,
tracking rolpies through the swamp was an adventure. She was twenty-four
now and trudging through the Mire in the middle of the night stumbling into
water and sinking up to her ankles in sludge was a lot less fun. She could
think of much better ways to spend her time. Like sleeping in her nice warm
bed, for example.

“Here, Nellie! Here, girl. Who is a good girl? Nellie is. Oh, Nellie is so
pretty. Oh, Nellie is so fat. She is the fattest, cutest, stupidest rolpie ever. Yes,
she is.”

No response.

Cerise looked up. Far above, a small chunk of blue sky winked at her
through the braid of cypress branches and Mire vines. “Why do you do this to
me?”

The sky refused to answer. It usually didn’t, but she kept talking to it
anyway.

A chirp echoed overhead, and a white glob of bird poop plummeted from
the branches. Cerise dodged and growled at the sky. “Not cool. Not cool at
all.”

It was time for emergency measures. Cerise leaned her sword against a
cypress knee, anchoring the scabbard in the muck, shifted her weight, pulled
the backpack off her shoulders, and dug in the bag. She fished out the tangle
of a leather face collar. It was designed to hug the rolpie’s muzzle and the



extra strap locking behind her head guaranteed the beast wouldn’t get out.
Cerise arranged it on the mud for easy access and extracted a can opener and
a small can.

She held the can out and knocked on it with the can opener. The sound of
metal on metal rolled above the pond. Nothing.

“Oh, what do I have? I have tuna!”

A small ripple wrinkled the surface about thirty feet out. Gotcha.

“Mmmm, yummy, yummy tuna. I’ll eat it all by myself.” She locked the
can opener on the can and squeezed, breaking the seal.

A brindled head popped out of the water. The rolpie sampled the air with a
black nose framed with long dark whiskers. Large black eyes fixed on the can
with maniacal glee.

Cerise squeezed the top of the can, letting some of the fish juice drip into
the pond.

The rolpie sped through the water and launched herself out onto the shore.
From the bottom up to the neck, she resembled a lean seal armed with a long
tail and four wide half legs framed with flat flippers. At the shoulders, the
seal body stretched into a graceful long neck, tipped with an otter head.

Cerise shook the can. “Head.”

Nellie licked her black lips and tried her best to look adorable.

“Head, Nellie.”

The rolpie lowered her head. Cerise slipped the collar on the wet muzzle
and tightened it. “You’ll pay for this, you know.”

Nellie nudged her shoulder with her black wet nose. Cerise plucked a
chunk of tuna from the can and tossed it at the rolpie. Razor-sharp teeth rent
the air, snapping the treat. Cerise swiped her sword off the ground and tugged
on the leash. The rolpie lumbered next to her, wiggling and pushing herself
across the swamp mud.

“What the hell was that? Breaking out in the middle of the night and taking
off for a stroll? Did you get tired of pulling the boats and decided to take your
chances with Mire gators?”

The rolpie squirmed along, watching the can of tuna like it was some holy
relic.

“They can bite bone sharks in half. They’ll look at you and see a plump
little snack. Brunch, that’s what you’d be.”

Rolpie licked her lips.

“Do you think tuna grows in the mud?” Cerise plucked another chunk and



tossed it to Nellie. “In case you didn’t know, there is no tuna in the Edge. We
have to get our tuna from the Broken. The Broken has no magic. But you
know what the Broken does have? Cops. Lots and lots of cops. And alarm
systems. Do you have any idea how hard it is to steal tuna from the Broken,
Nellie?”

Nellie emitted a small squeal of despair.

“I don’t feel sorry for you.” Tuna was a pricey commodity. It took four
days to get to the Broken, and crossing the boundary between the Edge and
the magicless world hurt like hell. Of the whole family, she and Kaldar were
about the only ones who managed to do it. The rest of the Mars had too much
magic to cross through the boundary. Trying to pass into the Broken would
kill them.

Cerise slogged through the mud. Growing up, she was always told that her
magic was a gift, a wonderful, rare, special thing, something to be proud of.
The magic might have been a gift, but in moments of despair, as she sat
poring over the ruins of the family’s finances, she saw it for what it really
was—a chain. A big heavy shackle that kept the family locked in the Mire.
Were it not for all that magic, they could’ve escaped into the Broken long
ago. As it was, the only way out of the swamp lay through the border with the
Dukedom of Louisiana into the Weird, where magic flowed full force.

Louisianans used the Mire to dump their exiles. Criminals and troublesome
bluebloods, anyone too inconvenient to keep but too risky to kill, were sent to
the Mire. And once you crossed that boundary between the Weird and the
Mire, the Louisiana Guard made sure you never made it back.

The vegetation parted, revealing the dark water of Priest’s Tongue Stream.
A green Mire viper lay in the mud. It hissed as they approached. Cerise
hooked the snake with her sword and tossed it aside.

“Come on.” She threw another bite of tuna to the rolpie and led her into the
tea-colored water. Cerise wrapped the leash loop tighter around her wrist and
slid her arms around Nellie’s narrow neck. “You get the rest when we get
home.”

Cerise clicked her tongue and the rolpie took off down the stream.

TWENTY minutes later, Cerise shut the gate on the rolpie enclosure.
Someone, probably the younger boys, had made a reasonable attempt to
repair the chain-link fence, but it wouldn’t hold if Nellie decided to ram it. In
the twisted creeks and rivers of the swamp, rolpies were vital. In some places,



the water was completely stagnant and the swamp vegetation blocked the
wind. The rolpies pulled the light swamp boats all over the Mire and helped
save gasoline.

As long as a human was present, Nellie was an excellent rolpie: obedient,
sweet, powerful. The moment you took the person out of the equation, the
silly beast freaked out and tried to take off.

Maybe she had separation anxiety, Cerise reflected, starting up the hill
toward the Rathole. Segregating Nellie into a smaller enclosure would just
lead to disaster. Knowing her, she would bray night and day, because she was
alone. And reinforcing the big fence would be too costly and take too much
labor.

Cerise chugged up the hill to the Mar family house. Water dripped from
her clothes and squished between her toes inside her boots. She wanted a hot
shower and a nice meal, preferably with some meat in it. Things being what
they were, she’d settle for fish and yesterday’s bread. She’d have to oil her
sword, too, but that was part of living in the swamp. Water and steel didn’t
mix very well.

The Rathole, a sprawling two-story monster of a house, sat on top of a low
hill. Fifty yards of cleared ground separated the house from the nearest
vegetation. The kill zone. Fifty yards was a lot of ground to cover when you
had rifles and crossbones trained on you.

The ground floor had no entrance or windows. The only way in lay up the
stairway to the second-floor verandah. As she approached the stairs, a small
shape slipped from behind the verandah’s colonnades and sat on the stairs.
Sophie. Lark, Cerise corrected herself. Her sister wanted to be called Lark
now.

Lark gave her a weary look from under dark tousled hair. Her skinny legs
stuck out of her capris like match-sticks. Mud smudged her calves. Fresh
scratches marked her arms over the old bruises. She hid her hands, but Cerise
was willing to bet that her nails were dirty or bitten off, probably both. Lark
used to be a bit of a neat freak, as much as an eleven-year-old girl brought up
in the swamp could be. All gone now.

Worry pinched at Cerise. She kept her face calm. Show nothing. Don’t
make her self-conscious.

She came up the stairs, sat next to Lark, and pulled off her left boot,
emptying the water out.

“Adrian and Derril are riding the Doom Buggy through the Snake Tracks,”



Lark murmured.

The dune buggy was a hell mobile made of pure fun. In fact, Cerise had
snuck away with it before and had so much fun, she flipped it over. But
touching the dune buggy without adult supervision was strictly forbidden.
Stealing it and wasting expensive gasoline was punishable by three weeks of
extra chores.

Of course, both fifteen-year-old Adrian and his fourteen-year-old sidekick,
Derril, knew this and could handle the consequences. The most pressing issue
was that Lark just tattled. Lark never tattled.

Cerise forced herself to calmly pull the other boot off. The very basis of
her sister’s personality was changing, and she could only watch, helpless.

“The boys didn’t take you with them?”

The answer was so quiet, she barely heard it. “No.”

Six months ago, they would have. Both of them knew it. The urge to reach
out and hug Lark’s bony shoulders gripped Cerise, but she kept still. She’d
tried that before. Her sister would stiffen, slide away, and take off into the
woods.

At least Lark was talking to her. That was a rare thing. Normally, Mom
was the only person who could get through to her, and even she had a hard
time drawing Lark out lately. The kid was slipping away into her own world,
and nobody knew how to pull her out.

“Did you tell Mom?” Cerise asked.

“Mom isn’t here.”

Odd. “Dad?”

“They left. Together.”

“Did they say when they would be back?”

“No.”

Cerise tensed. In the Mire, the resources were few and the people were
many. The families fought tooth and nail over the smallest things. Almost
every clan was in a feud, and theirs was no exception.

The feud between the Mars and the Sheeriles had started eighty years ago
and was still going strong. Sometimes it burned bright and sometimes, like
right now, it smoldered, but it could burst into open warfare at any moment.
The last time the feud had flared, Cerise lost two uncles, an aunt, and a
cousin. The standing rule was: you go out, you let someone know where
you’re going and when you’re planning on coming back. Even their father,
who was the head of the family, never strayed from this rule.



Anxiety rolled over her. “When and why did they leave?”

“At sunrise, and they left because Cobbler got his butt bit.”

Cobbler, an old wino, bummed about the swamp doing odd jobs for
moonshine. Cerise never cared for the man. He was mean to the kids when he
thought their parents weren’t looking, and he’d stab anyone in the back just
out of spite. “Goon...”

“He came over and told Dad wild dogs got into Grandpa’s house. They
chased him and one bit him on the butt. His pants had holes.”

Sene Manor had been boarded up for years, ever since their grandparents
had died there of red fever twelve years ago. Cerise remembered it as a sunny
house, painted bright yellow, a spot of color in the swamp. It was an
abandoned wreck now. Nobody went near it. Cobbler had no business going
there either. Probably was looking for something to steal.

“What happened next?”

Lark shrugged. “Cobbler kept talking until Dad gave him some wine and
then he went away. And then Dad said he had to go and take care of
Grandpa’s house, because it was still our land. Mom said she would go with
him. They rode out.”

Getting to Sene Manor by truck was impossible. They would’ve ridden out
on horseback.

“And you haven’t seen them since?”

“No.”

Sene Manor was half an hour away by horse. They should’ve been back by
now.

“Do you think Mom and Dad are dead?” Lark asked in a flat voice.

Oh, Gods. “No. Dad’s death with a sword, and Mom can shoot a Mire
gator in the eye from a hundred feet. Something must’ve held them up.”

A muted roar rolled through the trees—the dune buggy’s engine getting a
workout. Dimwits. Didn’t even have the patience to turn the engine off and
roll the buggy back up to the house. Cerise rose.

“Let me deal with this, and if Mom and Dad aren’t back by the end of the
hour, I’ll go and check it out.”

An old dune buggy burst out from between the pines, splashing through the
mud on its way to the house. Cerise raised her hand. Two mud-splattered
faces stared at her from the front seat with abject horror.

Cerise drew in a deep breath and barked. “Cramp!”

Magic pulsed from her hand. The curse clutched at the two boys, twisting



the muscles in their arms. Adrian doubled over, the wheel spun left, the dune
buggy careened, and the whole thing toppled onto its side in a huge splash,
sliding through the sludge. The hell mobile turned, vomiting the two
daredevils into the mud, spun one more time, and stopped.

Cerise turned to Lark. “Feel free to go over there and kick them while
they’re down. When you’re done, tell them to clean everything up and head
straight to the stables. Aunt Karen will be overjoyed to have two slaves for
the next three weeks.”

Cerise took her boots and headed into the house. The vague feeling of
unease matured into full-blown dread in her chest. She had to figure out what
had held up her parents, and the sooner the better. For a moment she almost
veered toward the stables, but riding out by herself would be just asking for
trouble. She needed backup, someone steady in a fight. Better to spend an
extra ten minutes gathering help now than regret it later.

This wasn’t going to end well, she just knew it.



THREE

WILLIAM leaned against the wall of his house. The two people in the yard
watched him. If they found his toy army odd, they kept it to themselves.

The wild inside him snarled and growled, scraping at his insides with sharp
claws. He held it in check. The images of dead children tore open an old
scab, but anger would do him no good now. He’d run across the Mirror’s
agents during his time in the Red Legion. Rules didn’t apply to them, and
he’d learned quickly that turning his back on them wasn’t a good idea. You
screwed with those guys at your own peril, knowing that your next breath
might come with a knife in it.

William didn’t know what these two would do or why they came to bother
him, and so he watched them the way a wolf watched an approaching bear:
no hint of movement, no sign of weakness, no snarling. He wasn’t afraid, but
he had no reason to provoke them. If a reason did present itself, he wouldn’t
hesitate to rip out their throats.

The two people from the Mirror made no move either. Erwin stood on the
left. Of the two, he seemed like the bigger threat. Most people would forget
Erwin a minute after they’d met him. Of average height, average build, he
had an unremarkable face and short hair, either dark blond or light brown.
His voice was mild, his manner unassuming, and his scent was so saturated
with magic that the whole place stank like a pastry shop the day before
Thanksgiving. The way he held himself, loose, deceptively carefree, didn’t
bode well either.

The woman next to Erwin was a good deal older. Short, thin, ramrod
straight, with skin the color of coffee, she wore a blue gown like it was
armor. The gown’s skirt split down the sides, showing gray pants and supple
boots, letting the woman move fast if she needed to.

Her braided hair sat in a complex mess on her head. Her face drew the eye.
She had dark eyes, black, sharp, and merciless. The eyes watched him with
eerie intensity. Like being tracked by a bird of prey, cold and ready to kill.
The woman’s scent filtered down to William, a layered amalgam of perfume:
blackberry, vetiver, orange, rosemary, roses. An in-your-face fragrance. She
was in charge and wanted people to know it.

Erwin was a heavy hitter, and the way he hovered near the woman gave



him away. The man acted as a bodyguard. Since he had no visible weapons,
he had to be a flasher. Anyone with magic could learn to channel their power
into a flash, a concentrated stream that looked like a ribbon of lightning—and
if it was bright enough, it seared like one, too.

William shifted, a light transfer of weight from one foot to the next, and
hid a smile when Erwin tensed in response. As a changeling, William had no
flash, but he’d spent enough years in a unit full of superb flashers. If Erwin
flashed pale blue or white, he was likely a blueblood or extremely talented,
like Rose. If he managed a green or a yellow, he wasn’t very high up the food
chain.

The hotter Erwin’s flash, the higher up the ladder of command the woman
was. No sense wasting a good flasher to guard a mid-level paper pusher.

“Can you flash?” William asked.

Erwin offered him a mild smile.

“He wants to know who he is dealing with,” the woman said. “You have
my permission to demonstrate.”

Erwin inclined his head to her and looked at William. “Name the target.”

“Wasp nest, twenty feet to the left, on the oak. Second branch up.”

It would have to be a hell of shot to hit that damn thing. Declan probably
could, but he’d blow half the tree away with it.

Erwin turned. “Ah.”

A white glow drenched his eyes. Tiny tendrils of white lightning sparked
off his right hand and flared, combining into a current. A beam of pure white
shot from him, severing the wasp nest in half, as if with a knife.

Erwin wasn’t just a flasher. He was a sniper. Figured.

“You’ve heard of Virai,” the woman said.

Most Red Legionnaires knew of Virai. The Red Legion did black ops, so
when the Mirror needed muscle and raw numbers, they tapped the Red
Legion first. Virai was the head of the Mirror, the power behind the agency.
His name was whispered.

“Sure.”

The woman raised her chin. “I am Virai.”

William blinked. “The Virai?”

“Yes. You may call me Nancy, if you would like.”

Nancy. Right. “Why did you bring me pictures of dead children?”

“Because you have spent the last two years living here, safe and cozy. You
needed a reminder of who you are.”



Arrogant crone. William bared his teeth in a slow wolf smile. “Your pet
sniper won’t stop me. I’ve taken his kind before.” In his mind William leapt
over his action figures, hit Erwin, breaking his neck on the way down, rolled .

“Perhaps,” Nancy said. “But can you take two at once?”

Her eyes blazed with white. Magic unfurled from her in a glowing shroud,
held for a long breath, and vanished.

The imaginary attack died as imaginary William got sliced in two by
Nancy’s flash. They had him. One superior flasher he could handle. Between
the two of them, they would mince him into pieces before he got his fingers
around anyone’s throat.

William crossed his arms. “What is it you want?”

The woman raised her head. “I want you to go deeper into the Edge and
find Spider. I want you to take away the object he’s looking for and bring it
to me. If you kill him, I would consider it a bonus.”

Well, he did ask. “Why me?”

“Because he knows my agents. He knows the way they think, and he kills
them. You’ve tangled with him twice and survived. So far, it’s a record.” She
locked her teeth, making the muscles on her jaw stand out. “Spider is the
worst kind of enemy. He’s a true believer, convinced that he’s serving a
higher cause. He won’t stop until he’s dead.”

“And you’re here because you don’t want to waste your people hunting
him,” William said. As a changeling, he was expendable. Nothing new there.

Nancy’s voice cracked like a whip. “I’'m here, because of all of the
operatives available to me, you are the best man for the job and I can’t suffer
another failure. I can’t compel you to help me. I have no authority over you. I
can only ask.”

If that was the way she asked, he hated to hear what her order sounded
like.

She did ask all the same. That was new. He’d been given orders all his life.
Declan was the only one who bothered to ask him anything. The dumb
blueblood insisted on treating him as if he were a real person. Still, William
reflected, he had a comfortable life. Asking alone wouldn’t pry him free from
it—>but they also brought Spider to the table. The knowledge that the child
murderer was within his reach would eat at him now, burrowing like a tick
under his skin, until it would drive him crazy. He had to kill the man. It was
the last bit of unfinished business he had. He’d murder Spider, taste his



blood, and come back here without a weight on his soul.

Go deeper into the Edge, huh? The Edge wrapped the junction of two
worlds all the way from one ocean to another, widening and narrowing
whenever it felt like it. Sometimes it was three miles deep, sometimes fifty.
“Where in the Edge is Spider?”

“In the swamps,” Erwin said. “West of here, the Edge narrows down
almost to nothing and then abruptly widens to encompass an enormous
swamp the locals call the Mire. We estimate it to be at least six hundred
square leagues, perhaps bigger.”

Nine hundred square miles. “A hell of a swamp.”

“The Mire is sandwiched between the Weird and the Dukedom of
Louisiana and the Broken and the state of Louisiana,” Erwin continued.
“Most of it is mud and water, impassable and unmapped. The Dukedom has
been dumping exiles into it for years. They’re too full of magic to escape into
the Broken, so they simply stay there, stranded between the worlds.”

William raised his eyebrows. “A swamp full of criminals.” He would be
right at home.

“Precisely.” Nancy nodded. “Spider is an urban agent. Nothing short of a
dire need would drag him to the Mire, where he’s out of his element. There
are a dozen places where things are heating up, but instead his crew is
scouring the swamps. They’re looking for something. I want to know what it
is and I want to own it.”

She didn’t ask much, did she? Just the moon and the stars.

“The Louisianans moved a detachment of Air Force wyverns to the border
with the Mire,” Erwin said.

William grimaced. “They expect to airlift Spider as soon as he gets out of
the swamp.”

Erwin nodded.

Whatever Spider was looking for had to be valuable if they were willing to
park a wyvern for him.

A predatory light sparked in Nancy’s eyes. “The Dukedom of Louisiana
wants a war, but they’re unwilling to risk it unless they’re certain of their
victory. Spider has been trying to deliver the means to win this war for the
last ten years. This time he must’ve found something remarkable. If the war
starts and the Dukedom wins, every changeling within our borders will be
murdered.”

“Don’t,” William warned. “The pictures were unexpected, but I’m not an



idiot. I know what you’re trying to do.” Changelings had a harder time
controlling their emotions. That was one of Hawk’s favorite tactics: rile up
the changelings, get them angry with the scent of blood or a punch in the
face, and send them into the fight to rend everything they came across. He
was an old wolf and this wasn’t his first hunt. “Cheap tricks don’t work on
me.”

Nancy smiled and he fought an urge to step back.

“I was right. You will do nicely. We will give you all of the support at our
disposal. Weapons, technology, maps, intelligence on Spider’s crew.”

William showed her his teeth. “I don’t like you and I don’t like this
mission.”

“You’re not required to like me or the mission,” Nancy told him. “You’re
required to complete your task. That’s all.”

“Suppose I do this for you. What do I get?”

Nancy arched her eyebrows. “First, you’ll get vengeance. Second, I will
owe you a favor. There are people who would cut off their right arm for that
alone. But more importantly, you will know with absolute certainty that
Spider will never kill another changeling child. Think on it, William Wolf.
But be fast about it. Time is short.”

A cold drizzle sifted onto the swamp, blurring the trees and obscuring the
narrow road. The sounds of three horses clopping merrily along blended with
the noise of the birds and chirping of insects.

Given a choice, Cerise would’ve galloped. Instead she kept the pace slow.
The last thing they needed was to blunder at full gallop into an ambush.

“It’s Sheeriles,” Erian said from the right. Slim, blond, he rode like he was
born in the saddle. The feud between their family and the Sheeriles had taken
his mother when he was eleven, and Cerise’s parents had raised him. He was
more like a brother than a cousin.

“They have no reason to restart the feud,” Mikita boomed. Nature had
forgotten to install a volume control when he was born, and he came with two
sound settings: thunder and louder thunder.

Unlike Erian, Mikita rode as if he was afraid the horse would somehow
escape from underneath his huge blocky body. Six-feet-five, two hundred and
sixty pounds, none of it fat, he was almost too big to be a Mar. Hard to grow
that large on a ration of fish and swamp berries, but Mikita had somehow
managed.



“The Sheeriles don’t need a reason,” Erian said.

“They do and you know it. If they can’t show cause, the Mire militia will
come down on them like a ton of bricks,” Mikita said.

Mikita was right, Cerise thought, as they rounded the bend in the twisted
road. The Dukedom of Louisiana was very generous in supplementing the
Mire’s population with exiles. None of them was law-abiding or peaceful.
The Edger families stuck together, turning into clans full of half-starved
locals with itchy trigger fingers. Feuds bloomed in the Mire like swamp
flowers, and some of the old-timers threw around heavy magic. In their
family alone, they counted four cursers and seven flashers, and then there
were people like Catherine and Kaldar, whose magic was so specific they had
no name for it. If the feuds had been left unchecked, pretty soon there
wouldn’t have been anybody left in the Mire to feud with.

That was why the Edgers finally banded together and instituted their own
court and their own militia. Now to rekindle a feud, one had to show cause.
The Sheeriles knew this. The problem was she didn’t think they cared.

“They have all that money, and they managed to keep it through the
years,” Mikita said.

Erian frowned. “What does money have to do with anything?”

“People who keep their money that long aren’t stupid. They won’t take
risks unless they think things will play out in their favor. Sniping Uncle
Gustave and Aunt Gen without cause is a hell of a risk. They know our whole
family will be howling for blood.”

Cerise hid a sigh. Unlike the Sheeriles, the Mars were swamp-poor: they
had land and numbers, but no money. That was how they’d earned their
nickname: Rats. Numerous, poor, and vicious. The vicious part she didn’t
mind, the poor part she could do nothing about, and the numerous part . . .
Well, it was true. In a fight, the Sheeriles would lose hired guns, while she
would lose relatives.

The thought made Cerise wince. Her father’s absence turned her into the
head of the family. She was the oldest of his children, and she was the only
fully trained warrior they had. If something did happen to her parents, she
would be the one sending her family to die. Cerise caught her breath and let it
out slowly, trying to release anxiety with it. This morning had gone from bad
to worse in a hurry.

The path turned, and the decrepit husk of the Sene Manor came into view.
Cerise’s heart skipped a beat. A lanky man stood on the porch, leaning



against the porch post, his straw blond hair falling over his shoulders. He
glanced up, his eyes light on a tan face, and a slow, lazy smile stretched his
lips.

Lagar Sheerile. The oldest of the Sheerile brothers. They and their mother
ran the Sheerile clan now, since their dad fell off a tree three years ago.
Sheerile Senior had busted his head so hard, he couldn’t even feed himself
anymore, let alone think. Served him right, too.

Behind her Erian swore softly.

Beside Lagar, Peva, his brother, rocked in a half-rotten wooden chair,
whittling something from a block of wood. Above the two of them, the
windows of the abandoned mansion stood wide open despite the rain. Men
waited at the windows. She counted two crossbows, three rifles, and a
shotgun. The Sheeriles had expected them and brought hired muscle. Paid top
coin, too—the shooters with the Broken’s rifles were expensive as hell.

All together, the Sheerile brothers, the dilapidated house, and the rifles in
the windows made a perfect snapshot of the Mire. Like some sort of twisted
postcard. She just wished she could shove it into the faces of the bluebloods
from Louisiana. You want to know what life is like in the Edge? Here you go.
Think on that before you decide to pile more problems on us.

Peva slid from his chair, a tall gangly form on legs that looked too long.
His crossbow lay next to him on a rail. He was so proud of the damn thing,
he’d named it. Wasp. Like it was Excalibur or something. Peva reached for it
but changed his mind. Decided not to bother, did he? Apparently, they
weren’t enough of a threat.

Cerise stared at Lagar. Where are my parents, you smug sonovabitch?

The door banged, and the third Sheerile brother sauntered into view,
carrying Lagar’s sword. Arig, at eighteen, was the youngest and the dumbest.
In a dark room in a crowd full of strangers, Cerise could’ve picked all three
of them out in seconds. She had grown up knowing that one day she would
have to Kkill the Sheerile brothers, and they knew they had to kill her before
she did them in. She’d come to terms with it a long time ago.

Arig held the sword out to Lagar, but the blond Sheerile ignored it. They
didn’t mean to fight her today. Not yet.

Cerise brought her horse to a halt by the porch.

Lagar gave her a short nod. “Lovely morning to you.”

“Same to you, Lagar.” She smiled, making an effort to look sweet and
cheerful. “You boys lost?”



“Not that I know of.” Lagar gave her the same friendly smile.

“If you’re not lost, then what are you doing on my land?”

Lagar peeled himself from the post with affected leisure. “My land, love.”

“Since when?”

“Since your father sold it to me this morning.”

Like hell he did. She pursed her lips. “You don’t say.”

“Arig,” Lagar called. “Bring the deed to our pretty guest.”

The youngest Sheerile brother trotted over to her horse and offered her a
piece of paper rolled into a tube. She took the tube from him.

Arig leered. “Where’s your cute little sister, Cerise? Maybe Lark would
like some of what I’ve got. I can show her a better time than she’s had.”

A shocked silence fell.

Some things were just not done.

A lethal fire slipped into Lagar’s eyes. Peva stepped off the porch, walked
over to Arig, and grabbed him by the ear. Arig howled.

“Excuse us a minute.” Peva spun Arig around and kicked him in the ass.

“What did I do?”

Peva kicked him again. Arig scrambled through the mud, up the rickety
porch, and into the house. Something thumped inside, and Arig’s voice
screamed, “Not in the gut!”

Cerise glanced at Lagar. “Letting him go around without a muzzle again?”

Lagar grimaced. “Look at the damn deed.”

Cerise unrolled the paper. The signature was perfect: her father’s sharp
narrow scrawl. Lagar must’ve paid a fortune for it. “This deed’s false.”

Lagar smiled. “So you say.”

She handed it back to him. “Where are my parents, Lagar?”

He spread his lean arms. “I don’t know. I haven’t seen them since this
morning. They sold us the manor and left in perfect health.”

“Then you don’t mind if we check the house.”

He bared his teeth at her. “As a matter of fact, I do. Mind.”

The crossbows and rifles clicked as one, as safety latches dropped.

Cerise fought for control. It flashed in her head: jump off the mare, use her
as a shield against the first volley, charge the porch, split Arig’s stomach with
a swipe of the blade, thrust into Peva . . . But by then both Mikita and Erian
would be dead. Six crossbows against three riders—it was no contest.

Lagar was looking at her with an odd wistful expression. She had seen it
once before, two years ago, when he got drunk out of his mind at the Summer



Festival. He’d crossed the field and asked her to dance, and she spun one
time around the bonfire with him, shocking the entire Mire into silence: two
heirs of feuding families playing with death while their elders watched.

She had an absurd suspicion that he was thinking of pulling her off her
horse. He was more than welcome to try.

“Lagar,” she whispered. “Don’t screw with me. Where are my parents?”

Lagar stepped closer, dropping his voice. “Forget Gustave. Forget
Genevieve. Your parents are gone, Cerise. There’s nothing you can do.”

The cold knot in her stomach broke and turned into rage. “Do you have
them, Lagar?”

He shook his head.

Her horse sensed her anxiety and danced under her. “Who has them?” No
matter how far away the Sheeriles had hidden them, she would find them.

A thin smile curved Lagar’s lips. He raised his hand, studying it as if it
were an object of great interest, watching the fingers bend and straighten, and
looked back at her.

The Hand. Louisiana spies.

Ice slid down Cerise’s spine. The Hand was deadly. Everybody heard
stories about them. Some of them were so twisted by magic, they weren’t
even human anymore. What would Louisiana spies want with her parents?

Lagar raised his voice. “I’ll send a copy of the deed to your house.”

She smiled at him, wishing she could let her sword slide across his neck.
“You do that.”

Lagar bowed with a flourish.

“This is it,” she said. “No turning back.”

He nodded. “I know. Our great-grandparents started this feud, and you and
I will finish it. I can’t wait.”

Cerise turned her horse and urged it on. Behind her, Mikita and Erian rode
through the rain.

Her parents were alive. She would get them back. She would find them. If
she had to paint their trail with Sheerile blood, all the better.

CERISE burst into the yard at a canter, her mare’s hooves splashing mud.
She’d asked Erian to ride ahead to get everyone together. He must’ve done a
hell of a job, because Aunt Murid stood on the verandah with a crossbow. Up
to the left, Lark sat in the pine branches, and to the right, Adrian had climbed
up into a cypress. Both had rifles and neither missed often.



Derril ran up to take the reins from her, his eyes wide.

“Is Richard here?”

Her cousin nodded. “In the library.”

“What about your uncle Kaldar?”

Derril nodded again.

“Good.”

During the ride, her fury had crystallized into a plan. It was a ridiculous
plan, but it was a plan. Now she had to convince the family to follow it. By
the last count, the Mar clan consisted of fifty-seven people, including the
kids. Some of the adults had seen her in diapers. They listened to her father.
Making them listen to her was an entirely different matter.

Cerise locked her jaw. If she had any hope of seeing her parents again, she
had to catch the reins her father had dropped and grip them tightly now,
before the family had a chance to think things over and argue with her. She
had to hold them together. Her parents’ lives depended on it.

Cerise walked up the stairs. Mikita followed at her heels.

She paused by Aunt Murid, who was standing at the door. Six inches taller,
dark-haired, dark-eyed, Murid rationed words like they were precious water
in the middle of a desert, but her crossbow never failed to make a point.

Cerise looked at her. Are you with me?

Murid nodded slightly.

Cerise hid a breath of relief, swung the door open, and stepped inside.

“No hesitation,” her aunt murmured behind her. “Walk like you mean it.”

The library lay at the end of the hallway. The largest room in the house,
with the exception of the kitchen, it often served as the gathering place for the
family. By now, the news of her parents having gone missing would have
spread throughout the Rathole. The library would be full. Her aunts, uncles,
cousins. All listening to her as she came down the hall.

Cerise took a deep breath and strode down the hallway, not caring about
tracking mud.

She walked into the library, cataloging the familiar faces. Aunt Emma,
Aunt Petunia—Aunt Pete for short—Uncle Rufus, in the chairs; Erian to the
left, his slender blond body draped over a chair; Kaldar, his dark hair in wild
disarray, leaning against the wall; half a dozen others; and finally Richard,
the oldest of her cousins, tall, dark, with the poise of a blueblood, waiting by
the table.

They all looked at her.



Cerise kept her voice flat. “The Sheerile brothers have taken Grandfather’s
house.”

The room went quiet like the inside of a grave.

“Lagar Sheerile showed me a deed of sale to Sene Manor signed by my
father.”

“It’s a forgery,” Aunt Pete said. “Gustave would never sell Sene.”

Cerise held up her hand. “My father and mother are missing. Lagar said
they were taken by the Hand.”

Richard’s face paled.

“The Louisiana spies?” Kaldar, slim, his hair dark like Richard’s, peeled
himself from the wall. Where Richard radiated icy dignity, his brother lived
to have fun. He had wild eyes the color of honey, a silver hoop in one ear,
and a mouth that either said something funny or was about to break into a
grin, sometimes just as he sank his blade into someone’s gut. Richard thought
like a general, while Kaldar thought like a criminal, and she desperately
needed both of them on her side.

Kaldar leaned forward, a hard, vicious light sparking in his eyes. “What the
hell does the Hand want with us?”

“Lagar didn’t say. As of now, the feud is officially on. I need riders sent to
Uncle Peter, Emily, and Antoine. We’re pulling everyone into the Rathole.
Someone needs to warn Urow, too.”

“I’ll take care of it,” Uncle Rufus said.

“Thank you.” Cerise wished she knew exactly what to say, but whatever
words she had would have to do. Here we go. “We must take back
Grandfather’s house. First, my parents disappeared there. If any clues exist,
they would be at Sene. Second, I don’t have to tell you that the Mire runs on
reputation. We’re only as strong as others think we are. If we allow the
Sheeriles to bite off a chunk of our land, we might as well pack it in.”

No arguments. So far so good.

“Kaldar, how much time do we have to dispute the deed?”

Her cousin shrugged. “We have to file the petition with the Mire court by
tomorrow evening. The court date could be anywhere from ten days to two
weeks from then.”

“Can you stall?”

“I can get us a day, maybe two.”

Richard’s narrow lips bent into a frown. “If we go through legal channels,
we’ll lose. To dispute the Sheeriles’ deed, we have to have the original



document granting the Sene Manor to Grandfather. We need his exile order.
We don’t have it.”

Cerise nodded. That document and many others had perished four years
ago in a flood that had nearly demolished the storage buildings. She’d
thought about that on her ride over as well.

“Can we get a replacement?” one of the younger boys asked.

“No.” Kaldar shook his head. “When Louisianans sentence someone to
exile, three copies of the orders are cut. One goes straight to Royal Archives,
the second is carried by the marshals who transport the exile and is
surrendered to the Border Guard when they reach the Edge, and the third is
given to the exile. The Border Guard isn’t going to fall over themselves to
find that order for us. We’ll never get close enough to ask. They’ll shoot us
and string our corpses on the trees along the border.”

“Every exile carries the order?” Cerise asked.

“Every adult,” Kaldar said. “What are you getting at?”

“There were two adult exiles, Grandfather and Grandmother,” Richard
said. “Grandmother’s order wasn’t among the papers ruined in the flood. I
know, I sorted through them. Where is it?”

“Hugh,” Aunt Murid said.

Cerise nodded. “Exactly. Before Uncle Hugh went into the Broken, he
took certified copies of all archival documents with him for safekeeping,
including the original copy of Grandmother’s order. I remember this because
Mother cried when she gave it to him.”

Richard narrowed his eyes. He was the most cautious of all of them, the
most reasonable, and the one who always kept his calm. You might just as
well try to rattle a granite rock. The family respected him. If she convinced
him to buy her plan, the rest would follow.

“Hugh is in the Broken,” Richard said. “You can’t go after him, Cerise.
Not now.” “I’m the one who makes runs

“I’ll do it,” Kaldar said. “I’m the one who makes runs there anyway.”

“No.” She loaded enough steel into her voice to make the lot of them blink.

Erian looked ready to say something but clamped his mouth shut.

“The Hand took . . .” Cerise wanted to say my parents but checked herself.
She had to remove the personal part out of the equation, or they would just
decide she was hysterical. “Gustave and Genevieve for a reason. They must
want something from them or from us. They will be watching us. That’s why
we must pull everyone into the main house now, before they pick us off one



by one.

“It takes three days to get to the Broken, and that’s with shortcuts and a
good rolpie to pull the boat. The person who leaves runs the risk of walking
right into the Hand’s spies.” Cerise looked at Kaldar. “You’re a thief, not a
fighter. Erian is too hotheaded, Aunt Murid doesn’t know the way, Mikita has
no survival skills, and you, Richard, can’t pass through the boundary into the
Broken. You have too much magic. The crossing will kill you.”

She surveyed them. “That leaves me. I went with Kaldar the last few times,
I know the way, and of all of us, I have the best chance of surviving a fight
with the Hand.”

Richard was on the fence; she could see the hesitation in his eyes. “We just
lost Gustave. If we lose you, we’ll lose our strongest flash-trained fighter.”

“Then I’ll just have to survive,” she said. “We have no choice, Richard.
Tomorrow, as soon as Kaldar files the dispute and we have a court date, I
have to leave. If you or anyone else can find a different way around it, I’ll be
happy to hear it.”

For a long moment silence held, and then everyone spoke at once. Richard
said nothing. Cerise looked into his somber eyes and knew she had won.



FOUR

THE Great Bayou Swap Meet met at a giant plastic cow wearing a straw hat.
At some point the cow must’ve been black and white, William reflected, but
years of rain and wind had bleached it to a uniform pale gray. He surveyed
the gathering of stalls and makeshift booths, selling everything from cloth
dolls and old baseball cards sealed in plastic, to dinner sets and tactical
knifes. To the right, some guy screamed himself hoarse, trying to find a buyer
for his Corvette. To the left, a skinny woman in a booth decorated with a
velvet painting of Elvis muttered non-stop to a pair of macaws in a cage. The
birds, wet from the damp air, huddled together and probably plotted to Kkill
her if the cage was ever opened.

This was the Mirror’s brilliant strategy. William shook his head to himself.
Getting into the Mire from the Weird was near impossible: the boundary was
thick with traps and heavily patrolled by the Louisiana Guard. Instead, the
Mirror had arranged for him to sneak in through the back door, through the
Broken. His instructions were simple: travel to the small town of Verite,
located in the lovely state of Louisiana. Attend the Great Bayou Swap Meet.
Wait by the cow at precisely seven o’clock. A guide would come and take
him into the Edge. Great plan. What could go wrong?

If there was one thing he’d learned in his years of military service, it was
that everything that could go wrong, would. Especially considering that the
guide was a free-lancer.

A homeless woman wandered over and took up a post by the cow’s hind
legs. A layer of grime obscured her features. She wore a dirt-smudged
tattered field jacket that once must’ve belonged to some soldier in the
Broken. A black ski cap hid her hair. Filthy jeans stuck out from under the
jacket, tucked into what looked like a surprisingly solid pair of boots. Her
scent washed over him. She smelled sour, like she’d rolled in a batch of old
spaghetti. For all he knew, she was going into the Edge as well, and he’d
have to smell that rotten tomato sauce for the whole trip. Last Sunday he’d
watched a documentary about the Great Depression on the History Channel,
and she would give any of those hobos a run for their money.

This was just getting better and better. He had nobody but himself to
blame, William thought. He could be back in his trailer right now, drinking



good coffee. But nooo, he had to be a hero.

The Mirror had given him a four-day crash course on the Mire, Spider’s
crew, and the operation of about a thousand gadgets they had stuffed into his
rucksack. His memory was near perfect. All changeling children going
through Hawk’s were trained in memorization. They were meant to become
soldiers, who were expected to remember mission maps and objectives. His
memory was exceptional even among changelings.

William had practiced in the Broken out of habit, memorizing random
things he read and watched, everything from gun catalogs to cartoons. He
could recite the first hundred or so pages of an average paperback after
having read it once. But the amount of information the Mirror had crammed
into him strained even his brain, and now it hummed as if some phantom bees
had made a hive in his skull. Eventually his mind would come to terms with
the information, and he’d either learn it permanently or allow himself to
forget it, but for now it was giving him a hell of a headache.

A man walked out of the crowd, heading for the cow. About forty, with
gray hair cut in what would’ve been a mullet if he wasn’t balding, the man
walked with a slight limp, dragging his left leg. He wore black jeans, a black
T-shirt, a gray flannel shirt, and a Remington rifle. Looked like a 7400 from
where William was standing, but he’d have to see it closer to be sure.

The man stopped a couple of feet away and looked him over. William
raised his chin and gave him a flat stare. The newcomer struck him as an
enterprising sort of man. The kind that would slit your throat for a box of
tissues in your bag while you slept.

The man turned to the woman, gave her a long once-over, and spat into the
grass. “Here for the Edge?”

“Yes,” William said.

The woman nodded.

Yep, he would be spending the next few days in the company of that
enchanting stench. Could be worse. At least she didn’t reek like vomit.

“Name’s Vern. Follow me.”

Vern limped his way from the swap meet into the brush. The hobo
followed. William shouldered his rucksack and went after them.

They hiked through the brush for about twenty minutes when he sensed the
boundary. The hair on the back of his neck stood up.

Vern turned around. “Here’s the deal. We cross into the Edge here. You
die in the crossing, that’s your problem. Don’t count on any CPR and shit. If



you make it through, we’ve got a two-day trip up through the swamps. Both
of you paid half. The second half is due when we land in Sicktree. If you give
me any trouble, I’ll shoot your ass and won’t worry twice about it. You
change your mind and want off the boat, you get off in the swamp. I ain’t
turning back, and I ain’t issuing no refunds. We clear?”

“Clear enough,” William said.

The woman nodded.

Vern grimaced at her. “You mute or something? Never mind, none of my
business.”

He turned and stepped into the boundary. Here we go. William tensed
against the incoming pain and followed.

Thirty seconds of agony later, the three of them were bent double on the
other side, trying to catch their breath.

William straightened first, then Vern. The woman stayed bent, sucking in
the air in small pained gulps. Vern headed down through the brush to where
sounds of running water announced a stream.

The hobo woman didn’t move. Too much magic in her blood.

“You got it?” William asked.

She jerked upright with a groan, pushed past him, and followed Vern.

You’re welcome. Next time he’d mind his own damn business.

He pushed through the brush and almost ran straight into the water. A
narrow stream lay before him, its placid water the color of dark tea but still
translucent. Giant cypresses with thick, bloated stems flanked the stream.
They stood densely, as if on guard, their knobby roots anchoring them to the
mud. At the nearest tree, Vern waited in a large boat, a wide, shallow vessel
with peeling paint and dented sides. A wooden cabin took up most of it, more
a shelter from the sun than a cabin really: the front and back walls were
missing. Two ropes hung from the nose of the boat, dipping into the water.

“No motor?” William asked, stepping aboard.

Vern gave him a look reserved for the mentally challenged. “Not from the
Edge, are you? One, a motor makes noise, so the whole swamp will know
where you are, and two, you’ve got a motor boat, that’s some valuable shit.
The Edgers will shoot you for it.”

Vern picked up the ropes. Two twin heads poked from the water on long
sinuous necks, like two Loch Ness monsters that somehow grew otter heads.

“Rolpie power,” Vern said. “Keep your damn hands inside the vehicle and
stay away from the sides. The Mire’s full of gators, most bigger than this



boat. They see your shadow on the water, they’ll lunge into the boat to get
you. And I ain’t jumping in to rescue your ass.”

He slapped the reins, smacking his lips. The rolpies dove, and the boat
took off, gliding across the dark water into the swamp.

WILLIAM leaned against the cabin wall and watched the swamp slide by. If
someone had asked him yesterday morning what hell looked like, he
would’ve said he didn’t know. He’d spent twenty-four hours in the swamp,
and now he had an answer. Hell looked like the Mire.

The boat crawled down the river, framed by dense clumps of vegetation
and reeds. In the distance, cypresses rose, their bloated trunks grotesquely fat,
like old men with beer guts squatting in the mud. Sunrise was due in half an
hour, and the sky and the water glowed the pale gray of a worn-out dime.

William inhaled deeply, sampling the scents on his tongue. The feeble
stirring of the air that passed for wind in this place smelled of algae, fish, and
mud. His senses regained their sharpness in the Edge, and the stench rising
from the mess of muck, rot, and water combined with the heat made him
want to bite someone just to let out some frustration.

The constant movement of the boat grated on his nerves. Wolves were
meant to walk on firm ground, not on this shell of fiberglass, or whatever the
hell it was, that insisted on swaying and rocking every time one of the rolpies
gulped some air. Unfortunately firm ground was in short supply: the shore
was a soup of mud and water. When they had stopped for the night and he’d
stepped onto what seemed like solid ground, his boots had sunk in up to the
ankle.

He’d spent the night in the boat. Next to the spaghetti queen.

William glanced at the hobo girl. She sat across from him, huddled in a
clump. Her stench had gotten worse overnight, probably from the dampness.
Another night like the last one, and he might snap and dunk her into that river
just to clear the air.

She saw him looking. Dark eyes regarded him with slight scorn.

William leaned forward and pointed at the river. “I don’t know why you
rolled in spaghetti sauce,” he said in a confidential voice. “I don’t really care.
But that water over there won’t hurt you. Try washing it off.”

She stuck her tongue out.

“Maybe after you’re clean,” he said.

Her eyes widened. She stared at him for a long moment. A little crazy



spark lit up in her dark irises. She raised her finger, licked it, and rubbed
some dirt off her forehead.

Now what?

The girl showed him her stained finger and reached toward him slowly,
aiming for his face.

“No,” William said. “Bad hobo.”

The finger kept coming closer.

“You touch me, I’ll break it off.”

Something splashed ahead. Both of them looked at the river.

A wave wrinkled the surface a few hundred yards out.

The girl squinted at it.

Here it was again, a shallow ripple. It bopped up and down. Something
sped to the boat.

“Sharks!” The girl lunged at Vern.

He gaped at her.

“Sharks, you moron!” She pointed at the water.

Ripples sliced through the surface. A huge fin emerged. A second
followed.

Vern grabbed for his bag and jerked out a grenade. William grabbed the
girl and threw her to the bottom of the boat, shielding her.

The grenade plunked into the water. Thunder slapped William’s ears, the
blast wave rolling against his skin. The boat careened.

He whipped about, just in time to see Vern dive into the river, aiming for
the shore.

The sharks streaked toward the boat, no worse for wear. The leading fish
darted up to the surface, flashing the ridge of thick bony plates armoring its
back. The damn thing was bigger than the boat.

The rolpies sensed the sharks and flailed, whipping the river into froth. The
twin guidelines that secured the animals to the boat went taut, jerking at the
metal cleats bolted to the nose. The boat danced up and down.

The girl dropped to the ropes. A small knife flashed.

William jerked his heavy tactical blade from its sheath. “Stop.”

She pulled back, and he chopped through the line in a single cut.

The rolpie leaped out of the water and dove deep. Go, William urged. Go.

He chopped the second line. The severed rope flew, and the second rolpie
surfaced in a foamy fountain. Huge jaws pierced the foam. Triangular shark
teeth flashed and tore into the rolpie’s side. The creature screamed. The girl



screamed, too, pounding her fist on the rail. William ground his teeth.

The shark ripped a bloody slab of flesh from the rolpie’s flank.

William yanked a crossbow stock out of his rucksack and pulled the
activation. The stock sprouted arms with a faint click. It was the latest in
small arms models, only a foot long, and he was under strict orders not to use
it unless absolutely necessary. William jerked back his sleeve, revealing a
leather quiver strapped to his forearm, plucked a bolt, loaded in a single
smooth move, sighted the fish, and fired.

A white star streaked through the air. The bolt sprouted from the shark’s
gills. The bolt head winked with green and exploded in a pulse of magic. The
fish launched straight up, out of the river, its black mouth gaping, blood
streaming from a hole in the side of its head, and crashed onto its back. The
second shark hit the first, spinning it. Blood roiled through the river. The
rolpie streaked away, fleeing for its life.

The injured shark thrashed and dived down. The second fish gave chase.

The boat crawled downstream.

William took a deep breath. The rush of the fight still sang through his
veins, setting him on fire. He felt alive, more alive than he’d been in the last
two years.

The old woman was right. He had forgotten who he was. He was a wolf
and a killer.

“Thank you,” the hobo girl said.

“We’re fucked!” Vern announced from the shore.

THE boat drifted downstream at the speed of an invalid snail. Vern had no
trouble keeping up even with his bum leg.

“They’re bone sharks. The old kind. They swim up from the Weird
sometimes and get trapped in the swamp. Of course they die from fresh water
in a week or two, fuckers, but meanwhile they do their damage. It’s over.”

The boat’s bottom slid against soft mud and stopped. About forty feet
separated them from the nearest shore and Vern.

“What do you mean, it’s over?” William said. “It’s over when you get me
to Sicktree.”

Vern stared at him. “Are you daft? We have no rolpies, which means
we’ve got no power and we can’t maneuver for shit. Getting to Sicktree on
foot would take days.”

On the edge of William’s peripheral vision, the hobo girl slid into the



water. She did it silently, without a splash, and dove under. Even his ears
picked up only the slightest hint of sound. The spaghetti queen had hidden
talents. Where the hell was she going?

“Look around you, man!” Vern waved his arms. “That ain’t a park out
there. That swamp is gonna kill you. The Broken is only a day away by boat
and about three by foot.”

Everything that could go wrong . . . “I don’t think so.” William let some
snarl into his voice. “I hired you to get me to Sicktree. That’s where we’re
going.”

Vern jerked his rifle up. “Get off my boat, you Weird fop.”

William raised his crossbow. “Don’t be stupid.”

Vern sneered. “You ain’t gonna hit me with that toy . . .”

A dark figure stepped out of the reeds behind Vern. A slender foot-long
blade slid against his Adam’s apple, reflecting light. William blinked.
Smooth.

The hobo girl leaned to Vern’s ear and whispered something.

Vern’s fingers opened. The rifle fell into the mud with a wet splat.

The girl pulled the blade aside. William bared his teeth. She was trouble.
Good for her, bad for him.

Vern limped away at top speed, yelling over his shoulder. “I won’t forget
this! I won’t. You’ll see.”

The hobo girl hooked the rifle with her foot and kicked it into her hands.
The rifle barrel glared at William. “You’re in my boat.”

You’ve got to be kidding me. “You can have this boat. You can have the
whole damn swamp for all I care. After I get to Sicktree.”

“That’s a very nice crossbow,” the girl said. “And you’re very good with
it. But I can shoot you twice in the time it takes you to load it.”

William bared his teeth. “Want to test that theory?”

She smirked. “Are you sure you want to risk being shot? This bullet would
make a very messy hole in your chest.”

William pulled another bolt from the quiver.

The girl aimed to the left of him and squeezed the trigger. A feeble click
echoed through the swamp. She popped the rifle open and swore.

“I emptied it last night while the two of you slept.” William sighted her.
“Vern didn’t strike me as trustworthy. Looks like I keep the boat.”

She lowered the rifle. “May I ask where you’re going to pilot your new
boat?”



“To Sicktree.”

“And in what direction do you think Sicktree is?”

William stopped. The stream had turned at least half a dozen times. He
knew the swamp settlement sat somewhere upstream, but where exactly he
had no idea. The Mirror had no maps of this part of the Edge, but the parts
that they did map looked like a labyrinth of tiny streams, ponds, and mud
banks.

“I take it, you know the way to Sicktree.”

She smiled. “I do. You should hire me to be your guide. Or you can spend
the next couple of weeks blundering around the Mire.”

She had him. William pretended to consider it. “Hire you? I think the
privilege of riding in my new boat should be enough.”

“Deal.” She started toward the water.

“There are some conditions attached to my offer.”

The girl rolled her eyes.

“One, if you’re thinking of slitting my throat, don’t. I’'m faster and stronger
than you, and I sleep light.”

She shrugged. “Fine.”

“Two, you bathe the first chance you get.”

“Anything else?”

William thought about it. “No, that covers it.”

The girl waded through the water, pulled herself into the boat, and dug in
the bow compartment.

William watched her.

She pulled a large canvas bundle and dragged it to the side.

“What is that?”

“An inflatable boat. All runners carry them just in case.” She patted the
larger boat. “This bad boy is meant to be drawn by rolpies. It’s heavy. The
inflatable is light and we can carry it if we have to.”

She pulled the cords, securing the canvas, dug in it, and swore.
“Cheapskate. No inflatable—he’s got his sleeping bag stuffed in there.” She
rose, stared at the cabin for a long moment, and tugged at the canvas covering
its roof. “Are you going to help, Lord Weird? You can, of course, sit on your
behind while I sweat, but it will take twice as long.”

He grasped his end of the canvas and jerked. The camo fabric fell away,
revealing a shallow, square-nose boat strapped to the cabin.

“A punt.” The hobo girl sighed. “We’ll have to pole it like a bateau.”



William had no idea what a bateau or a punt was, but he didn’t care. It was
a boat and it could float, which meant it could get him to Sicktree to the
Mirror’s agent who waited for him there. He cut at the line securing the small
vessel to the roof.

“Call me William.”

“Cerise,” the hobo girl said. “I’ve got a rule, too.”

He glanced at her.

“No questions,” she said.

Now that was interesting. William nodded. “I can work with that.”



FIVE

THE punt boat glided over the deceptively calm stream. Small speckled frogs
perched on the wide queenscrown leaves. Somewhere to the left among the
growth, a reed-walker traveled on long legs, emitting a staccato of clicks
from his throat to ward off rival birds.

Cerise leaned into the pole, discreetly clamping her jacket tighter to
herself. The stiff plastic packet hidden in the lining dug into her ribs. Still
there. Tracking down Uncle Hugh took longer than planned—he’d moved
and she had wasted two days trying to find his new house. Only four days
separated her from the court date. She had to hurry. If she didn’t show up
with the documents on time, the family would be ruined. She had to move
fast, and fast wasn’t easy with a punt boat and some Weird knuckleheaded
drylander who thought he owned it.

Lord William sat at the stern. Muscular, fit, wrapped in black leather, and
more handsome than a man had a right to be. The first time she saw him, she
almost did a double take. He had the whole tall, dark, and lethal thing going.
Except at the moment he wore the expression of a man who’d just got a
mouth full of soggy spinach. Maybe he was upset that his pretty leather pants
got wet.

Lord William was bad news. That he was a blueblood from the Weird was
plain as day: expensive clothes, well-groomed hair, and excellent weapons.
She’d felt a spark of magic when that little crossbow went off. And he fired it
fast, didn’t even pause to take aim, and still hit that cursed fish in the gills.
The man had training, the kind of training bluebloods from the Weird got
when they wanted to play soldier. Excellent balance—he walked on the boat
as if it were solid ground. Light on his feet. Very fast. Probably very strong,
if the muscle on his arms was any indication. Bad news.

Why couldn’t she have gotten another Edger or some dimwit from the
Broken for a passenger? No, she got Lord Leather Pants here. In the Weird,
nobles specialized. Some went into academics like her grandfather. Some
devoted themselves to civil service. And some became killers. For all she
knew, he was one of those multi-talented bluebloods, who cut down trees
with their magic and sprouted weapons all over the place at the slightest hint
of danger.



Cerise stole another look. The blueblood was surveying the Mire, and she
let herself linger. He had the prettiest hair she had ever seen on a man: dark
brown, almost black, and soft like sable, it fell down to his shoulders. She
wondered what he’d do if she threw some mud in it. Probably kill her. Or at
least try. Not that she had any intention of letting him win that fight. Talented
or no, he wouldn’t stop her sword or her magic.

She scrutinized his face. Strong chin. Narrow face without a trace of
softness in it, square jaw, smart hazel eyes under black eyebrows. Interesting
eyes, almost amber-yellow. That’s what you looked at in an opponent—the
eyes. The eyes told you what sort of person you faced. When she looked into
William’s eyes, she saw a predator. There he sat, all calm, but something
behind those eyes promised violence. She sensed it the way one killer sensed
another.

Bad news.

He caught her looking and scowled. “Give me that damn thing.”

Cerise leaned into the pole. “Don’t worry, you will get your chance when
we hit a stronger current. For now, sit pretty and enjoy the scenery. Look,
there is a cute Mire gator to keep you entertained.”

He glanced to the side, where two large yellow eyes looked back at him
from a floating clump of waterweeds.

Let’s see what you’re made off, Lord Bill . . . “It’s just a baby. Eighteen
feet tops. He won’t bother us. They grow much bigger.”

No reaction. Come on, tiny boat, big gator, that ought to worry anybody.

“In a few years, he might get to be around twenty-five feet. Some old
fellows grow to thirty. We call them ervaurg . Means ‘big eater.’ ”

Lord Bill appeared unconcerned. Hmm.

Cerise pushed him a bit more. “The thing about ervaurgs is that they aren’t
like normal animals. When you feed a dog, he’ll sit and wait for you to give
him his food. When you feed a Mire cat, he’ll grab the treat and rip it out of
your hands. Feeding a Mire gator is like feeding a pair of giant, razor-sharp
scissors. One moment you’re holding a chunk of cow carcass on a hook
above the water and then huge jaws come out and”—she snapped her fingers
—“the meat is gone. No tug, no extra weight, nothing. Just jaws and an
empty hook.”

“Doesn’t make much sense to feed them, then,” William said.

“We do it for leather. A thirty-foot ervaurg packs a lot of leather, but his
hide is too hard to make into anything. You might armor a boat with it, but



other than that, it’s not good for much. But when they’re young, their leather
is supple, so leather merchants breed them on gator farms like cows and kill
them off with poisoned meat when they get too big. Mire gator leather is one
of our few exports.”

“It must’ve killed you not to talk for a whole day,” he said.

Handsome, scary, and an ass. As expected from a spoiled rich blueblood
from the Weird. She imagined thumping him on the head with her pole and
gave him a bright smile.

His eyes narrowed. “I get it. You kept your mouth shut to hide the teeth.”

And smart. Homeless people didn’t have good teeth. Kaldar had stressed
that one to her before she left.

Cerise would’ve preferred a dumb Lord Bill over the smart one—the smart
one was more trouble—but in the end, it didn’t matter. She gave her word
and she’d keep it. They’d get to Sicktree, and then she’d drop him faster than
he could blink. She would just have to watch him carefully and keep her
sword close.

The swamp rolled by, savage and beautiful at the same time. It’d been a
few months since Cerise had come this way, but she remembered it well
enough. She was Kaldar’s favorite partner in crime for his excursions to the
Broken. He’d wanted to come to look for Uncle Hugh so badly even she
couldn’t convince him to stay behind. It took Richard. He’d frowned and
Kaldar gave in.

Cerise glanced at the sky. Please keep the lot of them safe in the Rathole.
Please. Someone had to meet her in Sicktree to take her back to the house,
and she’d agreed to let Urow do it, because he was the best rolpie driver the
family had and because he nagged and piled on the family guilt until she
couldn’t stand it anymore. Urow was difficult. He was big and strong, and he
thought that made him a good fighter. He also had a chip on his shoulder
about being included in the family business. She should’ve said no, but she
knew it would crush him and so she didn’t. Now that decision was costing
her a bundle in frayed nerves.

But then Urow would come with a boat and a good, fast rolpie, and she
was late enough as it was. She would need his boat and his crazy driving to
get her to the Rathole on time.

Cerise brushed the jacket, feeling the stiff packet of papers again. Still
there. Hold on, Mom, Dad. I’'m coming.



THE woman lay on the floor, curled into a fetal ball. Spider sighed. Her skin
had acquired an unhealthy greenish tint. The matter wasn’t helped by a patina
of bruises covering her legs and arms. He always believed in the doctrine of
maximum pain with minimal damage during torture—he wanted to break her
spirit, not her body—and their sessions left only the lightest of injuries.
Unfortunately Genevieve insisted on attacking the guards and trying to Kkill
herself in her spare time. Subduing her without causing injuries proved
difficult.

Her attempts grew more and more reckless. This last one was brilliantly
executed and almost took her from him. He couldn’t afford to lose
Genevieve. Not yet.

Spider waited by the grimy wall. The place smelled of mildew. Gods, how
he despised the swamp.

Genevieve stirred with a soft moan. Her eyelids trembled and she
whispered, “Non.”

Gaulish. Finally. She had reverted to her native language. It meant he had
cracked her armor. Too little, too late. The Hand informed him that the
Mirror was aware of his activities in the Mire and had sent an agent. They
were unable to ascertain the agent’s identity, but Spider expected the
Adrianglians would send their best. The Mirror did produce worthy
opponents once in a while, and he couldn’t afford to jeopardize the integrity
of the project. Some tough decisions would have to be made.

“Yes,” he told her in Gaulish.

Genevieve pulled herself upright. A blue and black ring clutched at her
throat.

“The bruise on your neck looks atrocious,” he continued in the same
language. “I have to admit, using magic to strangle yourself with your collar
was an elegant move. Tell me, did you learn metal alteration before your
parents were exiled to the Edge or after?”

She stared at him with intense, focused hatred.

“It saddens me that you hate me,” he said. “I’'m being sincere. You're a
scion of one of the oldest blueblood families, as am I. We should be having a
civilized conversation, spiced with good red wine and an occasional witty



remark. Instead we find ourselves here.” He spread his arms. “In the drain for
all of the world’s muck, with you reduced to a battered animal and me your
batterer.”

She didn’t answer. He was wrong. She wouldn’t break anytime soon. A
pity.

“It takes approximately five minutes to choke an adult to death,” Spider
told her. “That’s why people in my profession prefer to break the target’s
neck. We’re frequently short on time. It took my people thirty seconds to
remove the collar. At no point were you in danger of suffocating. But in a
way you did succeed. You see, now I’m short on time. I can no longer gently
choke you and wait for you to comply. I have to break you now.”

No reaction. As if she were a mannequin.

He leaned to her. “For Gods’ sake, Genevieve, this is your last chance. The
war between Adrianglia and Louisiana is inevitable. It will be fought in my
lifetime, if not in yours. The diary holds the key to winning it. Thousands of
lives will be spared on both sides, if this war is resolved quickly in a decisive
show of force. That’s why that translation is vital to me. I will have it.”

She spat at him. He leaned just enough to avoid it and shook his head. “I
need an answer. Will you translate the diary? Think before you answer,
because you will sign your death warrant with the wrong word. Think of your
husband. Your daughters.”

Her cracked lips moved. “Go to hell.”

Spider sighed. Why did people insist on frustrating him?

“John?”

The door opened and John stepped into the cell. Tall, gaunt, and stooped,
his clothes perpetually rumpled, the man had a wary manner about him,
resembling a neurotic buzzard. Spider had worked with several mages skilled
in human alteration, and John was neither the most difficult nor the easiest to
work with. He was, however, the best at what he did.

John dipped his head. “Yes, my lord?”

“We’ll have to fuse her.”

Shock slapped Genevieve’s face. “You’re a monster!”

Spider gripped her neck, swiping her off the floor, to bring her to his own
eye level. “The world is full of monsters. I chose to become one, so the rest
of my country-men can sleep peacefully in their beds, knowing that their
families are shielded by the likes of me. You’ve tie