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I would like to thank my editor, Jefferey Ford of the ‘At the Madness of Radness’ editing service. Jeff, your insights and careful eye have improved my work in ways I never thought possible. Thank you for your endless patience with my freak-outs in the middle of the night, for catching my stupid errors, and for catching my obscure errors, too. Last but not least, thanks for your willingness to comfort me when I'm having a sad day and hate everything I've ever written. I couldn’t do it without you. 

My gratitude also goes out to my good friend and fellow author, M.A. Ray. Em, I learn from you all the time, I struggle to impress you, and I am so grateful to have a friend who gets me. Thanks for spending long mornings helping me solve my plot bunnies and poking at sentences until I figure out how to fix them. Thanks most of all for your gentle and unwavering honesty. I don’t believe a piece is good until you say it’s good. We’re doing this thing together or not at all. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


1





[image: ]




On a bright, sunny day in early June, Katie MacGregor paced a broad walkway in a garden outside the White Palace. Above her head, slivers of faded sky showed through an intertwined cathedral arch of cherry trees as they drooped with unseasonable pink blooms. The smell of the air was rich and complicated. The fragrance of the blossoms made a sweet top note where it layered against the damp earth and the salty tang of ocean. 

She was careful not to step on the grass as she paced. It was fiercely green, so green the defiance of the gardeners against the erstwhile occupying enemy was apparent in every reaching blade. It wouldn't do to crush their work. Gnomes were the types to keep to themselves, but they would not take kindly to anyone undoing what they'd fought so hard to accomplish over the last three days. Magic or not, they'd worked around the clock to make the East Courtyard suitable for a royal ceremony. Disrespecting the efforts of any fey was a bad idea, no matter how small, or how silly the hats.

Katie's shiny boots ate the ground, up the path and back, up and back. She continually scrunched her brocade coat in her hands. Fear bowed her shoulders and made a hard knot in her belly. By rights, she should hear only the gentle songs of birds and the faint susurrus of the ocean breeze through tree boughs. During the late king's reign the tranquility of this garden was magically impregnable. That thoughtful spellwork had died with him. The sounds of angry voices screaming racial epithets from the street below mingled with the pervasive noise of traffic. Hate, it turned out, carried. 

A heavy hand fell on her shoulder. Katie looked up to find Geordie Montoya looming over her. Slightly over seven feet tall, he was nearly as broad across the shoulders. Aztec-style tattoos decorated his bald scalp. The bottom of his jaw jutted in an exaggerated underbite and his nose was broad and flat from breaking too many times. When they’d parted this morning, he wore grimy leather armor and had lines of dirt under his fingernails. Now, his massive chest and shoulders gleamed with medals and silver cord. It must have been a real strain to find enough fabric to make his dress uniform, but the royal tailors made it happen. 

He smiled, gap-toothed and kind, belying his frightening appearance. “You’re screwing up your coat, Mac. You want to go out there all wrinkled?”

Katie looked down at her uniform. There were only three half-fey in the world who’d ever worn the blues of the High King’s Royal Guard. She’d admired the Guardsmen in their elegant, flaring coats her entire life. She did not want to screw it up.

“I’m scared, Geordie.” To keep her grasping hands still, she laced them together.

His voice rumbled so low she could feel its vibration through the soles of her feet. “You’ve never been scared of anything in your life. There’s no room for fear in a body as little as yours.”

Shaken as she felt, she smiled. “I’m not a Chihuahua.”

Geordie  shrugged. “Could have fooled me.” 

From the other side of the wall, a high-pitched voice screamed loud enough to be heard over the angry rumble of the crowd: “Half breed filth! Plague-spreaders! Kill them before they infect us all!”

Katie flinched as her insides tied themselves even tighter. Kill them all? The racists weren’t even asking to have the half-fey ejected from the city anymore. Now they were calling for public executions. She hadn’t realized so many people would still want her dead once her grandmother was gone.

This ceremony was vital for so many reasons. With this single public display, the High Court would prove House Quintinar once again ruled Avalon and the new High King would make his pro-human standpoint very clear. Today marked the formal issue of a challenge. Beri’s stance on abolition would make a lot of powerful people very angry. These knighthoods were his way of telling Faerie’s nobility that if they had a problem with how he ran the country, they knew where to find him. 

The whole concept was terrifying. More war with the immortal Sidhe was Katie's idea of hell, but she'd do what she had to for their cause. At least she wouldn’t have to fight this battle alone.

Geordie cleared his throat, though he didn't speak. For the first time it occurred to her he might be hurt by the shouting as well. Though his shoulders were so broad they made a wall against looming danger, Montoya, too, was half-fey in a land where their births were illegal. Maybe the noise of Avalon’s prejudice was loud enough to make even him feel small.

“What time is it?” Katie asked.

Geordie fished his phone out of his pocket to check the display. “Three minutes later than last time you asked.”

She sighed. “Dave is going to be late.”

A door slammed against a wall, startling them both. Their hands flinched toward the nonexistent weapons on their belts before they realized what was happening and they both relaxed. Katie smoothed the front of her coat again as if that’s what she meant to do in the first place.

David Thoreau dashed toward them, still shrugging his jacket over his white undershirt. He had dark skin and a curly puff of hair above clever golden eyes that, compounded by the darting way he moved and the bright, alert expression on his face, contributed to a bird-like appearance.

Accent thick with Texas, he gasped, “Am I late?” 

“Not yet.” Geordie slapped Dave’s shoulder hard enough to make the smaller man dance for balance. “Lookin’ good, fam.”

Dave regained his composure, granting Katie and Geordie a wide, white grin. “Yeah. It hurts to be this fine, but somebody has to do it.”

Katie rolled her eyes. “We’re all very grateful for your sacrifice.”

Thoreau raised both eyebrows in her direction, affixing an appreciative expression on his face. “Damn. You’re almost attractive in that outfit, Mac.”

“It’s sad I’ll never be as pretty as you.” She hoisted her middle finger in the salute he most deserved. 

Thoreau squelched across the wet grass, then pulled her close to rub his knuckles across the top of her head. Katie squealed, twisting in his grasp, then clamped down hard on his forearm with her teeth. 

Dave jerked away, shaking his wounded limb. “Ow! What’s wrong with you, you fuckin’ animal?”

“Don’t mess up my hair!” Katie patted the chignon she hoped still held her chaotic curls in place. “Geordie, does it still look okay?”

Geordie shook his head with mock dismay. “If you're gonna bite, people will think you're a Chihuahua.” 

A throat cleared. The three former rebels looked up to find a herald in the dark blue and silver livery of House Quintinar bowing from the waist as if they were people of importance. “The time has come, gentles.”

Katie stood, brushing imaginary wrinkles from her coat. They were about to make history. Or they were about to die in a hate crime, which would, come to think of it, also be pretty historic given the circumstances. They followed the servant down the cherry-shaded path to a wide lawn. Chairs were arranged on it in even rows. Roughly a hundred people stood as Katie and the others appeared. Cameras flashed, brief and dazzling despite the sunny day. 

She scanned the crowd to locate her family. Her brother Liam, his fiancée Dahlia, and Katie’s parents sat in the first row. Behind them were the remaining few colonists who'd survived to come to Avalon with them. Beyond that were members of the nobility, watching the proceedings with chilly amusement, and select members of the press corps.

In the crowd, Dad, grinning from behind his chestnut and salt beard, nudged Liam. Mom’s green eyes shone with...could those be tears? Dahlia waved. Katie smiled back and flapped her hand near her hip, hoping it was too subtle for the photographers to notice.

At the middle of the courtyard, four wide, shallow steps led up to a clear pond. The High King of Faerie stood in the center of the top step, dressed in the dark blue and silver robes of state he wore in his official capacity, along with a platinum crown and tear-shaped sapphires dripping from his pointed ears. The otherworldly loveliness of his face, with its delicate features too symmetrical to be human and his softly glowing skin, marked him as one of the Sidhe. Jewels glinted from his fingers and throat while intricate braids twisted his long, pale hair. 

Katie drew a breath and found she couldn’t release it. In the robes and jewels, Beri was so beautiful he was hard to look at.

A long line of Royal Guards in the same blue uniforms the half-humans wore flanked the king. Physically, each guard was different from the rest, ranging in appearance from a woman with ears like a deer and cherry red hair to a bipedal wolf with brilliant blue eyes. Their identical proud stances and fierce expressions made it clear they were a unit. Katie looked away from them. She could only imagine what they must think of her.

The king’s voice carried over the distant sound of protesters chanting and the rustling of fabric, clear and bright as a trumpet’s note. He held a thin, bronze sword too ornate to be useful. “Kneel, Geordie Montoya, David Thoreau, and Katherine MacGregor.”

For a second, Katie’s knees froze and she found she couldn’t bend them. She had been knighted once before, and on that day she had not been asked to kneel. Prince Rhyn had telepathically forced her down at his feet. Dave, from his kneeling position beside her, tugged her hand until she remembered how to work her legs. She took a knee.

“Geordie Montoya.” Beri’s voice still held its resonant, clarion quality. Was that tone magic or court training? “You have lent your sword to retake our homeland from those who would usurp us. You have valorously risked life and limb in service to the High Throne. Today we pay honor to the fealty you have proven by blood and bronze. Do you swear, here before these assembled nobles, to serve as a Knight of the High Crown until you succumb to your mortality?”

Katie swallowed. He had changed the words. If he were knighting a full fey, he would ask do you swear to serve the High Crown always?

“I do so swear,” Geordie said.

She looked sideways at her kneeling friend as the king placed the flat of his sword against first one of his shoulders, then the other. Geordie’s eyes squeezed shut hard, like he thought the blade might slip. A lump formed in her throat. Katie would give anything to see his fiancée, Lillia, in the crowd with the other rebel survivors.

“Arise, Sir Geordie, Knight of the High Court.”

Blinking back tears, Katie looked down at her bent knee. They were not dead yet. Geordie Montoya was the first half human Knight of the High Court, and they were not dead yet.

“David Thoreau. You have lent your sword to retake our homeland from those who would usurp us. You have valorously risked life and limb in service to the High Throne. Today we pay honor to the fealty you have proven by blood and bronze. Do you swear, here before these assembled nobles, to serve as a Knight of the High Crown until you succumb to your mortality?”

Dave’s voice was hoarse, as if he, too, had come near tears. “I do so swear.”

“Arise, Sir David, Knight of the High Court.”

In Katie’s periphery, Dave stood. She could see nothing but the hem of his pants and the high gloss on his black shoes. Suddenly, the edge of the robe was in front of her. Katie’s heart kicked into overdrive. She was almost afraid to meet Beri’s eyes, but she swallowed emotion and did it anyway. The corners of his mouth twitched up for the briefest of smiles and her heart rate slowed. Her oldest, best friend was still in there, no matter how he was dressed.

Beri whispered, “You look like you’re going to be sick.”

Katie swallowed. “I might.”

“Don’t.” He raised an eyebrow. “A knight vomiting on national television is hardly the look we’re going for. Are you ready?”

Taking a deep breath, she squared her shoulders. “I’m ready.”

Beri winked at her before he raised his voice again, so it carried out to the surrounding crowd. “Katherine MacGregor. You have lent your sword to retake our homeland from those who would usurp us. You have valorously risked life and limb in service to the High Throne. Today we pay honor to the fealty you have proven by blood and bronze. Do you swear, here before these assembled nobles, to serve as a Knight of the High Crown until you succumb to your mortality?”

Katie lifted her chin. In a clear, strong voice that surprised her, she said, “I do so swear.”

A frightened cry rose from the crowd like a startled bird. Katie spun. Liam stood, leaning heavily on his new cane and pointing to a spot on the wall. “Katie! Eleven o’clock!”

Light glinted among the climbing ivy even as a gun’s report thundered off the garden walls. Beri crumpled onto the bottom step. The world screamed around her, the voices of strangers climbing in a confusing cacophony of noises that weren’t all shouts but meant the same thing. She screamed too, a brief shriek of shock and fear, then threw her body over his while her mind jabbered, too late, too late.

Beri groaned. She searched his face; his lips peeled away from his teeth with a grimace of pain. Blood pulsed further across his abdomen with every heartbeat, black against his dark blue robes. Arterial blood, she realized with mounting horror, and tried not to register the shredded meat his clothes no longer covered. There was nowhere to apply pressure that would stop the bleeding; there was too much damage. Beri’s white fingers clamped around her wrist, then released.

“No. No. Don’t you die on me, Beri, please.” He was too limp to resist as she drew him onto her lap. In her mind, Shannon shuddered with his last breath, Jim stared with frozen eyes, Brother whispered take me instead. Beri’s eyes rolled back in his head as he lost consciousness.

Hands grasped her biceps, yanking her up. Katie fought even as she realized it was a Wind Sprite in a Royal Guard uniform who gripped her. His skin shifted color like the rainbows on the surface of an oil slick and his mouth was a stern line. “Come away, Dame!” He shouted to be heard over the din.

“No! I-”

“You’re not a medic. You’re a knight. Come away!”

“But-”

The Sprite clutched both of Katie’s arms in bone-hard fingers. “The assassin, Dame Katherine! Healers aid the wounded. Knights apprehend assassins.”

His words cut through her panic. People ran around them, hiding under chairs or drawing weapons. Armed guards attempted to scale the wall with only the ivy for handholds.

Katie nodded at the unfamiliar knight, then ripped open a Way and yanked her sword back through. Before the wonder on the Sprite’s face could fade, she parted the Veils a second time. 

The Way opened between them, a hole in the air as black as space and glinting with pinpoints of starlight. Hard wind tugged at her hem and the sprite’s immaculate silver cords.

Grimly, she promised, “I’ll find him.”

She held all her destinations in her mind as she traveled. The first step Earthside brought her to a familiar back porch with her growth chart carved into the doorjamb. Katie stayed just long enough to think the word home before she opened another Way back to Avalon. The city noise hit her first, then the hot press of bodies. The protesters still shouted at the wall and waved their insulting signs, but a few closest to where Katie emerged fell back with startled squawks. She went up on her toes, straining to see. Just ahead, an armed man beat his way through the crowd with the butt of his rifle. 

Katie dove into the mob after him. She flung out a sharpened elbow, then stomped an instep. Barging into the press, she found herself on the short road outside the palace’s front gate, next to a line of lush fruit trees. The gunman fled past the fountain and down the Boulevard of the Oaks. He’ll be gone by the time I get through, she thought. She could give chase, but it was obvious from his long strides she wouldn’t catch him on foot. She tore open another Way into the mouth of an alley that intersected with The Oaks, a block up from his last known position. The gunman sprinted toward her hiding spot. 

Katie crouched. She tensed as her prey passed, then leapt. Connecting solidly, she sent them both sprawling across the sidewalk as people dove for cover. The gun skittered into the street. A civilian screamed. Katie clawed her way on top. The world went red with her fury; she drove her fist into the gunman’s face, then once again. He didn’t lift his hands to protect himself, and his nose crunched. Blood smeared pale skin. She realized it was hers and the impact had broken her knuckle open.

“Who sent you?” She stilled with her fist balled to hear his response.

The gunman spoke English with a voice both breathy and hollow, as if he were standing at the bottom of a very deep hole. “My master wishes me to deliver a message.” 

For the first time, Katie got a good look at him. The gunman was human and wore a Western-style suit with a striped tie. His nose skewed sideways, but the only blood on his face came from her hand. His skin was pasty, almost gray, with black veins branching like forked lightning underneath. The sharp smell of antiseptic stung her nostrils.

“Who is your master?” she intended to demand, but her voice shook.

The man still hadn’t blinked, and his cloudy eyes watched her face without any indication he could see her at all. “The only master there is. Death.”

Katie sucked in a gasp, but the man continued without noting her reaction. 

“The Master says you have broken the world by returning a dead thing to life. Give him back, or we will dismantle this city marble slab by marble slab.”

Returning a dead thing to life? There was only one person she knew who had ever come back from the dead. Her hands shook. She grasped the gunman’s lapels, pulling him up to meet her gaze. Something dark rode his breath. His cloudy eyes didn’t focus on her face, but she knew he was listening anyway. 

“You go back to hell and tell that bastard Brother has already paid Him. We don’t owe Him anything.”

The gunman nodded his understanding, then his head sagged backward and his eyes rolled up behind his eyelids. She released his shirt and the back of his skull thudded against the sidewalk. 

“Hey.” Katie shook him. “Hey, are you all right?”

He didn’t respond. She reached around for his wrist to check his vital signs and found no pulse. His skin was cold. The certainty that she straddled something long-dead flooded her. Appalled, Katie jumped away, skittering backward until she hit a parked car with her shoulder. 

Only then did she wonder what the talking corpse meant when he said we. 

***
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POLICE SIRENS IN FAERIE sounded like wails of pain and rage. Before Katie had time to slow her breathing and dust off her pants, the Bain Sidhe sound of the constable’s car reached her. She buried her hands in her now-loosened hair, tugging just enough to sharpen her wits. 

Beri had been shot. He could be dead already. It took seven minutes for a person to bleed out, but it could be faster with the sheer amount of devastation the blast had caused. She should wait here for the police and explain the body, right? It was her duty; that’s why she had a—she patted her pockets for her badge before she remembered, groaning, she hadn’t brought it. No. She didn’t have time to deal with the constabulary at all, let alone badgeless. As the howling of sirens drew closer, Katie opened another Way. She moved from the Boulevard of the Oaks to the parking lot of a 7-Eleven, then into the corridor outside the throne room. No one was here but a page in blue and silver livery. He startled at her sudden arrival, opening his mouth as if to make some exclamation. 

Katie snapped, “Where’s the king?”

“Th-the medics took him to the infirmary, Lady,” the page stammered.

She considered running there, but magic would be faster. This time she bounced off the empty lacrosse field behind Arborville Preparatory Academy for Girls, and then she stood, panting, in the hospital wing. Her head gave one hard pulse of warning pain. She was overdoing the magic, but she’d blind herself with mage exhaustion if that’s what it took to save Beri.

This room was tiled in white and lit by the sun shining through walls of glass. Unlike most of the other rooms in the palace, the infirmary was not left in disarray after the ogres were routed. Perhaps they’d never discovered it, or maybe it was just a useful enough room they’d decided not to destroy it. Snow-white linen and perfect hospital corners enhanced the rows of beds. The bronze and titanium machines reflected the room, doubling it. Here at the heart of Avalon, nothing was made of stainless steel. 

Dave paced. The long coat of his dress uniform flapped around his knees. Geordie stood against a wall with his massive arms crossed and his biceps straining the limits of his seams. They both looked up when the Way-winds announced Katie’s presence. 

“Where have you been?” Dave closed the two steps between them, then took her by the shoulders. “Fuck, are you bleeding?”

“No. It’s Beri’s.” Katie shook her head to clear it. “Where is he? Is he all right?”

“He’s in surgery.” Geordie gestured toward a nondescript wooden door at the end of the room. “There’s no news yet.”

“You let them take him away without a guard?” Her voice shrilled. She took a deep breath to control her tone and managed to speak again without sounding like a steam whistle. “Do you have any idea how good at killing people doctors are?”

“Wow,” Dave said. “You’re getting really paranoid in your old age, Mac.”

“Lord Commander Misslo is with him,” Geordie added. “There wasn’t room for all of us.”

Katie demanded, “Who the hell is Lord Commander Misslo?” 

The other knights exchanged a conversational look. “He’s our new boss,” Dave said. “Maybe you should sit down for a minute.” 

“Take a deep breath and count to ten,” Geordie said.

Katie nearly screamed. Instead, she clenched her fists and did as Geordie suggested. The big knight always said there might have been moments in human history when a breath didn’t help, but he had yet to encounter one. When she breathed out again she was back under her own control. “Dave? I’m very worried. Very.”

He squeezed her shoulder. “We all are.”

But it was Katie who fought the Erlking to bring Beri back to life; Katie who had seen Brother open his eyes to reveal pits of darkness. That death, like so many others, was hers to carry, and she’d have to hold it even if Beri died on the operating table. She chewed her bottom lip. Yes, in his way, Dave had to be worried. He had lost as many friends in the attempt to retake Avalon as she had. If the king died now, all their sacrifices were for nothing. There was a lot of good the cause would never do without him. In the grand scheme of things, it would be worse to lose the High King after all this effort than it would be for her to lose her favorite person. This near hysteria was selfish, to say the least. 

Dave went back to his pacing and Katie sat on a wooden bench near the windows. Her perch looked down on what had been the Western Courtyard before the ogres built a gallows in it. Shadows lengthened as the sun moved, casting sinister blackness past the gibbet while the knights waited for news. She swallowed and rubbed at her eyes with the tips of her fingers. Katie would not imagine watching Beri’s family hang. She had enough problems today. 

Into a long moment of impatience, much like the one before it, the sound of an opening door intruded. The new knights jumped to attention as four weary-looking healers in white caps and gowns filed out. 

“What news?” Geordie demanded in High Fey. 

The healers shared a look amongst themselves. A tall woman in a white coat with fiery hair that blazed and flickered told him, “The king is well. Surprisingly well. He’s asked to see you all.”

Three relieved sighs burst from the knights. Dave squeezed Katie’s shoulders from behind. She pressed her eyes again to keep tears in. Geordie reached for the healer’s hand, then bowed low over it. 

“You go first, Mac,” Dave said. 

Katie nodded, then led them into the next room. She wasn’t sure what she expected to see, but it wasn’t Beri sitting on the edge of a surgical table buttoning a fresh shirt. His face was tired and lined with pain, but his posture was upright. The shine of his skin formed a silvery pool of illumination on the reflective metal table. When the three newest knights appeared in the doorway, he slid onto his feet with a grimace of pain. Why he felt the need to meet them standing–the three of them, of all people–Katie couldn’t have guessed. 

The Wind Sprite from the courtyard, the one who had sent Katie after the shooter, stood between her and the king. He nodded a greeting before Katie went down on one knee. The boys followed suit. 

“Please, rise.” Beri’s voice was musical from a lifetime of magic training, marked by a distinct upper-class Avalonian accent and the leftover traces of academia. Before his family was executed, he’d studied to be a Meteomancer. He inspected her wearily over the Wind Sprite’s shoulder. “Dame Katherine. There’s blood on your uniform. Are you well?”

Katie climbed back to her feet. “Yes, Most High. The blood isn’t mine.” 

The king nodded. “No one else was hit, then. No one was harmed.”

“He only fired one round,” Geordie said. 

Beri nodded again. “Good. And were you able to catch the person who fired it?”

“I caught him,” Katie said. 

“Where is he now?”

She blinked. Oh, they’d probably wanted him back for questioning. Oops. “I left the body on the sidewalk near the intersection of The Oaks and The Ash.”

Every eye in the room went wide and turned to her. 

Dave said, “Shit fire, Mac. You killed him?”

“That was unwise.” The Sprite’s voice sounded strangled, or like he could strangle her. “Now we can have no way of knowing who sent him.”

“I wasn’t trying to kill him. I only hit him twice. Maybe he ate a cyanide capsule or something.” She met Beri’s eyes, hoping he could catch what she was trying to communicate from her expression. He nodded slightly in acknowledgment. 

The Sprite stepped closer to her. He was no taller than she, but he managed to look down his nose anyway. His mouth was a stern line again, or maybe still, and he stood with his hands behind his back in a posture that made it clear who was in charge here. “Allow me to introduce myself. I am Sir Corali Misslo, Lord Commander of the High King’s Royal Guard. You report directly to me.”

Katie swallowed, glancing at Beri again. She did not report directly to Misslo, but apparently, the king didn’t want the commander of his guard to know that yet. “Oh. Hello. I’m-” 

“Yes, Dame Katherine, I know who you are. You defected from the Unseelie Host, did you not?”

“Yes, sir.” 

Misslo nodded. “And is it a custom in Underhill for a knight to behave as judge, jury, and executioner?”

“Uhm.” She hadn’t been a knight there long enough to find out, but he seemed to want a firmer answer than the truth. “No, sir.”

“No, Lord Commander.”

Katie raised her eyebrows with surprise. “No, Lord Commander.”

“Then you knew not to murder your captive. I hope, at least, you were not seen. I will have enough to do tonight without having to clean up that public relations disaster.”

Thinking of the paparazzo who snapped her picture with the body, she grimaced. Before she could say ‘uhm’ again, Misslo looked skyward for guidance. “Mother be merciful. What have you done?”

“Lord Commander Misslo.” Beri’s voice held only the barest edge of authority. “We’ll finish debriefing Dame Katherine. The rest of you are dismissed.” 

Misslo spun on Beri with an incredulous sound in his throat. The king looked up from the buttons he was still fastening, then cocked his head to one side, smiling faintly, pretty and curious as a bird. 

It took the commander one second too long to bow. “As you wish, Most High.” He turned back to Katie. His dark eyes flicked over her with disapproval before he strode out, heels clicking marble. 

“Wow,” Geordie said. “For a dude who would fit in my pocket, he sure is scary. See ya later, Mac. Boss. Glad you’re all right.” He followed Misslo out. 

Dave snorted, shaking his head. “Y'all be good.” He sounded fairly certain they wouldn't, but he still had the courtesy to close the door behind himself.         

As soon as the door clicked shut, Katie covered the space between herself and Beri with two wide steps. Throwing her arms around him, she buried her face in his chest and curled her hands into the shirttail at the small of his back, breathing the clean rain smell of his skin as he slid his arms around her shoulders. In the iambic pentameter, his heartbeat declared itself over and over and over. 

He was alive. He was fine. 

“Hey.” Beri brushed loose hair behind Katie’s ear. “Hey, look at me.”

Without relaxing her hold, she tilted her head to meet his gaze. From this angle, he didn’t look like the High King of Faerie. His long fall of pearly braids swung over his shoulder just the way they always had, and his storm-gray eyes were impossible to see while he was granting knighthoods. A familiar, distinctly un-kingly smirk warned her of incoming smartassery in the split second before it landed. 

Deadpan, he asked, “Do you think I should learn to play the drums?”

Katie barked laughter. “I hate to break it to you, babe, but they won’t let you buy a drum kit until you’ve been delivering pizzas for a year.” He snorted, and she silently congratulated herself on a verbal riposte well executed. “Plus, the drummer always gets replaced in the first act of the biopic.”

He waved dismissively. “That’s the bass player.”

“I–” Katie sighed, exasperated. There was nothing to say to that; it was nothing short of the truth. “You’re trying to troll me to death, aren’t you?”

He chuckled, then pulled her close again so he could rest his chin on her head. “Not to death. To madness, perhaps.”

She turned her face sideways so she could breathe but left her cheek resting against his shirt and the warm skin underneath it. Humor faded, leaving only silence between them as they processed that he’d been shot, and if they were anywhere else in the world, with any healers besides the geniuses in Avalon, he’d be dead right now. 

Again, Katie thought. Dead again. “Stop trying to croak already. You’re stressing me out.” She attempted joviality, but her voice came out fragile and snapped on the last syllable. 

The laughter in Beri’s tone was gone as if it had never been there. “I wish I could make that promise, love. The gunman never asked my permission.” 

Her eyes filled, though whether the tears were made of remembered grief, new terror or some sick mixture, she couldn’t tell. “I can’t fight death for you again. That it worked once was luck. You have to stop taking these crazy risks.”

Gently, Beri asked, “What ‘crazy risks,’ Katie? Standing in my own courtyard?”

She squeezed her eyes shut so hard tears splashed down her cheeks. Unexpectedly, she sobbed, then jammed one fist against her mouth to silence the noise.  

“Ssh.” Beri kissed the top of her head, then the edge of her hair near her forehead. “Hey. It’s fine. I’m fine.”

She pushed up on her toes, tipping her chin up. Obligingly, he brushed a soft kiss over her lips, then another. Katie released his waist to cup the back of his neck under his waterfall of long hair, pulling him closer, kissing him harder. When she felt the edge of his teeth on her bottom lip she made an unintended sound in the bottom of her throat.

Beri grasped the upper part of her thighs, pulling her off the ground and then settling her on the edge of the surgical table. She parted her knees to let him press against her while her heartbeat raced and heat pounded through every cell in her body. There was too much distance, even with his tongue in her mouth, and there was far too much fabric to be of any use to anyone. She pushed her hand up the back of his untucked shirt to run her fingers over smooth skin. He shivered. When he broke away, he left them both gasping for breath.

Beri leaned his forehead against hers, closing his eyes. “This is a bad idea, love, especially here.” His voice was ragged. “If someone walks in...”

“I know.” She groaned, frustrated, pushing the hair that had escaped her updo out of her face with both hands. Back at the colony, nobody cared what time the assistant fencing instructor left her bedroom. The citizens of Avalon, on the other hand, cared very much whether the High King of Faerie took a human lover. For any fey to bear a mortal child was not only illegal but considered immoral. It was even worse for Beri, who could potentially father a royal heir without the magic they would need to hold the throne. “Perversion, sedition, eventual exile. Ugh, we’ve been back in Avalon three days and I’m already sick of this bullshit.”

“I know.” He sighed, leaning back. “I can’t just change the laws because I want them to be different. There’s a process to be followed.”

Katie let him go; he stepped away, then leaned, arms crossed, against the edge of the table beside her thighs. He didn’t look at her. Instead, he spoke with his eyes trained on the floor near his shoes. “You were going to explain what happened with the gunman.”

She blew out hard, then related the story of her interaction with the dead man as clearly as she could. Beri’s expression, already grim, became haggard and his pale Unseelie complexion turned green. He spent the last two minutes of her narrative pinching the bridge of his nose until he made bright pink spots under his forefinger and thumb. 

When Katie finished, Beri said, “In retrospect, expecting a bested death god to leave quietly was a trifle naive.”

“What are we going to do?” she asked.

He sighed again, then lifted his empty hands, allowing them to fall against his thighs. “I have absolutely no idea.”

––––––––
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There was a barracks near the proving grounds where the soldiers of the Palace Guard bunked, but the High King’s Guard slept in the Knight's Wing. Twenty-five of the twenty-eight members of the Guard were nobility—princes and princesses from countries with too many heirs, lords, and ladies whose estates had fallen into genteel poverty, or any other warrior too high-ranking by birth to sleep beside the commoners. While they were stationed in Avalon, the Knights of the Royal Guard took up a full hallway and a half in the northwest tower of the White Palace. The new half-fey knights bunked there, too, whether the old guard liked it or not. 

Freshly showered and clad in her favorite duck pajamas, Katie made her way down the corridor to Dave's room. The hallway was lit with a directionless illumination that came from nowhere, making everything equally shadowless. The floors in this part of the palace were shining wood instead of marble. Utilitarian runners of navy-blue wool protected the floor instead of decorating it, and the doors along the hallway were wood as serviceable as the floors. Some of the knights were probably used to better. After months at the colony, Katie was just grateful for indoor plumbing and hot water on demand. 

The raucous sound of celebration seeped around most of the doors despite the late hour. It was amazing how warriors everywhere, regardless of bloodline or rank, celebrated surviving a bad day with debauchery. Katie found the right door and knocked three times, then twice more.

From inside, a high falsetto called, “What’s the password?”

“Open the door,” she sang back.

Dave swung the door to his chambers open, silhouetting himself with a haze of light and smoke. He had discarded his jacket in favor of the white uniform blouse he’d worn under it. Behind him, a familiar woman’s voice laughed.

Katie nodded to her friend. “Hey. Is my brother in here?”

Dave looked over his shoulder as if he couldn’t remember. His shoulders were loose and his expression was slightly vacant. He’d been drinking and looked unusually relaxed for it. Katie wondered if the smell of booze wafting off him had anything to do with his unusual level of relaxation. “Any of y’all related to one Dame Katherine MacGregor?”

“Depends what she wants,” Liam’s voice called back.

Katie couldn’t say what she wanted in front of the others. “I want to know why you’re playing cards without me.” 

Dave’s smile slipped. “’Playing’ is a funny word. ‘Playing’ suggests you’re having a good time, not getting your ass kicked by a cheating Winterborn whose boyfriend won’t let you throw her out.”

“Ah, quit being a sore loser,” Dahlia called from inside. “Just because you’re bad at poker doesn’t mean I cheat.”

Dave stood aside, allowing Katie to pass. His suite was similar to her own, with lush carpets laid atop more shiny wood and furniture upholstered in elegant shades of blue and silver. For all their glamor, these rooms were as impersonal as hotel lobbies. The only difference between Dave’s room and hers was that Katie’s was on the other side of the hallway and had a balcony.  

A folding card table had been erected in the middle of the sitting room near the sofa, complete with plastic lawn chairs which had come from God alone knew where. Captain Liam MacGregor and his fiancée, Dahlia Von Leif, occupied two of them, and Geordie sat in a third. Crystal tumblers of amber liquid and melting ice dripped condensation onto the tabletop while cigar smoke formed a halo around the overhead lamp.

Dave tipped a little too far when he picked up somebody’s glass to slide a coaster under it. “This is why I make y’all bring your own furniture.” Nobody acknowledged him. 

Liam, speaking around the cigar clamped in his teeth. “We’re playing without you because you’re too young to drink.”

Katie had almost forgotten she’d asked. “You’re too ugly to drink, but they still invited you.”

“I know you’re trying to be funny, but you don’t make sense. Objectively, I am very attractive.” Liam looked more like their mother than Katie did, with blond hair instead of chestnut and clever green eyes where hers were dark. He’d shaved his beard, and except for his short hair, he was indistinguishable from one of the Daoine Sidhe. Katie wondered if shaving was a holdover from the Air Force he’d picked back up when he got somewhere with real plumbing, or if he felt safer in Avalon when he could pass. Maybe he just wanted a change and she was reading too much into it.

“Can confirm.” Dahlia waved a cigar of her own in greeting.  “I’d go so far as to say sexy as fuck.”

“And she would know, because she’s also sexy as fuck.” Liam winked as his fiancée, who dimpled at the compliment. 

Dahlia’s looks were night to her lover’s day. Her silvery hair formed soft ringlets around her face. Her skin was obsidian black, and her eyes were invisible behind a pair of fashionable sunglasses. Plastic poker chips in various colors formed a small mountain in front of her.

Katie said, “Gross. You guys are gross.” 

There were no lawn chairs left, so Katie grabbed one of the wingbacks from Dave’s living room and hauled it over with a screech of legs against hardwood. Everybody flinched and groaned, but Katie ignored them, shoving her newly chosen seat up to the table. Instead of pulling it out she put her foot on the cushion and clambered over the side, then bounced down into the seat.

Dave tsked and shook his head. “Scratching up my floors. Were you raised in a barn?”

Katie grinned wickedly in response but didn’t otherwise reply.

Dahlia's mouth turned down as if she’d suddenly remembered the last time they met. “How's Beri?”

The confused anxiety Katie had staved off the entire afternoon dripped down the back of her neck. “He's fine.” She paused. “Weirdly fine. He said he’s going to learn to play the drums. I'm not crazy, right? You guys saw him bleeding to death too?”

Liam frowned, pressing his mouth thin. “Yeah. I think we all saw that.”

Dave looked down at the table. When he spoke his tone was so soft Katie almost couldn’t hear him. “All I could think was ‘Oh God, not Shannon again.’”

They all fell silent at the sound of Shannon's name. Wordlessly, Geordie grabbed a clean glass, dwarfing it in his hand, and poured in a finger of bourbon for Katie.

“Still nineteen,” Liam pointed out.

Geordie met Katie’s eyes. Shared grief passed between them. He rumbled, “If you're old enough to hold a dying man, you're old enough for a finger of bourbon.”

She downed it before her brother could confiscate it, then gasped. It had more burn than flavor. Geordie chuckled at her reaction.

Dave made a circular motion with his finger to indicate that Geordie should serve another round. “Fuck us up, fam. And pour one out for the homies.”

When the crystal tumblers had all been refilled, including a glass he placed in the middle of the table, Geordie lifted his drink. “Here’s to great men. There are damn few of us left.”

Katie took a moment to say their names to herself. Jim. Lillia. Julietta. Mabel. Brother. Shannon. 

“To great men,” they all murmured, then drank.

After a few seconds of thoughtful silence, Liam said, “I guess Beri just has nine lives, like a cat. There's no other logical explanation.” He breathed out a cloud of cigar smoke. “Good for us, I guess. The cause would be pretty fucked without him.”

“Sometimes I wonder if he's even mortal.” Dave picked up the deck of cards and tapped it thoughtfully on the tabletop. “Maybe the queen was screwing around on the king or something. Maybe he's not a Quintinar at all.”

Dahlia shook her head. “We've all seen him cast the Birthright. If he can do that, he's mortal. That's the way it works.”

Katie added, “And his parents were in love. None of the Sidhe ever have multiple children because most of them can't stand each other long enough to have sex twice. Thael and Leila had five.”

Geordie drank from the glass he held delicately between his massive fingers. Katie wondered how many of those glasses it would take to give the big man a buzz. He said, “You guys are bumming me out. Are we playing cards or are we moping all night?”

“This li’l bitch is ready to get his money taken by a girl.” Dahlia grinned at Geordie while he scowled like a mountain inciting its own avalanche.

Dave announced, “All right, tramps and thieves, y'all quiet down and pay attention.”

“Is he talking about me?” Dahlia asked. “In this scenario, am I a tramp or a thief?”

Shuffling the cards with firm efficiency, Dave dealt them out the same way. He didn’t seem incompetent at poker. Katie wondered if Dahlia really was cheating. 

Dave said, “The game is Texas Hold ‘Em, and as per usual, jokers are wild.”

“Why is it always jokers?” Liam grumbled. “Why can’t it be deuces? That would actually be helpful with this goddamn hand.” 

“And this is why you always lose.” Dahlia waved her cigar at him. “You can't bluff for shit.”

After some betting and trading in, Liam scoffed with disgust, then slapped his cards down on the table. Groaning, he threw himself back in his chair with far more drama than he needed to get his point across. “Son of a bitch, not again. Why did no one tell me I’m marrying a card sharp?”

Dahlia squealed her delight, shimmying a little before she raked the chips from the middle of the table into her pile. Katie whooped and slapped Dahlia’s outstretched palm. Her sister-in-law graced her with a fanged smile before reaching under the table to withdraw several handfuls of random chips, which she dumped in front of Katie.

“Hey, pass me some of those,” Liam said.

Dahlia smirked. “I already told you no, darling. Are you trying to flood the economy?”

Liam rolled his eyes, then turned his attention back to his sister. “I take it from your presence here you want to talk shop.”

“Does it really count as talking shop when you’re not in our shop anymore?” she mused.

“I have a job, Katie.” He sounded exasperated. “I don’t have time for a knighthood. Besides, Beri doesn’t need a Royal Guard who can’t even walk.”

For a heartbeat, everyone was silent. Katie looked anywhere but at her brother. The full fey pitied him now and whispered as he limped past. Though the healers in Avalon had saved his life, their magic had not been enough to make Liam as mobile as he was before the coup. There was a possibility he could learn to ignore the pain, but not a good one. He would have the limp forever. In retrospect, maybe Liam wasn’t trying to pass for Sidhe after all. A man who walked with a cane after suffering a war wound could be nothing but mortal.

Dave said, “I hate to break it to you, but you’re done with fighter jets. You should just take the knighthood.”

Liam shot his friend a hard look over his cigar. “A pity knighthood. Just what I’ve always wanted.”

Geordie’s gentle voice thundered over their bickering. “The cane doesn’t matter, boss. You never were much of a fighter. You were the brains of our operation and everybody knew it.”

Liam took a slow, thoughtful drag, then sipped his brandy. “I told you guys I can’t do this anymore. I’m done with all this war bullshit. I’m going to retire on a military pension, get married, and spend a lot of time following the National Ballet Academy. Turns out I sleep with one of their primaries.”

Dahlia flicked ash into the tray. “Speaking of which, are you still going dress shopping tomorrow, Katie?”

“Of course. Can I have a cigar?”

“No,” Liam said.

Katie let her mouth fall open. “I’m old enough to smoke!”

Her brother smiled mischievously. “It’s still bad for you. What did you want to talk to me about?”

“Oh.” Katie had almost forgotten she came here for his advice. “Can I see you alone? Some new shit has come to light.”

“Ha. Nice.” Geordie held up a dinner-plate sized palm and Katie dutifully slapped it.

Liam looked bewildered. She explained, “It’s a line from The Big Lebowski.”

Her brother groaned and rolled his eyes. “I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again. You spend an unhealthy amount of time watching movies and listening to the Ramones. You need a hobby.”

“Movies and punk rock are my hobbies. Not to mention being able to kick your ass.”

“That’s not a hobby.” Liam sipped brandy. “You get paid for being able to kick my ass now. It’s a job.”

“A calling, really,” Katie told him.

Before Liam could respond a knock thudded against the door. Everyone reached for their weapons.

“Sir David?” It was Lord Commander Misslo’s voice. Hands relaxed away from hilts; magic was released. “Open the door, please.”

“Oh no,” Katie breathed. “I can’t let him see me in duck pajamas. He already thinks I’m a huge fuck-up after this afternoon. Geordie, let me borrow your jacket.”

He raised a doubtful eyebrow. “I don’t think it’ll fit you, Mac.”

Dave shrugged his own overcoat on and did the buttons up so quickly he missed one, then dashed for the door. Katie jumped out of her chair, desperate for somewhere to hide. 

Liam knocked his cigar against the ashtray. “What are you doing? You don’t answer to him. If he has a problem with your clothes, tell him to kiss your ass.”

Katie ducked behind her chair, silently praying for invisibility. “I can’t, dude. There hasn’t been a King's Blade in Avalon in four hundred years. Beri told me to blend into the Guard.”

“Why?” Liam asked. 

“Because there are still enemy combatants in town and he doesn’t want them to be like, ‘Oh snap, here comes MacGregor, the king is bringing out the big guns’ every time I walk into the throne room.”

“He's going to figure it out sooner or later,” Liam warned. “Every time you walk into the throne room, the High King will have brought in the big guns.”

Dave hissed, “Would ya’ll shut the fuck up so I can answer the door?”

They fell silent. Katie peeked around the arm of the chair in time to watch her friend salute.

“Good eve, Lord Commander.” Dave’s drawl disappeared as if it had never been. It amazed Katie every time he did it.  

“And to you, Sir David. I am sorry to disturb you at so late an hour, but I have been unable to locate Dame Katherine. The High King requires her presence, as well as yours and that of Sir Geordie.” The commander’s voice paused. “Fortunately, I seem to have found all of you at once.”

Katie let her shoulders slump and her cheeks burn with humiliation. She stood up behind the chair. “Good evening, sir.”

The commander’s eyes flicked from her face to her feet and back again. His expression stopped in a cold glare. “You've been summoned. The would-be assassin’s comrades have been located.”

Of course, Katie thought. Summoned by the king as soon as I stop looking like a grown-up. Should have put on pajamas hours ago to speed up the investigation. 

“Here, Katie, take my jacket.” Liam pulled the charcoal suit coat off the back of his chair. “Please don’t bleed on it.”

She  said, “Ha ha,” but gave her brother a grateful look as she shrugged it over her camisole. The sleeves hung over her hands but at least her bralessness was no longer immediately visible. When she turned back to the commander, he’d crossed his arms and his toes tapped. She had not made a new friend today.

The three knights trailed Misslo through the winding halls of the palace. It was easy to tell which corridors were in use. They were well-lit and shiny clean, with bright carpets that smelled of lavender and pine. The less-used corridors reeked of the ash that crunched under their feet, and there was no light but that which filtered through the broken windows. Prickles raised on Katie’s skin, as if someone was whispering just below the range of her hearing. 

Likewise, the corridor outside the throne room was beautiful once, with marble tile and doors carved from native Avalonian mahogany on one side and a wall of windows looking out over a garden on the other. Before the war, the many panes were so clean they sparkled, and on bright days, sun motifs made of stained glass cast light in blue and yellow diamonds on the marble floors. It was called the White Palace for its pristine marble exterior, but inside it was full of color. Now the stained glass had all been smashed out, which must have been no easy feat since the colorful panes were twelve feet up. The blood had been scrubbed off the tiles and the corpses cleared, but the marble was still dull and coated with plaster dust. 

They reached the throne room to find an unexpected light shining under the door. A pair of heralds with dark circles under their eyes did not announce the newcomers as they might have during the day. They stepped through the double doors in silence. When Thael held court, the throne room was reverently decorated and teemed with well-dressed nobility, but the invaders had not only pillaged it. They had desecrated it. 

Circular steps radiated from the room’s focal point, an ornately carved wooden throne on a broad stone dais. The stylized sun of Beri’s family crest was carved into the marble wall behind it. The device had once been decorated with runnels of real silver and lapis lazuli, punctuated at key points in the design by clusters of sapphires, but now it was barren of treasure and bore the scars of gouging tools. Three willow trees, dead and skeletally brittle, grew through the floor and marble rubble littered the area around their roots. Rain tapped with relentless fingers against the cracked glass windows that made up the outer wall as the overhead lights flickered. 

Beri sat on the throne, dressed again in his circlet and robes of state. There was no indication in his posture to suggest he’d been gutshot earlier that day. Two stoic knights stood behind him. Misslo approached the throne and went down on one knee at the proper number of paces. Katie and the other knights followed suit. She placed her knee on a crack in the floor and tried not to notice it. 

“Rise,” Beri said, and they all did. “Bring in the Americans.” 

A third pair of knights opened another door, and two humans entered, ducking awkwardly under dead tree branches. The woman was almost as underdressed as Katie in blue jeans and a wrinkled flannel shirt. Her red and gray hair was pulled up into a messy bun over a middle-aged face. Behind her came a younger man with a messenger bag at his hip, slightly plump around the middle and sporting a dark beard with square glasses. He wore a t-shirt with the logo of the Green Lantern Corps on it. With his crossed arms and hunched shoulders, his posture attempted to hide his fear and protect his soft bits at the same time.

Katie glanced at the other knights for some hint as to the proper behavior. They stood still and waited for the newcomers to approach, so she followed suit.

In a booming voice, a herald announced, “The High King of all Faerie, Beriani of Royal House Quintinar, Lord of Avalon and Ruler of the Three Kingdoms.” 

The humans flinched at the unexpected noise, but then the woman’s mouth dropped open as if the springs in her jaw had decided to give. The man’s eyes went very wide. Katie recognized the dazzled expressions of people meeting a Sidhe of a royal house for the first time. The man attempted an awkward bow, but the woman scowled at him until he stopped. Katie almost smiled. Royal protocol was a real pain in the ass for people who grew up dealing with it. Watching the inventiveness of foreigners trying to cope never ceased to amuse.   

Beri finally stood to make his way down the steps, blue robes trailing over rubble like running water. He gave no indication he was aware of the state of the room, instead gliding over the mess with a dignity greater than his age should allow. She could so clearly remember a boy with a smudged face and perfect teeth reaching into a pocket for the smashed berries he’d foraged for her.

“We're pleased you've come so quickly.” Beri spoke English with only the faintest trace of an accent. “Welcome to our home.” 

He extended his hand to the woman and she reached out to shake. She realized too late he had reached for her with his left hand and she switched palms mid-motion. The man was expecting the High King’s southpaw movement and came in with his own left hand. Neither of them were brave enough to correct him. 

“We were dragged here by armed knights.” The woman glanced at the perpetrators who still flanked her. They seemed unconcerned by her annoyance. “Would you mind explaining what’s going on here? I know we’re foreign, but we’re just journalists. You can check our credentials.” The man elbowed her side, and she added, “Uh, Your Majesty.” Katie almost grimaced. The foreigner had picked the wrong honorific. 

Beri didn't mention it. “You work for CNN’s Newsline, is that correct?”

“Yes. I’m Tara Snyder, the producer, and this is our cameraman, Ron Baker. They said this was about our anchor?”

“Your anchor?” Beri asked, as if he wasn’t familiar with this particular usage of the word. 

“Yeah, uh, Jody Waits? We were shooting on location during the end of the war. I mean, he was on television last week, so I can prove we are who we say we are.” 

Beri shook his head. “That will be unnecessary. We know who you are. We have your compatriot’s body in custody.”

The two journalists exchanged another look. “Our compatriot?” Tara asked. “You mean–you mean you have Jody’s body in custody?”

Katie swallowed, covering her mouth with her hand. I beat the shit out of an American reporter, she thought. This was not going to be good publicity for the new regime. Of course, it wasn’t great on CNN’s part as far as international incidents went, either.

“We do,” the king confirmed. “He climbed onto the outer wall of the palace this afternoon and fired a round into the courtyard.” Beri kept his voice even, accusing nothing, implying nothing. “Dame Katherine gave chase on foot and apprehended him at the intersection between the Lane of the Ashes and the Boulevard of the Oaks. Palace staff then transported him here. Do you know if Mr. Waits had any terrorist affiliations? Or for whom he might have been working?”

The two journalists exchanged a wide-eyed glance. 

Ron Baker was so pale he looked like he might faint. “You have the wrong guy.” The bearded cameraman shook his head as if to cancel the whole conversation. “Jody definitely wasn’t a terrorist. He won the Pulitzer three years ago.”

“That,” Tara agreed, “and he died Thursday night.”

Katie stiffened. The knights beside her exchanged disbelieving looks.  

Misslo scowled. “There is some mistake.” With surprise, Katie noted that he spoke fairly good English.

“I’ll say,” Tara agreed. “Jody took a stray Elfshot to the spine in the chaos after the palace coup.”

The room was briefly silent. 

“He must have survived the wound,” Misslo insisted. 

“He didn’t.” Tara lifted a hand to press it against her forehead. When she spoke again her voice was ragged. “We both watched him die. We were rolling at the time. Thank god we weren’t broadcasting live.” Her eyes shone, filling with tears, but she blinked them rapidly away. “Even if he had, he wouldn’t have been climbing walls and firing guns two days after his spinal column was severed. That’s not how humans work.” 

Ron added, “The last time I saw him, he was on ice in the basement of Avalon General. You people don’t have morgues in your hospitals, did you know that?” He glanced up at Beri as if surprised to find the king still standing there. “Of course you do. Of course you know that.” 

Katie felt a stab of pity for Tara and Ron. Journalism school could not have prepared them for war in Faerie. Katie had spent half her life here and it hadn't prepared her for war in Faerie.

Ron nodded. “The body went missing from the hospital this morning. We reached out to the constable and these guys–” he jerked a thumb at the nearest knights– “appeared at our hotel.”

“You’ve got the wrong guy.” Tara’s tone brooked no more dissent. “With all due respect, Your Majesty, you don’t seem like the kind of kid–ah, I mean, person– who would play a prank this mean, so I’ve got to rule that out. All that’s left to explain this is a big, weird mistake.” 

Beri stayed silent. Katie wished she could study his expression to puzzle out his thoughts, but the only thing to see was the long fall of his small, intricate braids. After a moment he placed a hand on Tara’s shoulder. “We are sorry for your loss, Miss Snyder. Your friend will be returned to Avalon General posthaste. It is, however, imperative for Mr. Waits’ body to be transported from our city as soon as possible. He must not be allowed to get up again.”

Tara snorted, incredulous. “Trust me, we’d take him home if we could. We’re still here because a city full of immortals isn’t set up to handle travel arrangements for a dead body under the best circumstances. The guy from the hospital who’s supposed to sign off on releasing Jody vanished six months ago. Nobody’s sure if his immediate subordinate has the pull to sign the paperwork or not. And do you have any idea how hard it is to convince a fey pilot mortality isn’t contagious? We’re basically trapped here.”   

Beri asked, “Do you have the paperwork with you?”

“Why?” Tara sounded suspicious.

“Because we almost certainly outrank the vanished hospital signatory.” He held up a hand as if he expected someone to place something in it.

The herald hustled over to hand the king a pen. Ron dug in his messenger bag like a frantic terrier, then flourished a stack of paperwork. Beri took them out of his hand and the herald bent at the waist to make a writing surface of his back. The king flipped through the pages with his thumb, scrawling his name across dotted lines when he came across them. 

“Uhm,” Tara said. “There are no flights–”

Beri didn't let her finish. “Summon Lord Vasili. Get these people on a plane within the hour.”

“Yes, Most High.” The herald straightened, then scampered off to follow his orders.

Tara clutched the freshly signed papers to her chest. Tears shone in her eyes again. “Thank y–I mean, may your kindness be returned to you, Your Majesty.”

While the heralds worked out flight details with the Americans, a hard gaze bored into the side of Katie’s face. She turned to find Lord Commander Misslo glaring at her. Swallowing anxiety, she squared her shoulders and returned his gaze.

“You know something about this,” he hissed. 

Katie wanted to deny it. She shook her head.

The little man narrowed his eyes until they were glittering slits in his hard face. “You’re withholding information, and I’m going to find out why.” 

She didn’t doubt it for a moment. 

***
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KATIE AND BERI MADE their way down the hall to the room Liam and Dahlia shared. The couple wasn’t staying in the Knight’s Wing, so this corridor boasted white marble tile and silk carpet. It had fewer doors along it, which meant the rooms were larger, too. That was the good part about being personal friends with the High King of Faerie. The lodgings that weren’t falling down around their ears were legitimately swank. 

Beri knocked. It took several minutes, but Dahlia answered, yawning. She wore a baggy gray t-shirt that read ‘USAF’ and a pair of checkered boxers. She frowned above her sunglasses when she saw the visitors at her door. 

“Absolutely not.” She made a circular gesture that encompassed Beri’s entire being, then lifted her phone even with her face, holding it at arm’s length for some reason Katie assumed was related to the brightness of the display. “What time—is it two o’clock in the goddamn morning? I’m still drunk and I’m wearing boxer shorts and it’s two in the goddamn morning. I can’t deal with you when you look like that. Katie, tell him I can’t deal with him when he looks like that.”

Beri’s expression was mystified. “This is the only face I have.”

Katie chuckled. “She doesn’t like the robe.”

“No, she doesn’t like the robe.” Dahlia leaned against the doorjamb as if she was too tired to stand. Katie realized the unfamiliar lisp she’d detected in her speech was caused by her retainer. “I can’t deal with the High King of Faerie right now. You’re not coming into my house looking like that.”

“Technically, this is my house.” Beri’s tone was dry.

Dahlia shook her head. “Technically, you’re overdressed for this occasion.”

“You want me to take off the robe.”

“I would take it as a courtesy, yes.” Dahlia crossed her arms as if to defend herself and her  threshold at the same time. 

Beri rolled his eyes before slipping the crown off. “Kate, hold this a moment?”

She took the platinum circlet without comment while he worked on his clasps. 

Dahlia gestured at the band of silvery metal in Katie’s hand. “I honestly don’t know how you’re okay with this. One minute he’s the nice, if somewhat snarky, boyfriend of a girl I know, and then all of a sudden it’s like, what is even happening right now?”

Katie wished for a second Dahlia could say aloud whose snarky boyfriend Beri was, then shrugged. “This is how Thael dressed for work, too. I guess I’m used to it.”

Beri asked, “What did you imagine would happen when we stormed my ancestral castle, Dahlia? There were only ever two ways it could go.”

He folded the robe before draping it over his forearm. Narrow-eyed, Dahlia examined him. He wore expensive trousers and a tailored silk waistcoat under a tie in the High Court’s colors. When he saw Dahlia’s expression he sighed, then loosened the tie before pulling it off over his head. 

“I guess that’s okay,” she said, grudging. “The first time I met you, you were wearing a frock coat and a cravat. At least it’s not a cravat. Come on in. I’ll wake Li.”

Katie handed the circlet back. Beri gestured for her to walk through the door ahead of him. Liam and Dahlia’s chambers had a sitting area with a table and four chairs, and the balcony looked out over a garden instead of the ocean. At this time of night, there was nothing to be seen through the French doors besides darkness and pounding rain. Dahlia disappeared into her bedroom. 

Katie and Beri stood together in the dim living room while they waited. After a few minutes Liam padded out, barefoot and bare-chested, wearing only Scooby Doo pajama pants. His eyes were heavy-lidded with recent sleep. He studied the newcomers in his living room, then heaved a sigh.

“I was hoping when you came to the poker game this wasn’t a 2am-level conversation, but apparently it’s a 2am-with-both-of-you-level conversation. So much for sleep. Do you guys want some cereal?”

“Ooh,” Katie said. “What kind do you have?”

Liam limped to the kitchen. “Frosted Flakes.”

“Do you have anything with marshmallows?”

Her brother shot her an irritated look over his shoulder as he reached into an upper cabinet. “I have Frosted Flakes.”

“I can work with that.”

Liam pulled three bowls out of the cabinet and three spoons out of a drawer, then collected half a gallon of milk and the fabled box of cereal the sages had foretold. Katie and Beri joined him at the table, and for a few minutes they discussed only passing and pouring.

After they all started eating, Liam said, “All right, let’s do this. Seelie or Unseelie?”

Beri cleared his mouth before answering. “Neither. It’s the Erlking.”

Liam hung his head and gripped his cereal spoon in his fist. “Oh joy. I knew we weren’t rid of that thing yet. What happened?”

Katie described Jody Waits to him, both the fight on the street yesterday and the meeting with the newscasters today. The information couldn’t be public, but no matter where they were, Liam was their captain and Katie knew he would never lead them astray. As she talked, her brother’s tired face grew more and more haggard until his lips were thin and white below worried eyes. He ran both hands through his hair, forcing it to stand on end. Funny as it looked, there was nothing amusing about the sick expression on his face.

When she finished talking, they all sat in silence for a long moment. Liam covered his mouth and chin with one hand, the elbow of which he propped on the tabletop. Katie wondered if her brother was thinking about the day Beri died, the day Katie had escorted the Erlking back home in his body. The death god had chosen each of his steps as carefully as a newborn deer might, unsure if His stolen legs would carry Him. She could still picture the way He’d double-checked the color of His arm when Liam said, I knew Beri was too green for this and I let him go anyway. 

The Erlking was a nightmare the MacGregor siblings owned. It was to assure the colony’s protection that Beri had summoned the creature in the first place. Liam gave the young prince permission to leave the forest to perform the coronation ritual he’d so badly botched. Katie had promised Beri she’d kill him when he woke up wrong and couldn’t gather the courage to follow through. And now, instead of a death god riding a delicate mortal corpse, the hoary old bastard had taken an ancient, powerful Baobhan Sith with a body hardened by centuries—probably millennia— of riding and fencing and jousting. Brother was a monster in his own right, no matter how much Katie loved him. And now the soul of the Unseelie general had been replaced by something even more terrifying.

Katie’s spoon lay forgotten on the table. When she finished her story, her cereal was nearly mush. Dismayed, she pushed the yellow matter around in the milk, dissolving it further. 

“All right,” Liam said. “Remind me of the ransom demand?”

At his request, Katie dutifully recited: “You have broken the world by returning a dead thing to life. Give him back, or we will dismantle this city marble slab by marble slab.”

He snorted derisively. “Obviously, we’re not giving them a goddamn thing. Katie, you fought Him once. What are the chances of that working again?”

She scowled. “Uhm, not great, Li. The Erlking didn’t liquefy me because Brother interrupted. I don’t have another vampire friend who thinks he owes me a life debt to throw at this problem.”

Liam took a bite of his cereal, dribbling milk onto his pajama pants. He swore under his breath as he wiped it away with one hand. “If the sword is out it’s got to be magic. What do you have, Meteomancer Quintinar?”

Beri sighed. “We have two choices. The first is to use the coronation ritual to summon the Erlking again and hope it takes. The other is to perform the ritual to entrap Him as Aubri did when he first started the Quintinar dynasty.”

Katie shook her head. “Neither of those sound like great options. Last time you performed the coronation ritual, you literally died. Why do you think it would be different this time?”

“I don’t.” Beri’s left hand traced the whorls and ridges on the tabletop. 

Liam said, “Didn’t it fail because the ogres fired a shotgun while you were trying to cast? We can make sure there’s no noise to break your concentration this time. You have twenty-eight knights who will stand outside the room and make sure not a single pin drops.”

“I’m not a child, MacGregor.” Beri shot him a hard look. “The spell didn’t fail because I lost my concentration. It failed because I didn’t have access to Aubri’s grimoire. I based my performance of the ritual on Solis’ notes, and those were flawed. If they had both survived, our father would have corrected her error long before she ever attempted the spell. Alas.”

Alas, Katie thought sadly. She squeezed Beri’s hand under the table and he gifted her a sweet half-smile. 

“Okay,” Liam said. “But the ogres are gone. Why can’t you use the grimoire now?”

“The grimoire is seven thousand years old.” Beri sighed. He started to reach up to the bridge of his nose but stopped himself, visibly forcing himself to place clasped hands in his lap. “It was written in a dead language, and it’s in a code for which I do not possess the key.”

Liam asked, “Who does possess the key?”

“The key was verbal, passed from the High Ruler to their heir. And it died—”

“With your father,” Katie and Liam said at once. 

Beri paused to clear his throat. “Just so. And now that the Erlking has possession of a vessel, it might be impossible to summon Him anyway. I have never come across a spell to permit the conjuring of a physical creature.”

Liam stood, gathering the bowls and spoons, then made his way back to the sink to wash them. “You said there was another option.”

Beri raised his voice to allow Liam to hear him over the running water. “I could attempt to entrap the Erlking again. I have Aubri’s grimoire now. If I can overcome the translation problem, I can start the whole cycle over from the beginning.”

Liam looked at Beri over his shoulder. There were stories about Aubri capturing the Erlking, and they were sickening. What sort of person had the stomach to torture a god into submission? None of the Quintinars Katie had known. Certainly not Beri. 

“I’m just going to ask you this flat-out, kid.” Liam turned off the running water so he could be heard. “Do you really think you’re capable of that?”

Beri looked at the table. “I certainly have magic enough to accomplish the spell.”

“You know that’s not what I’m asking you.”

Beri squeezed his eyes shut. “Perhaps. Perhaps if I can protect Avalon from more of the Erlking’s carnage, the end will justify the means.”

Katie shook her head. “Beri. No. I’m not going to let you do that. There are no ends important enough to justify becoming Aubri. We’ll find another way.”

He turned an appraising expression on her. She met his gaze. After a few seconds, he reached for her hand, and she let him take it.

Liam sat down across from them. He rested both elbows on the table, lacing his fingers in front of his face. “All right, so this is what we’ve got: a knight who’s willing but not able, a ritual that probably won’t work, or one that will work but would break our emotionally sensitive wizard-king. We need a fourth option. What else is in that book?”

Beri shrugged. “It was written in seven-thousand-year-old code by a paranoid sociopath, printed on now-flaking papyrus, and bound in human skin. It’s not what I’d call a ‘beach read.’”

Katie recoiled. Human skin. Had Aubri literally flayed a slave to make that cover? Everything she heard about the first High King made it clear Beri’s even temper was a miracle of genetics. The king looked away from both half-humans, back down at the table, but he didn’t release Katie’s hand.

If the idea bothered her brother, he didn’t show it. “So we don’t know what else is in there?”

Wordlessly, Beri nodded. 

Liam nodded back. “I think our only choice is to translate Aubri’s grimoire and hope to Christ we find something useful before shit gets real. Excuse me. More real than an assassination attempt. Thoughts?”

Katie didn’t have any. 

She looked at Beri, who was focused on some internal landscape. “I have a friend who’s skilled with ancient languages and might be conscripted. We were underprofessors at the same time. He may still work at Caliburn.”

Liam nodded. “So we’ll fetch the teacher’s assistant to help with the book and we’ll pray like we’re religious there’s something useful in that grimoire. Motion proposed.”

“Seconded,” Katie agreed. 

“Passed,” Beri said. 

“Excellent. Now get out of my room so I can sleep for five minutes before the world ends.”

––––––––

[image: ]


[image: image]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


3





[image: ]




Katie had the next morning off, as well as plans to meet her mother and Dahlia at the only café on the Boulevard of the Oaks which had reopened after the siege. It was early June and the weather seemed intent on proving the war never happened. The oaks for which the street was named cast dappled leaf shadows across white wicker tables and brightly colored patio umbrellas. Leaves rustled in the ocean-scented breeze. 

The soft hum of conversation floated in the warm air, punctuated occasionally by crystalline peals of fey laughter. The sky was bright and blue. People strolled along the cobbled street with their shoulders back and their chins up. They were not afraid. Not anymore. 

Dahlia chose al fresco seating before Katie arrived. She wore new, more fashionable sunglasses, along with black shoes sporting shiny red soles and a gray dress that made her look like a supermodel. Other customers, both human and fey, darted surreptitious glances at her when she wasn’t paying attention. Katie had actually put effort into her appearance for once and had worn a white sundress speckled with tiny yellow flowers and a pair of flat sandals. She’d tied her hair up off her neck in a fat bun, leaving only a single, long curl to hang down her back in honor of Jim Thompson. Even so, she knew she would never draw as much attention as Dahlia. 

“You look like the whole meal,” Katie said. 

“Do I?” Dahlia’s voice shook as she adjusted her expensive sunglasses. “I feel like crap. I threw up this morning.”

“Ew. Did you drink too much at the card game?”

“Apparently.”

“We could cancel. Dress shop tomorrow.”

“No way.” She was drinking something through a straw; she took a pull on it, pronouncing cheekbones still hollow with weight loss. Dahlia was a dancer and had never owned much spare weight. Over the last few months, she’d grown emaciated. It would take some time for them all to get back to normal. “I had to drop your mother’s name before I could get an appointment at this boutique. They wouldn’t even see me without a family relation to royalty.”

Katie snorted as she sat down across the round table. “Sounds pretty stuck-up for a modiste.”

Dahlia shrugged, non-committal. “Maybe. But they’re really nice dresses.”

“I ruin every formal dress I touch,” Katie mused. “With my luck I’ll have to fight a duel at your wedding.”

Dahlia laughed. “To thine own self be true, sis, but you bleed on my wedding gown and I will end you.”

They gave their order to a waiter who tried very hard not to stare at them. They were an odd pair, certainly. They were both half-human, though Dahlia was very obviously half-Drow and Katie half-Daoine Sidhe. If two people were less likely to sit together in a cafe, they would have surely killed each other before anybody had the chance to gawk. 

The bell hanging over the front door tinkled. The two young women looked up to see Katie’s mother sauntering into the cafe, pulling her sunglasses off her face as she did to stick them in her designer purse. They stood and Dahlia waved, smile bright and full of sharp points. Mom smiled back and headed over to give each of them a hard hug. 

Rhiannon MacGregor’s skin was unlined and glowed so faintly she might have been dusted with pollen. Her hair was the color of ripened wheat and her eyes were the same extraordinary green as Liam’s. She dressed all in white as she always did in public, a color which meant she called no house her own. On Earth, where she had to contend with the iron in nearly every object she touched, Mom seemed no more magical than any other beautiful woman. When she was in Avalon, standing next to her felt like taking a nap in a sunbeam. 

“I adore those shoes, Dahlia,” Mom said. “They are simply stunning.”

Dahlia made a mock curtsy. “I’d give them to you, but they cost me half a month’s salary.”

If Katie was uncomfortable with the way the other diners stared at Dahlia, the way they looked at her mother was downright painful. Mom had been an exile for a long time, though, and she didn’t seem to notice even when strangers whispered behind their hands. 

The three women sat. Mom ordered coffee, a preference she had picked up from years as an expatriate, and they talked as they sipped their drinks while they waited to walk over to the boutique. Katie knew her tea would taste unusual even before she sipped it, since Faerie’s cinnamon was purple and tasted faintly of anise. She picked the crust off her scone while Dahlia pushed fruit around her plate with a fork.

While the two other women chatted about the modiste Dahlia had chosen to make her wedding gown and whether it was best to have the ceremony in Avalon or Chicago, Katie wondered if it was strange that Mom and Dahlia had taken such an immediate shine to one another. She vividly remembered telling Liam their mother was going to freak out when he announced he was marrying a half-Drow. He’d lifted his chin and informed her Mom would have to get used to it. They’d braced for a fight when their parents got off the plane, but after a few confused looks, Mom had warmed right up. Now she and Dahlia were practically best friends.

No, it isn’t odd, Katie decided. Everybody loves Dahlia.

The pair fell briefly silent. Katie looked up from dismantling her pastry when Mom cleared her throat. Mom turned her coffee cup around on the table so the handle faced her, then turned it away, then once more. “Katie, my love. How goes the search for Nikki?”

Guilt flushed Katie's cheeks. When Queen Aynia had been unable to manipulate Beri into assassinating her enemies for her, she'd used Nikki’s Birthright instead and brought the youngest princess to Avalon to kill for her during the war. The little girl had vanished during the palace coup. Beri had dispatched a team of investigators to find her as soon as he took the throne, but it was not going well. The last time Katie heard anything from the search party, they’d claimed they were still looking, but their anxious shifting told her more than they meant to say. They believed the little girl was dead and didn’t have the courage to say so to the new king. 

Rhiannon loved the Quintinar children as if they were her own. How had Katie forgotten to update her mother? She looked down at her tea. “I’m sorry, Mom. Nobody knows anything.” 

A crash rumbled across the restaurant as a scream tore the air. Mom leaped to her feet; Katie jumped up beside her. A rough male voice shouted in broken Fey Common. 

The noise came from inside the café. Around them, the other customers on the patio fell silent. People stood to look around, some curiously, some with obvious fear. A shout in Ogrish echoed off the walls. The fey couple at the next table exchanged worried glances. 

“Your hands, they up! In the air, your hands!”

Dahlia’s nostrils flared. “Is it a robbery?”  

“I’ll find out.” Katie parted the Veils and reached into the pocket dimense she had made for her weapon. The hilt of her sword was cool and well-balanced in her hand. Her perceptions went clear and sharp; the edges of shadows turned crisp as frightened whimpering pinged off her eardrums. She tucked her side against the edge of the patio door, careful not to make herself a target, then pushed the billowing linen curtains just far enough aside to see past them. 

Two ogres, tall and tusked, with pig snouts and faces covered in coarse, patchy hair, pointed sawed-off shotguns at the barista behind the counter and a waiter standing over a mound of broken pottery. Both employees held their hands above their heads with their palms clearly visible. The manager, a third fey with the sloped cheekbones and long fingers of a Tylwyth Teg, shoved cash from the register and plastic-wrapped baked goods into a canvas rucksack.

Katie reached for the Veils again but stopped when the front door opened with a cheerful jingle of the bell. A Daoine Sidhe knight wearing the colorful, lacquered plate mail of the Wild Hunt stepped through the doorway. Katie hesitated even as she wondered why he seemed so familiar. They were all arrested, she thought. Beri’s ransoming them back to the Seelie Court. How had this enemy combatant escaped capture?

He lurched inside, jerkily, as if his muscles had forgotten the smooth grace inherited from his people. Glazed eyes didn’t seem to land anywhere as he looked around. The knight’s long braids were dull and crisp with dried blood. Disturbed, Katie realized the knight’s skin didn’t glow. 

The café employees stared at the newcomer with their mouths open wide. The barrels of the ogre’s shotguns dipped toward the floor. Katie wasn’t familiar with ogrish body language, but if the robbers were human, the shift from foot to foot would have meant anxiety. One of the ogres saluted. The other said something in his rumbling native tongue. The sickly-looking knight replied in the same language with a voice like the soughing of wind through brittle tree limbs. 

An ogre stepped sideways, opening a path between the sharp-featured manager and the armored knight. Katie remembered him with a sudden flash. When they retook Avalon, Brother had driven a sword burning with the Birthright into this man’s armpit. He had died in the road, pinned under his white Seelie mount. 

The knight lunged at the fey with the rucksack, then shoved him off his feet, riding him down under an armored knee. The cafe manager didn't have time to scream before the knight drove a fist into his chest, splattering gore and bone chips. 

Katie gasped even as she tore through the Veils. She stepped back through beside the knight while he jammed gobbets of thoracic tissue into his bloody mouth. Around her, customers screamed. The feasting knight paid them no attention.

She thrust the point of her sword through the back of his neck and out his throat. The monster slouched sideways onto the floor. Katie yanked her blade free, then spun on the marauding ogres. They swung their weapons around to aim at her. She kicked the nearest weapon out of its owner’s hands, then took the newly unarmed ogre with an upward thrust of her sword through the shelf of his chin. 

The second ogre pumped the action on his shotgun as Katie turned to face him. Before he could fire the round he’d chambered, she yanked down on his shoulder, thrusting her blade between his ribs and into his lung. The robber fell to his knees, gasping like a dry fish. His gun clattered to the ground. Katie kicked the weapon away before she pulled her sword free, then swung the blade hard enough to sever the ogre’s thick neck. His head bounced once beside her foot before rolling under the counter, splattering red droplets behind it. 

A pair of hands grasped her head, one palm on each temple. Katie shrieked and kicked backward, connecting solidly, but that didn’t stop the hands from pressing so hard her vision reddened and blurred with pain. The dead knight laughed behind her, the sound hollow and echoing, as if he stood at the bottom of a deep well. His hands tightened until black flowers bloomed against her retinas. 

Katie’s fingers loosened. She dropped her sword; the heartbeat pounding in her ears was the only sound left. She tried to struggle away, dragging against the wrists with her hands, but it was no use. Her knees sagged and refused to hold her up. 

The pressure released so suddenly she dropped to her knees. She had no choice but to crouch on the floor, panting and blinking against the encroaching darkness. 

My sword, desperation whispered. I need my sword. She sent her creeping hand toward it. The toe of a shiny boot stomped down on her fingers. As the knight twisted his heel, the little bones in her fingers made a hideous crunching sound. Katie screamed with frustration and pain. 

“No, no.” The dead knight sounded amused. “Do not make me ruin you. It would be a bad death and the Master would be angry. If you behave, it will only take a very little stab wound for you to bleed out. I hardly need to damage you at all. Everyone wins.”
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