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Dedication:

We make no apology; instead, we dedicate this work to ourselves. The ideas here have helped us both immensely, and we have worked hard to show off what we’ve learned. Without further ado, we present:


Elves vs. Aliens: The Omnibus

Parts 1-4

By Em and Shells
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ELVES VS. ALIENS PART 1: New World(s) Order

by Shells and Em


1: A Punk Rock Mugging

Somehow, the paparazzi had not yet found them.

Why, Katie wasn’t sure–they’d stayed at the back of the venue for the first couple of songs and Beri had kept his hood up, which obscured his features just a bit. If his glowing skin cast faint, silvery light against the cloth walls around his face, none of the middle-aged zaddies or the more youthful punk purists in attendance had been rude enough to mention it.

Goddammit if Bad Religion didn’t go just as hard as they did in 1988. By the time “Fuck Armageddon” came on, Katie and Beri were in the middle of everything and he’d forgotten about the hood, or at least he’d dropped it so he could breathe, and they were dancing hard with a girl wearing a scene haircut and her mohawked boyfriend until all four of them were grinning, flushed and dripping with sweat.

When the set ended and they’d finished screaming themselves deaf the girl took Katie’s hand, leaning in close. The house lights weren’t yet up, and the illumination from Beri’s skin gleamed in her facial piercings. Her eyes shone with the hot joy of adrenaline. She raised her voice to be heard over the crowd even though the band had left the stage. “I love your jacket!”

“Yeah? Me too!” Katie did love her jacket; it was white vegan leather and cut mod. She’d thought it would be colder in Denver at this time of year, or she wouldn’t have bothered, but she’d never had the opportunity to wear it before and really wanted to. She knew how it looked on her. “I love your bangs!”

The girl pretended to curtsy without releasing Katie’s hand. Her hair was half green and half black, bisecting in the center at her part. Her ears were gauged and tattooed cherry blossoms twined up her neck. “Do you guys smoke? We have an extremely gorgeous sativa with your name on it!”

With the hand that wasn’t still looped around Katie’s fingers, the girl took a step toward her. The movement closed nearly all the distance dancing had left between them, placing her squarely in Katie’s personal space. She reached up to finger Katie’s lapel. Beri chose that moment to laugh in his warm, musical way. He took Katie’s free hand to pull her away.

“So sorry.” He spoke English with hardly any accent. Both of their dance partners shifted sweat-shiny faces with fascinated eyes up to him, but he only looked at Katie. “You’re flushed, love. Do you want to get some air?”

Still wide-eyed, she nodded. He grinned at their erstwhile dance partners, all pearly teeth and mischief, then dragged her through the crowd to the nearest door.


Katie gasped, “Holy shit, did you see that? I think that girl just made a pass at me!”


He laughed again. “Oh, you finally caught that, did you? Better late than never, I suppose.”

Katie spluttered as she followed him past a couple of meathead bouncers out the nearest door. She found herself in a surprisingly clean alley illuminated by a yellow streetlamp. It was empty except for an industrial trash can and the brick side of the nearest building. The night air was cooler than she would have expected. Avalon’s climate was tropical and humid, so the way the temperature dropped after dark in the mountains was welcome after the close heat of dancing bodies. She twisted the back of her long, loose hair into a knot, allowing the breeze to dry her neck.  

Musing, Beri said, “Well, complete obliviousness is one way to accrue life experience. Should I have left you? Far be it from me to deny your first chance for group sex in a punk venue.”

He laughed again at her expression. His beauty still hit her like a slap sometimes: the bone structure like a classical sculpture, the long, pearly hair in complicated Sidhe braids he didn’t even try to hide. In this uncertain light, she couldn’t see the color of his eyes, but she could see the desire rising in them and the soft way his parted lips revealed his teeth.   

Katie shook her head, still disbelieving the brazenness of the woman inside. “That wasn’t about me. I was just the mashed potatoes in that attempted steak dinner.” She paused. “That chick was barking up the wrong tree, but she had definite style. I told you this jacket was fire.”

“You did say that.” Beri smirked. She had just enough time to wonder if he did that because he knew it drove her crazy before he grasped the waistband of her jeans to pull her against him. “Not that you needed to. I can see it very clearly.”

Heat slid up her neck and into her cheeks. She dropped her hair to take handfuls of his T-shirt, wondering if he was thinking about the selfie she'd taken the day she bought the jacket, the shirtless one with the zip hanging open. She hoped so. What was the point of sending your boyfriend nudes if it wasn't going to distract him from work vital to the three kingdoms?

“Trust me, you are nobody's mashed potatoes.” Beri took a step, forcing her backward until her back thumped the door they'd just left through, and she found herself trapped between the hard line of his body and cold painted wood. She didn't have time to mention that people sometimes walked through doors just like this before he claimed her mouth with his own and she ceased to care.


Beri kissed like she was the only thing he'd ever wanted and the only thing that existed, like he'd suffocate without her. She kissed him back so hard that his teeth threatened her lip. He was the only thing she'd ever wanted. His mouth was hot and insistent; he leveraged his knee between her thighs until she was pressed against him from groin to chest. God, it had been weeks since they’d been together; they'd been so busy trying to recover from the coronation and the subsequent shit storm that–his mouth moved to the edge of her jaw before he took her earlobe between his teeth. Katie's thoughts scattered. The hand he wasn’t using to support his weight against the door clasped the swell of her ribs. Katie slid her right palm down the flat planes of his belly, across the rough waistband of his jeans until she felt the bulge of his erection through the thick fabric.


Beri gasped against her ear. “What are you doing?”

She whispered back, “What does it feel like I’m doing?”

“I don’t know.” He drew a ragged breath. “But I really love live music.” A hard thrum of bass vibrated the door behind her. Beri pulled back to meet her eyes. His pupils were black holes against his bright face, and his lips were swollen shiny from kissing. “Should we–”

Katie shook her head. “Let’s get out of here.”

Beri blew out hard, puffing out his cheeks. His hips ground against her hand. “We’ll miss the show.”

Katie nodded. “Sometimes, missing the show is a price you have to pay.”

He nodded back, slowly. All the blood that usually occupied his brain was clearly elsewhere at the moment. When Katie smiled, Beri’s cheeks flushed. He said, “I’ve always hated this band.”


He loved this band. It was the reason she’d bought the tickets in the first place. This time, Katie smirked. “You should probably order an Uber.”


“Why an Uber?”

“Because if I part the Veils, somebody’s going to notice. Do you want people to wonder why I’m sneaking around the White Palace in the middle of the night?”

Beri shook his head. His normally smooth movements were jerky. “I’ll order an Uber, shall I?”

“Great idea,” Katie said.

He drew his phone from his jacket pocket, moving as little as possible while he did it. He swiped and tapped for a second while the glow of his skin and the glow of the screen doubled the brightness around them, but then he frowned and pushed out a huffy little sigh. “No bars.”

She rolled her eyes, which made him smile again. He held the phone level with his face as he backed away, then slightly above his head in the effort to get coverage. Katie sighed, too, moving away from the door to make room for people who might want to leave. She crossed her arms to wait.

“It’s probably all the brick.” He’d almost reached the alley mouth.


A pang of unease asked her to follow him. She might have, if she weren’t, as she had continually explained to her mother, a fucking adult with the ability to breathe on her own. But it was an alley, and she was a very small woman, and though it was a relatively safe city and what seemed to be a good neighborhood, there was something to be said about the deterring presence of a six-ish foot tall man. “Do you want to walk instead?”


Beri paused, looking up with a thoughtful expression on his face that belied the lustful young man behind the punk club. “You know, I’m not entirely sure where we’re going.”

Katie laughed, shaking her head. “I love you.”

The smile he gifted her lit his face in a way bioluminescence never could. “I love you.”

Magic pulsed against Katie’s senses, and they both looked up with equal alarm as a hard wind gusted down the narrow alleyway. She turned toward what she was already certain was a casting, drawing up her own magic to prepare for self-defense, and saw that the source of the disturbance was a swirling eddy of white light hovering in the air like an impossibly placed whirlpool. Within the length of a sharply indrawn breath the circle spun itself open wide, until it was roughly three feet across and just as tall. It was so perfectly round someone might have drawn it with a compass.

“What the fuck?” Beri wondered, from his place at the mouth of the alley.

Surprised, Katie said, “It’s a Way. Don’t you recognize the wind?”


​He raised his eyebrows, doubtful. “Plenty of spells cause wind. They disrupt the patterns of the air particles–”



​Katie glared. Beri closed his mouth, then tried again: “You're the Veil expert, though. You'd know better than I would.”



​“Glad we agree.” But outside her instinctive knowledge that she was looking at a portable hole between two universes, Katie couldn't have said why she was so certain. None of her Ways had ever been this uniform, and even fewer had been white. A black-clad leg extruded and a uniformed fey with pointed ears and a tablet computer stepped out. He was followed quickly by a big enough group of people to be a serious problem if it came to a fight.



​Katie took a backward step toward Beri and the mouth of the alley, just enough to place her body between them and her king.



​There was something wrong here, though no one had made any aggressive movement. The intruders were both men and women, all clad in identical black jumpsuits with combat boots and ribbons, along with stupid pointed hats no one would have chosen if they weren’t required for work. The men wore high-and-tight haircuts and the women sleek, professional knots at the bases of their necks. Silvery firearms hung from holsters at their sides, though what they were Katie had no idea.



Not fey. No self-respecting Faerie Court would send their soldiers out looking like that.


Katie was too taken aback to speak. One of the soldiers, a man positioned toward the front, stepped forward to separate himself from the group.

“High King Beriani of Royal House Quintinar.” He spoke High Fey perfectly, but he had no accent to mark his Court of birth. He spoke it like he’d learned it from a textbook without ever having met a native. His voice sounded…normal. Perfectly normal. There was nothing to differentiate him from anyone Katie had ever met.

Katie and Beri exchanged a glance. There was no fear in Beri’s face, not yet, but a faint tension around his eyes indicated he was prepared for this to go south. She sent him questions with her expression. He shrugged.

“Um,” Beri said. “Yes?”

“Come with us and you won’t be harmed,” the man continued. “Resist, and you leave us no choice.”

Beri scoffed, crossing his arms. “Is that a threat?”


It was a threat. Flushing with alarm, Katie took another step backward, trying to close the distance between them without drawing the newcomer’s attention. She’d let Beri stray too far from her. Even in the moment, her instincts had warned her against it. Dammit.


The two soldiers at the front of the group exchanged a look of their own. The woman made a subtle gesture with her hand, and the group of people behind her fanned out down the sides of the alley. Katie stopped waiting. She ripped open her own Way, black as space and twinkling with distant stars, then yanked free her sword. She chucked the scabbard back through the rip in everything and sealed it all back up with a thought. The whole procedure was so quick the advancing soldiers hadn’t moved another foot by the time her bronze blade was gleaming buttery in the yellow halogen light.

She saluted them and dropped into defensive second position. “That’s quite far enough.”

The man with the tablet tucked it under his arm. “It’ll be better for you both if he comes quietly, ma’am. Do you really think you’re going to win this fight with that primitive weapon?”

Katie curled her top lip. “You bet your ass I do. When I say you want to stop where you are, trust me.”

The soldiers smoothly pulled their weapons from their holsters. Katie counted eight, and they moved like fighters. Unless they were a lot faster than they looked, she didn’t expect them to be a problem. With a battle caster as competent as Beri at her back, they didn’t stand a chance.

“I’m not going to tell you again,” Katie warned.

Smooth and deadly with practice, the woman who had been at the front of the group drew her weapon and pointed what Katie could only assume was the business end at her face. It jerked out of her hand, whipped past Katie’s ear, and thudded against Beri’s outstretched hand. He cried out with pain and shock, then dropped it, clanging, onto the sidewalk. Curls of smoke rose from his hand as his face contorted with horror. The sharp smell of burning flesh stung Katie’s nose.


Katie drew in a sharp breath. Cold Iron, she thought, horrified. The closest soldier was within blade range. She lunged, taking him through the throat, then spun to remove the next closest head. She dropped a third soldier before the next one had the chance to draw his weapon.


A silent lance of green light sizzled past her face, burning through a chunk of her hair. When the beam dissolved into the brick side of the club, a black sear bloomed outward from the contact point. A few curly strands drifted lazily toward the ground.

These motherfuckers had Cold Iron lasers.


Beri’s smooth, sweet tenor rose, seemingly unperturbed, from the mouth of the alley, singing a nursery rhyme about boats. Somewhere in the distance, thunder rumbled. Oh, thank god. The iron burns hadn’t fucked his magic.



On her left, the first soldier she’d downed stood, then cracked his neck with an audible pop. The third one pressed up to her hands and knees, shaking her head as if to clear it. She wore a glistening wet bib of blood from the arteries Katie had severed when she cut the woman’s throat. The one Katie had decapitated was still down, but a fourth soldier stopped to gather up the severed head. She’d seen that behavior when she’d fought the Wild Hunt during the Ogre War. Humans didn’t administer first aid to decapitated brethren. Ogres, either.


These motherfuckers were immortal, too.


“Shit!” Katie scuttled backward until she bumped into Beri, who steadied her with one hand and without losing breath control. “They’re immortal! Bless me now!”


He grasped her sword and the whole blade erupted into blue flame. The Birthright cast eerie shadows in the dim alley, rendering the soldier’s strange faces into something shifting and unearthly. She didn’t take the time to experience her own fear before she waded back in.

The enemy fighters were wary of her now, and they circled her slowly, just outside of sword range. Katie circled with them.

One of the men called over his shoulder, “Should we kill her, Commander?”

The man with the tablet, still standing near the white Way, said, “No. I scanned her. She’s viable, too. Take her alive.”

What that meant, Katie didn’t know, but it didn’t sound like the way she wanted to spend her Saturday night. Magic sizzled down her senses, hot and bright. Muscle memory yanked her into a roll away from the other combatants as the first bolt of lightning roared through the air. It struck a woman on her left with pinpoint accuracy. When Katie’s eyes adjusted to the new status quo, she found the aliens stunned, flat on their backs, and burning fitfully. One was charred black and curled around themself in crablike agony. The smell of ozone was thick enough to choke on.

She turned to address Beri over her shoulder. “You know, stuff like this is the reason I still bring you to punk shows.”

Without stopping his song, he smirked, a brief, sexy sneer Elvis couldn’t have pulled off on his best day, then pretended to tip an imaginary cowboy hat.


Katie turned back to the task at hand. As she’d feared, the immortal attackers were already gathering themselves and regaining their feet. The woman who seemed to issue most of their orders drew her weapon from its holster and approached Katie with the thing fixed on her face.



I wonder whether I'm fast enough to stop blaster fire like a Jedi, Katie thought. Probably. But a ten-thousand-year-old bronze sword wasn't a light saber, and it would be crazy to try, right? Right.


The woman called, “If you keep this up, you're going to get hurt. Your High King is going to get hurt. Is that what you want?”


Who were these people? Whoever they were, they'd picked the wrong goddamn ransom. “I'm going to die fighting. It might not be here, and it might not be you, but it's going to be somebody, sometime.”


“It doesn't have to be me.” The woman approached Katie with her weapon in a frighteningly competent shooter's stance. The air tingled as Beri built up a second charge. “It doesn't have to be today.”

The woman didn't look much different from the others, but something about her gave Katie a frightening little pang of prophecy. It occurred to her this was a stupid fucking exercise, fortune favored people who weren't too dumb to run, and that speed worked for more things than just hand-to-hand combat. She fell back a step. Glancing behind herself to check on Beri, Katie found him charged with electricity, almost radiant in the instant before the lightning struck again, and–


–and surrounded. He was so focused on magic he hadn't noticed more enemy soldiers sneaking up behind him. These were not normal kidnappers. They were too well-trained and way too well-organized. If this wasn't political, she'd eat the goddamn sword. What I wouldn't give for a few good paparazzi right now.


Even if she opened a Way, she couldn't get anywhere near him. She could escape, but she'd rather die than leave him here alone and apparently, she would get the opportunity to prove it. Katie stepped backward, then again.

The people he'd lit up with his first casting stirred. A man patted the fire on his jumpsuit with one hand as he stood. The charred unfortunate who'd taken the brunt of the lightning groaned and drew crackling limbs closer to their core.

Calmly, so as not to alarm a working magus at an inopportune moment, Katie said, “Beri.” He didn't respond. He probably couldn't even hear her over the sound of his own voice. “Beri!”

The woman continued to advance.

“Stop right there.” Katie's voice was grim. “I might not have a sci-fi blaster, but I can do a whole lot of damage with this antique. You're looking at the Birthright and I assure you, you won't be the first immortal asshole I put down with this little combo.”

A shadow fell hard over Katie. A grim, satisfied smile spread across the advancing woman's mouth.

“Backup’s here.” Her eyes flicked upward. “You'll want to comply immediately, Princess.”

Katie looked up. There was something between her and the moon–a floating object the size of a Buick, shaped like an egg, glossy and pristine white in the yellow illumination of the streetlamp. There wasn't a crack or crevice anywhere that might indicate a door. It was completely silent–indeed, Katie hadn't heard it move into place. It hovered above her, gleaming, impassive.

Cold dread settled into her bones. Behind her, Beri finally stopped singing.




∆∆∆

There was something subtly wrong about the shadow that blotted out the moon, something unnatural and unfamiliar about its shape. Beri didn’t have time to worry about it before Katie screamed. His eyes snapped open and he discovered himself surrounded by still more of the point-eared, dull-skinned (fey? Aliens?) he'd privately taken to thinking of as Romulans.

That clattering sound was her sword on concrete. She’d lost her grip on the Birthright. Heart thundering in his ears like the storm he'd summoned and as abruptly abandoned, Beri filled his hand with death magic. Someone nearby cried an alarm. Beri killed him first, with the press of his bespelled hand against the man's broad chest. The soldier’s eyes went glassy before his knees buckled and he fell. The second died just as unceremoniously. He threw a hard elbow; blood spurted from a nose. That soldier was lucky enough to survive.

Katie shrieked. There was pain in it. Beri shoulder-checked his way past the last obstacle between them, heart in his throat along with her name. “Katie!”

She was on her knees, he could see now; the female commander had disarmed her and pressed one of those Cold Iron ray guns against the same exposed neck Beri had run his lips across ten minutes previously. The aliens came now in an endless swarm from behind him, staying just outside his reach. He'd let himself be completely surrounded while he cast. There was no way to her side through the heavy press of enemies.

They closed on him again, filling the holes he'd opened with violence. Beri lifted the flickering blue fire in his hand toward them: “Stay back! We'll kill every one of you Motherless fucks if you like, and it'll be your own poor choices to blame.”

A quiet part of his brain congratulated itself on remembering the royal speech even under pressure. Behind him, someone cried out in a voice like a terrified child: “They won't wake up, Commander! I can't get them to wake up!”

Beri pushed his still blazing palm toward the closest soldiers. Showing fright on previously immobile faces, the closest fell back. Through a gap between them he saw Katie's small, prone form lying on the alley floor with her chaotic chestnut curls spread around her and her sword on the ground near her hand.

Beri said, “And they never will. If the rest of you would like to learn the answer to that age-old question, by all means continue your advance.”


The man with the tablet at the back of the group said, “The cost-benefit has officially tipped, Commander. We need to go. Now.”


The woman growled in clear frustration; the smell of burning flesh joined the sound of Katie screaming again. She fell abruptly silent. Beri’s mind blanked with horror as his belly tipped with nausea. He darted toward the closest opening between attackers, but he wasn't fast enough to stop the woman they’d called ‘commander’ from gathering Katie into her arms and bundling her into their peculiar white Way.

Was she alive? Dead? There was no way to know. Desperate, he threw himself against the line of fighters. They fell back and he made it through. He was just in time to watch the Way twist itself shut. He spun; surely one of the woman’s subordinates could be held over the coals until they told him where they'd taken Katie. But instead, a beam of white light was in the process of zapping them, one by one, out of the alley.

With amazement, Beri visually followed the beam back to its originating point. An object twice as wide as a coffin, shining white and organic in structure, fired beam after beam of light, quick as thought. When it flickered on the black-clad soldiers they disappeared. The corpses vanished last, just as efficiently and completely as the others.

The bastards were tidy, at least.


2: (Just a Little) Patience

A fire fairy with hot blue eyes settled on Eagle’s scarred chest like a coal. After a year with Fox, the genderless, tiny being’s touch felt no more than warm, a matter of course rather than a distraction, even if he did wish it would move. He stroked it idly with the backs of brown fingers while he stared at the colorful tent ceiling above him, bored stiff and not fucked out enough to sleep.

It wouldn’t even be fun to throw a knife in here. The ceiling wasn’t high enough. The drape of layers of oilcloth let light through the striped blanket above him. A welter of more cotton and wool blankets clung to his skin.

Fox was still thin enough to be cold all the time, and still a little torn besides. As much as he’d gained in the last year or so, there was a long way to go. If he wasn’t so very himself, you’d say he was more trouble than he was worth, but he wasn’t. Accommodating him was the easy part.

Eagle sat up and caught the fire fairy before it landed in his crotch. It shot up from his cupped palm, popping and hissing with offense.

“Well, sorry,” he said, leaning back on his hands to admire how it flew. Its wings spread wider than he’d have expected from its lick of a body. “I didn’t think you’d want to go there. Was I wrong?”

Instead of answering, the fairy sailed through the aperture a few feet above and was gone. They never tried to talk directly, but why not? Eagle could try to find out—that would lead him down interesting paths, at the very least—but Fox would never leave his work, and Eagle didn’t want to leave him.

Why would he? It wasn’t hard work Fox wanted him to do. Every so often Eagle would go a place and steal a thing or kill someone. Mostly, though, it was just—it was pretty—

Boring.

Eagle slumped back into the nest of blankets and cushions Fox liked. Doors laced every inch of this place, murmuring their silent siren song. The adventures behind them all hummed in Eagle’s bones. Instead of looking through any of them, he’d watched Fox do math for days—and in their spare time, because this was all the time Fox could spare.

Luckily, the bodyguard mantle rested easy on Eagle’s shoulders. Maybe a little too easy—to say he was protective might have been several shades of an understatement.

He sat up again, scrubbing at his short dark hair with both hands. The Doors hummed in his awareness, singing songs about what they might have in store if he only stepped through. He would’ve been more tempted, but Eagle knew himself. Before he could blink, he’d figure out he was in it to his neck, and there would be a boy, who without fault of his own would somehow get Eagle stuck on him, and then what? Didn’t he get enough at home?

“Ugh,” he said aloud, pulling his face down on the bones. Then he rolled off the pile of cushions. There was a rag rug made of old skirts for a floor; Eagle had gotten it in this world. To his credit, Fox liked that too. For a Prince of the People, he wasn’t as choosy or spoiled as all that.

To his credit, he was kind and warm and open-minded, and Eagle was absolutely head over heels. No denying he was worth the work.


Still, Eagle kind of wished it was less work. He did pushups on the rug, first with both hands, then with one hand behind his back, then using the other. His mind didn’t drift into the background with the physical exertion, so all he got was sweaty. His muscles buzzed warmly with use.


It was no good. He sat back on his heels next to the pile. Across the round tent—a little way for Eagle, but Fox could snatch one from the bed if he stretched—were their bags. Two mirrors hung from nails on the center pole: one high for Fox, one low for Eagle.

He opened his knapsack and took a chilly towel from the void inside, then closed it and gave it an affectionate pat. Maybe it was his imagination, but it seemed to settle.

“You and me, we’re gonna go places yet.” He rose and toweled down, talking to the knapsack but reassuring himself. “And Fox’ll be with us too. He wouldn’t miss it.” Sooner rather than later, he’d have to take a shower, but he started out taking a shower before Fox came along and things got slippery and then—

“Stop,” he said, glaring down his stomach at half a chub. “You’re a goddamn dowsing rod, you know that?”

It wilted slightly.

“Listen to me. I’m talking to body parts now. I’m so bored I’ve lost my mind.”

It wilted the rest of the way. “First time you’ve listened to me my whole life.”

Eagle got dressed in fresh, chilly clothes. Maybe he could convince Fox to take a single day off from the math. They’d been here a fortnight already. “We could take samples. Maybe if I sell it that way. What do you think?”

Of course, there was no answer. Eagle sighed. When he looked into his own eyes in the mirror, there were no surprises, but no answers to his problem, either. His eyes were the same as always, ordinary hazel. His beard was disarrayed, never mind his hair. The only jewelry he wore was a fat diamond earring, three carats solid, in the left ear: a crown prince’s gift. Magic scribed the earring on an invisible plane, or so Fox had said.

“It’s like I’ve written my name on you,” he’d explained, hanging off the end of the bed while Eagle did sit-ups on the floor one night a few weeks ago. “Are you sure you don’t mind?”

Back then, Eagle hadn’t known what to tell him and still didn’t. And then again, Eagle was pretty sure he couldn’t die, so what did it matter? He might as well enjoy Fox while he could.

“At least you’re a handsome idiot,” he said to his reflection. “Otherwise, you’d really be in trouble, wouldn’t you?”

There still was no answer, even though he paused like there might be one. “Well, I’d know.” He pointed his comb at the mirror. “You’re ten pounds of asshole in a five-pound sack. Why don’t you calm the fuck down?”

His reflection didn’t deign to enlighten him. He combed his hair and beard neatly, clipping a bit he’d missed that morning. Fox hadn’t noticed that, but he’d noticed enough to say Eagle was careless about his hair and nails. “You’re going to be enchanted!” Fox would say, had said this morning, and they’d fought, and then Fox had come all sweetly asking forgiveness while he was trying to shower, and now here he stood talking to himself in the mirror and feeling like shit.

He tossed the comb down, snatched a knife and sheath, and stalked out of the tent. Enough was enough, but once he got out into the jungle next to his fire pit, he didn’t know what he’d do. He could get a start on dinner. With the time he had, he’d wind up fixing a six-course meal Fox would barely taste.

Fox would sit across the fire and nibble while he worked, side-on in a folding chair, with a mage-lantern spilling light from the other way. Eagle could see him now, in his oasis of calculations, beautiful like summer. The firelight would touch gold from his rich hair. Every so often his clever golden eyes would dart to Eagle on the other side. His whole perfect face would soften, and he would look on Eagle with pleasure over the golden rims of his glasses.


That. That was the gut punch.


Eagle faced the tent from a few feet away. He drew in breath and let out an angry shout that reverberated weirdly in the dense foliage all around.

This clearing was only a bit wider because he’d made sure to clear it the day before they came. The greenery seemed to close in on him.

The jungle was as quiet in the wake of his yell as it had ever been. Birds and monkeys called and squabbled among the lush trees. It was sunny now, driving hot little fingers through the canopy, but later rain would sheet down from the sky for a quarter of an hour or more and rattle off the leaves as it poured straight for the ground.

Fox would stay in the cavern unless he couldn’t. Again and again, Eagle had scolded him for it, but maybe that was the same as the hair and nails.

And maybe it wasn’t. The way he focused, Fox could die before he realized what was happening. A flash flood could kill him in two seconds flat, and the sky could be just as clear as it must be now.

Eagle pressed the bridge of his nose between both hands. “It’s an important job,” he reminded himself in an undertone. “Somebody’s got to do it.” Hadn’t the Mountain asked for enough of Fox? All right—she needed him—fair enough. Eagle knew what that was like, but she had Fox for herself more often than not.

Since they’d stopped having to run, Eagle never got that anymore. He could almost miss trying to get away from Eilis. At least back then he’d been able to get a little attention. They might’ve been fleeing for their lives, but there was nothing boring about stealing a kiss here, a fondle there, with adrenaline shooting a charge to their systems.

Passion still burned like a brand in Eagle’s heart, and in Fox’s too, come to think, but that was all there had been time for lately. There was never enough Fox left over. He made Eagle feel like the most important man ever to exist—until he had to go somewhere else.


Pink light shone from the mouth of the cave, a rough hole in the ground, less than ten feet away. It looked like Fox had his lamps going all at once. It’ll be a week before he touches me again, Eagle thought, but I can’t say boo either. When magic chose someone for its own, there was always a purpose, even if there was never—to his mind—a reason good enough for the things the Chosen had to go through.


He fed himself down the hole until his feet found the rope ladder. When he reached the rocky ground forty feet below, his feet crunched in the scatter of crystal chips around the entrance. They pricked and tingled like fairy touches. You could only tell it was light outside if you looked at the hole.

He ducked huge pink crystals jutting across his path to get to the epicenter of the glow. Fox sat with his gorgeous legs crossed and his back to Eagle; he’d focused everything on one spot in one crystal, and he didn’t notice Eagle had come in. He stared at his work through an unwieldy device strapped to his face and muttered to himself so low Eagle couldn’t understand him.

Even without all his hair, there was plenty left to grab, not that Eagle would. Fox had a nest of sculpted, soft curls even the device’s straps couldn’t quite smash, and in the light he was all gold and honey, but he didn’t like being grabbed by the hair or anywhere by surprise. Eagle knew because—like an idiot—he’d done it.

Fox had cried. If Eagle hadn’t already known he was an asshole, he’d have known it when he made Fox cry.

Fox even cried pretty, but then, everything he did was graceful. When they had a chance to talk, it was about nothing and something at the same time, and when they had a chance to go play outside, Eagle couldn’t imagine anyone more fun.


Come out of your tower, Eagle thought. I’m tired of being alone. Then, immediately, shoving his hands in his pockets: I’m sorry. The lights illuminated bits of sparkle among the detritus. He wanted it all back, the misery and the fear and the goodness, but the Rev Liedan of all the People frowned over a tiny section of pale rose crystal that would have been in the shadow of the one thrusting diagonally above him—if it weren’t for the lights.


It would be rude to scare him, and it wouldn’t end like Eagle wanted, with his arms overfull, feasting on a soft mouth. As Eagle climbed around to the front, Fox squinted down, adjusting the top layer of many-layered spectacles in and out with a knob on the side. The slender planes of his face were set in an epic scowl.


Oh, I can get you, Eagle thought, with a little wriggle of glee in his stomach, crouching on the massive crystal spike that grew from the wall and ended just across from Fox.


Fox felt for a tool on the ground with an ink-stained hand and lifted a tiny brush to the crystal in front of him. It covered him to the chest.

There was a Door right behind him. It sang in Eagle’s blood.

Eagle could’ve watched as long as he wanted. Sometimes he did, but that was one of his creepier mannerisms. He’d keep it to himself. “Hey.”

Obviously swallowing a squawk, Fox dropped the brush and jerked at the spectacles. Their leather bands bound his head. He almost panicked before he thrust the device off and into his lap, throwing his head up in a burst of fat, loose curls.

He blinked owlishly at Eagle across the crystal. His mouth formed a plush ‘o’ of surprise and relief, making a guilty flash in Eagle’s brain: all the times Eagle had looked down. “Oh, Eagle, I’m glad it’s you. What is it? I’m very busy, you know.”

“I know.” Eagle wanted to touch him, even though (maybe) an hour ago they’d been making love. “We’ve been camping here two weeks. If I don’t get out of that tent, there might be mayhem.”

“I had better not,” Fox said.

What was he going to do? More of the same. Eagle suppressed his annoyance. Mostly. Disappointment, he couldn’t suppress. “You’re really gonna scrape rocks all day?”

“Not all day.” Fox’s voice was soft, and warm enough to make Eagle blush to the tips of his ears. “I took a little time to myself, if you’ll recall…”


“Well. Yeah. I recall.” Eagle hooked his elbows over the crystal between them. The Doors hummed in his awareness, tempting him—but especially the one behind Fox. “As well as I could, since you fuck me like I’m going out of style.” I’m not… am I?


“I’ve never cared much for fashion.”

“Liar,” Eagle said, but they were both smiling.

“What do you want, wicked nymph?”

“You.”

“You said you recalled that part.”

“Which was great, except that’s not what I want.”

Fox laid his loupe device on the floor. “Come here.”

Eagle rolled his eyes, but he slid over the crystal and sat across Fox’s lap. “Now you can probably convince me you need to stay,” he said, crossing his arms.

“I should.” Fox clasped hands at the small of Eagle’s back and let out a tired exhalation. “I don’t know if I want to, though. I hate to admit I’m stuck.”

“You’re not stuck. You’re with me. I’m never stuck. Except in that damn tent.”

He never could resist Fox’s genuine laughter. “Touché! Where would you take me if you had the chance?”

“Anywhere.” Fox’s lips were warm beneath his bare fingertips. He traced them lightly, again and again. Where their skin touched, invisible sparks leaped. For a series of ephemeral ecstatic moments, it was only them in the world, and it was perfect. Fox tipped his head back and bared his golden throat. Eagle would’ve gone at it with his mouth, except—

Except the cruel, wizened skeleton in the Palace rose garden always found a way to win. There were only so many ways he could touch Fox.

“Oh, darling, tell me what’s wrong.”

“I’m not good at sitting around.” The defense rolled right out: a hundred times before, but this time, Fox didn’t even sigh about it.

Instead, he arched his dark brows high. “I would never have guessed.”

“I’m lonely,” Eagle blurted, then looked away, face burning. Fox shattered his barriers every time they were together. He’d built them as high as he could, but somehow he’d never accounted for the little boy Fox had been, or the man he’d become. Because of one sunny afternoon in summer, Eagle kept opening the gates to anyone who wanted to come in. It was a disease like no other.

“Wherever you’re wandering, don’t,” Fox said.

Shadows and light danced together over the thousands of crystals, from giant formations to sparkling crusts, which lined the chamber. They cavorted on Fox’s beloved face, so beautiful it could stop a weaker heart.


You’re not the only one who’s lonely, Fox said with his searching eyes, always full of shining glitter from the magic Eagle poured into him at a touch of skin. I understand you. He licked his lips. “I suppose I can spare the time.”


Eagle broke into a wide grin at last. “You mean it?”

“Yes, I mean it.”

“You won’t regret this.” He made to stand up, but Fox caught him around the waist.

“I never do.” Fox sparkled up from where his chin rested on Eagle’s stomach, as enchanting as the right poem at just the right time. “I love you,” he added suddenly, soberly. “I hope you know that.”

“To my bones.” Eagle kissed him, and his lips were softer than anything had the right to be. The invisible spark cracked between them, and goodness filled Eagle to bursting. “I love you, too.”

“So?” Fox asked after a little while. “Where are we going?”

“I don’t know.”

“We’ll need to get our kits.” Fox meant the sample-collecting kits he always made Eagle carry, but Eagle was in no mood for that.

“Nope.”

“Since you’re stealing me away, at least I can get something productive out of it.”

“Read my lips,” Eagle said, pointing. “No.” Fox was even closer to the Door than he’d estimated. It would be fun to pass through and take Fox by surprise, but Fox wouldn’t like it. “Hang on tight.”

“Surely you jest,” Fox said, his eyes widening until there was white all around.

Eagle’s laughter was probably at least a little maniacal. “You’d think so, wouldn’t you. Now then. You don’t know what surface you’ll land on, so don’t hit your head. Roll back and toss me like we practiced. On three. One…”

“Absolutely not.” Still, he didn’t move.

“Two…”

“Eagle, the kits.” His hands clasped to Eagle’s sides.

“Three!”

With an annoyed grunt, Fox tucked his head in and rolled back. Cackling, Eagle helped him along, and they toppled through a Door and out of the world.


3: So This is Death

Moblay wasn’t behind their eyes anymore. They stared sightlessly at the ceiling, but it wasn’t them. It was just meat there on the table, stinking, shit-smeared meat, like so many of the guests Evit Jatus had seen taken out of the resort. None of them ever came back. Why should Moblay? Jatus scribbled detailed notes for the report. She’d already spoken to Commander Colbs; now she only needed to document the mess.

Doctor Jyso seemed to be taking it personally that Moblay and Halex weren’t coming back. She sat on the floor in the corner, exhausted, with her head in her hands. Both bodies lay on their beds with their uniforms torn open, marked by every machine and intervention the doctor had been able to think of using. They’d both gone stiff, then soft, then stiff again; now they were slack and still and had been for hours.

Not even two cycles ago, Jatus been in Moblay’s arms. They were what no one expected from a good Matil; the illicit tattoo of a Serpent of the goddess’s brood coiled at the small of their back never ceased to fascinate. Jatus had liked to kiss it after they’d both finished and they lay together on the sofa rack.

Now, the tattoo didn’t matter. Nothing mattered to Moblay anymore, not even Jatus. She touched their swelling face. Their flesh squashed and tore under her fingers.

She couldn’t remember anyone who’d simply ended this way—no one who mattered. Jatus turned aside and pulled a wipe from the toolbox between Halex on one side and Moblay on the other to clean the rotten blood from her hands.


On the other side of Moblay, the girl lay in the next bed. The Girl, Jatus had begun to think, but her name was Katherine MacGregor. She couldn’t be worth Moblay, no matter how much magic she brought.


“You’re being crazy, Evit. Nothing will happen. Nothing ever happens.”

So much for that—but hadn’t the resort already been exploding with fractious guests for half a cycle by then? 252 of them had died, all told; that never happened either, so many at once. The upset had taken another cycle to quell.

The Girl looked nothing like she’d pictured—close to Matil, with her eyes, nose, and mouth in almost the right places on her little face. She had the right number of limbs; Jatus herself had a small tail, and she was the one with too many.


The Girl had the right body-to-brain ratio to be entirely intelligent. What scared Jatus most: the hands, with their almond-shaped nails artificially polished a violent shade of blue. The cosmetics she’d applied clung to her face, a tiny smudge of sparkle; her chest rattled up and down on its own. Jatus knew she had come with clothes, a blue shirt the same color as her nails and a white leather jacket Jatus had looked on with envy. “They’re not the same, Evit,” Moblay had said. “They don’t think like we do.”



But what if they do? Jatus wondered. It was too awful to contemplate, but she stepped to The Girl’s bedside.


She had a name.

It hadn’t been the first time Jatus wondered, but the evidence that any of the guests could navigate the Clutches of the Mother was slim at best. She picked up The Girl’s right hand.

A line of calluses rose along the top of the palm, a swell at the bottom of each finger. The base of the thumb had toughened, as if she was used to holding something there, to working with it. Jatus’s stomach went tight; she dropped The Girl’s hand. It meant nothing.

Doctor Jyso started to rock back and forth in small, jerky ticks, clutching her head. Jatus wanted to scream. If calluses and clothes and names meant nothing, why had Moblay’s body rotted? The Matil must have underestimated their guests; there was no other answer, but Jatus didn’t want that to be true. It meant so many uncomfortable things, not least of all about her own ways of being.

On the other side of the privacy wall, the sick bay doors slid open. A few moments later, Captain Itef entered the area, his handsome face grim when his eyes fell on Jatus. He flicked his gaze away toward the doctor in the corner. Without preamble, he said, “I see you have not been able to revive Halex and Moblay. Doctor, what is the status of the guest?”

Jyso didn’t answer beyond a soft keening cry. She rocked, rocked, rocked.

“Sir,” Jatus said, but stopped. She didn’t know what she was meant to say. Under Itef’s cold glare, she tried again. “Sir, the guest appears stable for the moment, but my lack of medical training…” She trailed off again, feeling as helpless as any one of them must have been feeling. Death had come for them like it came for every other creature.

Itef made a concerned little noise. His nose almost, almost wrinkled, a sign of sure disgust. “Dismissed, Ensign. Bring your report to the conference room in an hour’s time.”

“Yes, sir.” She saluted and barely kept from running away to the office. Controlled, she strode from the egg-shaped sick bay down white corridors, a touch of rich black in the standard ovoid shape. Only an hour to prepare a report of this magnitude? He must be out of his mind, but he was the captain. He ruled the world ship; they all played his tune sooner or later.

An hour later, Jatus stood on the bridge with a tablet containing her hastily typed reports. The business of the ship went on around her back with Commander Rhan in the captain’s chair, but she waited outside the conference room door. Her forked tongue flickered nervously out, a habit she hadn’t been able to break; she clamped it behind her teeth and glanced around her to see if anybody had noticed. She didn’t really know the bridge crew, but they knew who she was. Nobody was looking at her, but whispers about Moblay had hissed around her from the office all the way here.

Her tongue smashed against her teeth. Spine of the Mother! She almost wished Moblay were here in her place, but that was unkind at best.

She waited five minutes more before the door swished open in front of her. Some of the highest officers on board were here, sitting around the wide white oval of the table, but she shouldn’t have expected any less.

Commander Frixm, the Head of Resort Operations, stood behind the table giving a report of his own. Seemingly pointless graphs floated in midair, but what would she know? Fieldwork was more in her area than this.

“Further,” he said as the door shushed behind Jatus, “the guest Commander Colbs acquired has proved an excellent source already. When she was loaded into the machine…” Reading from his clipboard, he rattled off a series of numbers, only a few of which Jatus understood. They’d gotten a lot from The Girl—that, she did grasp.

The expanse of black void sparkling with stars encircled Frixm’s pale head on every side. “In conclusion,” he said, after thirty solid seconds of what she knew wasn’t nonsense but sounded like gibberish, “even though we did not acquire High King Beriani Quintinar, this Princess Katherine MacGregor furnishes more power than we had hoped. I believe we may label this project a qualified success, and I recommend we commence with the acquisition of Bearach Rev Liedan at once.”

“Thank you, Commander.” The Captain’s smooth, cool voice filled her ears with rendered fat. Jatus had been staring at Frixm, brain clicking on in spite of her own best interests, while she waited for acknowledgement. Her tongue lashed her teeth.

“Indeed, Captain. If I may venture to say so, combined with Princess Katherine, having Bearach Rev Liedan as our guest will solve many of our problems.” Frixm cleared his throat, keyed off the blue-light graphs floating above the table, and sat fussily in his chair.


Jatus gripped her tablet tight. She hoped her face didn’t show her reservations, her fear; Moblay and Halex had died. Nobody did that. It just didn’t happen.


“Very well.” Captain Itef drummed short nails on the tabletop. He seemed deep in thought, his almost-expressionless face creasing with concern as he turned to Jatus at last. “Ensign, your report, if you please.”

“Yes, sir.” Jatus cleared her throat and stepped closer to the side of the oval, but she didn’t put her tablet on it; that would be unthinkably rude. The device felt heavy, freighted with too much meaning. As she flipped through the reports, her brain pinged a thousand places at once, scattering like ball bearings on the details so she couldn’t decide what to say first.
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