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One warm afternoon in late November, Katie MacGregor and her roommates strolled down a cement walkway under an arch of lush trees. Katie had always heard the foliage in the US Northeast put on displays of vibrant colors in the autumn, but in Harvard Yard, the leaves were only now edging golden despite the lateness of the season and confused birds who should long since have gone south sang between the verdant leaves. If it was overly warm, Katie had too much Summer in her blood to mind. She was happiest at temperatures most people found suffocating.

When she left her dorm room that morning it was chilly enough to wear her pink wool peacoat and chenille scarf. Now her coat hung open while sweat prickled at the small of her back. It was nice to be warm, but if she’d known it would be like this she would have dressed for the weather. She wondered if she stank. Maybe she should go back to her dorm to shower before meeting up with Ushi. He would be immaculately coiffed, from his manicure to his eyebrows to the beads he wore in his hair. 

He would also be exactly on time because the man was practically a metronome.

While she chewed her bottom lip, her roommate, River, said, “Honestly, I think it's some kind of classism.”

Katie looked up at her friend. River was taller than Katie’s five feet by only a few inches, with short-cropped green hair and square glasses. They wore a thoughtful frown and a denim jacket with corduroy trim. 

When they noticed Katie’s questioning look they clarified, “You’re worrying about Professor Genoa, right? ‘In Common, please, Miss MacGregor. I can't imagine what could be so distracting I must remind you again.’ It’s got to be classism. Otherwise, I don't know why she'd be such an asshole about it.”

Distracted, wondering if she’d remembered to wear deodorant, Katie said, “I don’t even know what class she’d be ism-ing. Everybody speaks High Fey in Avalon whether they’re nobility or not. She just thinks I’m lazy because I took Fey 101 when I’m already fluent.”

“That's not it.” Alice, a dark-haired woman with a labret piercing, clung to River’s arm. Alice was nearly a foot taller than either of her companions. “She teaches my French 101 class too and there’s a guy in there from fucking Toulouse. That said, I don’t think she’s a classist. She just needs to eat a bag of dicks.”

River snickered.

“Mood,” Katie agreed. “Maybe she’s getting divorced. If somebody was tossing her the D she probably would have given me an A. Look, I have to go meet my friend. I'll catch up with you guys later, okay?”

“Speaking of catching the D.” Alice's voice was cheerful. “Fat chance you’re leaving without us. You talk to this person every day and now he’s here. We're coming.”

Katie groaned, hitching the strap of her backpack farther up her shoulder. “You guys. No. You’re already being super inappropriate. I don’t feel like being embarrassed in front of my–” She paused, trying to figure out exactly what relationship she had with Ushi before coming up with “Pen-pal.”

River demanded, “We’re inappropriate? Who made the crack about catching the D?” 

“Now now, dear.” Alice placed her fingertips on River’s arm with the elegance of an old money debutante. “Katie has a very large crush on this elderly foreign gentleman. We shouldn’t interfere with her chance to get groomed and probably molested.” 

“Nobody is grooming me.” Katie fought down a smile. “I am grooming him. Please don’t fuck this up for me. He’s classier than I am.”

River scoffed, holding up a stubby index finger. “Sure, he’s classier than you. He’s old.”

“That’s why we have to go with you,” Alice agreed. “We’re worried for your well-being. Also, I need to know if the picture on his book jacket cover is recent.” River gave her an irritated look, so she raised her free hand defensively. “What? The uglier the better. I’m trying to keep Katie from getting child-abused!”

“He’s not old. He’s immortal.” Katie fished out her phone to check the time, then held it out to show them the display. “You’re going to make me late. I have to go.”

“Yeah, I have a lab midterm in half an hour,” Alice said cheerfully. “I have no choice but to go where the science lives. And River has no choice either because soul mates. It’s not our fault if your aged boyfriend is there and we happen to get a look at him. Right, pookie?”

River grinned wickedly. “You know it, puddin’ pie. I can't possibly let my best girl go across campus alone.”

The two shared one more look. Then, oblivious to the stares from the people around them, they launched into a full-throated rendition of “We're Off to See the Wizard” as they skipped away, arm in arm. 

“We're going in the same–” but they were too far away to hear her. Sighing, Katie shook her head. A nearby student glared at her judgmentally from his place on a bench, but she could only shrug. “Honestly, it's like living with the theater department. I'm pretty sure they choreograph this stuff.”

She turned toward the Northwest Building. It was a trek, but the sky was blue and Katie's last midterm was over. Despite Professor Genoa’s attitude problem during the spoken portion of the Fey test, she had managed to make it through unscathed. Now she was on Thanksgiving vacation, free for an entire blissful afternoon before having to go back to the Summerlands. 

She probably could have waited to see Ushi at Liam’s first wedding ball, but the botany department had recently rescued an otherwise extinct seed during an archeological dig. When he informed her by text they’d invited him to help sprout it and do a short lecture series, she'd fought down leaping excitement and very casually texted back, oh, great. Let me know when you're here and I'll buy you tea. 

Ushi was gorgeous and fascinating and she'd buy him tea just for the chance to watch him drink it. It wouldn’t hurt her feelings if she didn't have to wait to see him. A contradictory part of herself whispered, You could always visit him in Avalon, but she shoved that thought aside as unhelpful. 

The Science and Engineering Complex was huge and sleekly modern, all shiny glass and brushed metal. Katie took anatomy and biology there, the very earliest classes of what she hoped would amount to a medical degree. It also happened to be where the biology department had stored the seed with the questionable DNA, and where one Agrimancer Ushi Yamoto had just that morning given a lecture about the hybridization of magic and science.

The doors opened on a lobby that looked more like a modern corporate office than a school building. Smooth cement and asymmetrical slabs of hardwood made up the floor. Except for the huge plate glass windows lining the front of the building, the walls were painted white. Sunlight streamed onto a cluster of white tables and chairs on her left side. The rare visual interest came from strategically arranged furniture in primary colors. 

Alice and River had arrived before her and staked out a spot. They sat huddled at a white table, heads bent together in earnest conversation. Katie thumped her heavy backpack down between them. They jumped, then exchanged a solemn, wide-eyed look. 

“Dare I ask?” Exasperated in advance, Katie spoke to the air over their heads.

River’s expression was broad and innocent. “Bad news. Turns out I’m attracted to cisgender men.”

Before Katie could laugh, Alice woefully added, “River and I are divorcing so they can pursue their immoral new lifestyle. In unrelated news, I am now romantically available. Would you ask your ancient pen-pal if he’s auditioning new children for molestation?”

“If you guys split in the middle of the semester, I’m moving out. I can’t nurse you through a breakup and maintain my GPA.” Katie rolled her eyes. “I take it this sudden relationship discord means you encountered my beautiful pedophile?”

“Sure did,” River said. “As a rule, I’m not really into the fellas but I understand this particular impulse. Vaya con Dios.” 

Katie inclined her head gratefully in River’s direction. “I’m glad he’s earned the approval neither of us asked you for. In which direction should I go with God?”

Alice pointed left toward the corridor that held the little cafe and the stairs. A knot of people blocked the walkway ahead. “They roped him into an impromptu book signing in the hall.” 

“Hm. That’s not a terrible idea.” Katie opened her bag to withdraw her own copy of Ushi’s book. She'd brought a Sharpie, too, which she also dug out before fluffing her brown curls. “How do I look?”

River and Alice exchanged another meaningful glance before River said, “Like you’d have a wizard for a sugar daddy.”

Cheerful now, Alice added, “Also hot. You’ll have no trouble convincing him to perv all over you.”

Katie walked a few steps backward, lifting her hand to show Alice the fingers she’d crossed for luck before she turned around again. Her roommates brayed laughter.

The corridor in question was yet more gray cement and a hip-high wall that dropped off into a stairwell on the other side. The coffee shop, nestled in a room-sized cranny in the wall on Katie’s right, was just large enough for a line of customers and a few coffee machines. College-aged people jammed the entrance, forcing copies of a fat tome on a fey man in a suit. At least Katie’s would be the only copy in the book’s original language.

She approached behind the group, studying Ushi as she did. His features were sharp enough to cut glass; his eyes, rimmed with kohl, were so dark they were black in any light but the most direct sun. His skin was smooth and nearly poreless, burnished copper in color, and the dimples–

Some humans had dimples, too, but Katie couldn’t be bothered to care. Where she was accustomed to seeing gold beads braided into his thick curtain of black hair, he now wore silver. She’d only ever known him to pick gems in warm colors, garnets and rubies and topazes, but now sapphire and silver filigree dangled from his ears and sparkled from his fingers. The bespoke navy suit gleamed with an expensive shine indicating a silk blend. 

Ushi hadn’t worn a tie and the collar of his white shirt hung open, exposing the hollow of his throat. It was an odd choice for him. He was meticulous about his appearance to the point of obsessiveness. The only time she'd ever seen him in a suit without a tie was in Florida, minutes after he’d planted a peony bush he grew on Dottie’s kitchen table from a ficus pod with re-written DNA. She remembered being fascinated by his collarbones that day. She didn’t remember telling him about that. There was no way this fashion choice was because of her.

Ushi smiled at a girl wearing a gray sweatshirt with the word ‘Harvard’ screen-printed on the front in that famous crimson. The girl flushed, going a little glassy-eyed as she accepted her book back with a new signature scrawled across the cover. As if any of these people were interested in Challenging the Arcane Canon: The Cost of Human Exclusion in Magical Pedagogy. Katie resisted rolling her eyes. A lecture from a magical horticulturist who’d written a book about racism in Faerie should not have been this popular. 

But jealousy was useless, and more than a little unkind, when it came to Ushi. If I really wanted to sleep with him, all I’d have to do is say it. Some of these people would probably do just that, and they would end up in his bed before she ever would. But none of them knew he blended his own tea from the botanicals he grew in his garden, or that he’d planted too many strawberries for his late husband and didn’t have the heart to prune them back. She had never been in his house, but she’d seen pictures of every rose he grew last summer from budhood to wilt. 

She found herself at the front of a line she hadn’t realized she’d joined. For a second Ushi was so caught up in autographing books he didn’t look up when she offered her copy. When he finally did, his smile was genuinely pleased and dazzling. Katie’s heart jumped into a faster rhythm. She had to swallow the sudden dryness off her tongue.

I’ve really missed you. 

The smile widened as if he’d heard her thought. Ushi wasn’t a telepath, she knew. When they first met, she’d spent enough time thinking nasty things at him that they couldn’t be friends if he was. He must just be really good at reading facial expressions.

Quick mental arithmetic behind Ushi’s eyes must have reminded him of their respective ranks because it resulted in a shallow bow. Grimacing, Katie stopped him with a hand on his shoulder, glancing behind her to make sure River and Alice had missed the obeisance. 

Ushi arched an eyebrow with interest even as he straightened. “No bowing here?” He spoke in accented but clear English, dark eyes twinkling with amusement. “How embarrassing. I’m too provincial to be seen with.”

The familiar teasing put her feet on solid ground again. “Generally, yeah, but you can’t help it. Aren’t you a farmer or something?”

Ushi’s laugh made the hair on the back of her neck stand up. He reached for her empty hand to pull her nearer, then brushed a chaste kiss against her left cheek. He smelled of pine and cedar, like an old growth forest. He must have changed his cologne. She was certain it was rosemary last time. It’s only human to go a little weak in the knees.

“Yes. Fresh in from the countryside.” He smiled, popping a devastating dimple. “I’m only speaking English while I’m here. For practice. I hope you can be counted upon to cooperate. You bought my book?”

“Of course.” Katie grinned in a way she hoped he'd find charmingly roguish. “I bought your book just the way you’re going to buy my album someday even though you hate punk.”

“I will. And I’ll listen to it despite your low-quality amps. Did you read this?” He looped his index finger around hers. She allowed it, pleased he wanted her close. 

“This?” Katie waved the book. “Do you mean this four-hundred-page long treatise on anti-human racism in magical academia? Sir, I read this book twice.” Before he had time to be impressed, she added, “And I understood about two-thirds of it. I took notes. I have questions.”

Ushi sniffed with mock hauteur. “I suppose you think I’m going to give you an entire lecture only because you’re buying the tea.”

She smirked. “You’re going to give me an entire lecture because you like to hear yourself talk.”

Hissing in a breath, he squeezed his eyes closed. “You’ve been away too long. I almost forgot how biting your wit can be.”  

Ushi offered Katie his arm to walk into the coffee shop. He ordered something floral and Katie bought a cappuccino with too much whipped cream. When the barista handed Ushi a tea bag, he gave the young woman a disdainful look that made her wilt like one of his flowers on a too-hot day.

“Ignore him,” Katie suggested. “He thinks he can taste the paper filter.”

“I can taste it,” he insisted. “If I’m forced to continue visiting you here I'll need to bring my own.”

Katie shrugged. “Great! Next time I won't have to pay $4.99 for a tea bag and a cup.” The barista smiled at Katie, who winked and tugged Ushi back out of the coffee shop by his elbow. 

A midterm must have recently been completed because the corridor was gridlocked with  foot traffic. Katie and Ushi managed to join a lane headed in the right direction and, despite the less than subtle gawking of the people around them, made it back to the lobby without further incident. Alice and River sat at the table with Katie’s backpack. They shared a wicked look before they lifted their hands to wave broadly. Katie briefly closed her eyes and dropped her head. 

Ushi observed her change in posture. An evil grin spread over his lovely features. “Are those friends of yours?”

“My roommates,” she admitted. “Don’t–we can just go. You don’t have to–”

“I’d love to meet your friends.” Ushi's tone was so charming and gallant he had to be up to something. “Unless you’re embarrassed to be seen with a farmer.” 

Katie protested but was roundly ignored as Ushi dragged her in a beeline for their table. Soon they were all shaking hands while their eyes glittered with the irritating things they planned to say. Katie remembered all at once that Ushi Yamoto was even more annoying than Alice and River, if prettier. He’d had centuries of experience to craft himself into an epic pain in the ass.

As she opened her mouth to inform the group she’d leave if they sharpened their claws on her ego, magic thrummed hard against her skin. Katie sucked in a quick breath as she looked up. Ushi, clasping River’s hand, stopped talking all at once. He lifted his head, appearing to listen for a word he’d missed. The roommates exchanged a confused look. 

A second pulse of magic rocked Katie back on her heels. Ushi pulled her against his chest without warning, yanking her down to take cover on the floor. The huge windows at the front of the building imploded in a deluge of shards and a roar of scattering glass. Fragments rained down as screaming people flung arms over vulnerable faces. 

A sparkling layer of detritus covered everything from the windows in, thick over the floor and the red sofa near the entrance. People with bleeding cuts looked around as their voices lifted in frightened interrogatives. Katie loosened her hands, releasing the fists she’d knotted in Ushi’s lapels, then craned her neck around to check on Alice and River. Her roommates huddled together under the table in a tangle of limbs. Alice’s mouth hung open while her white claw fingers dug furrows in River’s denim sleeves. River blinked again and again with stunned confusion. Glass glittered in their hair, but neither was bleeding.

Katie felt so stupid now for hoping they’d never watch her draw her sword.

She met Ushi’s eyes to find his expression tight and alert. He’d kept the worst of the glass from hitting her and the shards had struck him instead. He brushed a splinter from his bleeding chin with the back of his hand. The tiny wound closed and vanished, leaving only a thin trickle of blood as evidence it had ever existed.

Katie said, “I’ll draw fire so you can cast.”

He tsked. “I’ll draw fire. You hit them from behind.”

Movement at the doors: a woman strode through the empty window frame. A black, heeled boot crunched grit. Her clothes were also black, tight and shiny except for the silk magus’s robe she wore open around her shoulders. Katie didn’t have to wonder if she was the person responsible for the damage. She sang ritual magic in a powerful soprano.

Ushi sucked in a sharp breath. Katie glanced up at his face to find his eyes wide with horror. A breeze just light enough to stir her hair was all the warning she had before a wind too hard to be natural wailed through the empty window frames, plummeting the ambient temperature instantly. The magus’ robe billowed around her while the ends of her dark ponytail flicked and whipped in the unnatural storm. The caster still sang, but the wind she’d brought with her was so strong only snatches of notes in a minor key escaped.

Katie pulled herself free of his arms; they both stood at once. Icy wind and sharp fragments stung her exposed face while her flying hair obscured her vision. Katie shut out the chaos to turn her awareness inward, seeking the bright well of magic at her core, then drew it up with the bridge to a Harley Poe song and a mental image of a closet shelf. She used the focused point of her magic to slit open the Veils between the worlds, revealing the starry darkness that spread under everything. The bronze saber she hadn’t touched since June waited right where she left it, just at elbow’s reach through the Way. Katie tossed the scabbard back through the magical rip before closing the whole thing up again. 

The shrieking hurricane narrowed to a funnel cloud laden with fragmented debris. It spun in place, waiting for direction like an attack dog at the end of a very thin leash. Its master flung both of her hands in Ushi’s direction. The cyclone lurched toward him. 

Katie hissed in a sharp breath, then tore open another Way without bothering to sing a ritual into shape. The Veils ripped messily, opening a wound in reality with tattered black edges. It had been so long since she cast without ritual protection the hard yank of magic from her core came as an unwelcome shock, but there was no time to baby herself through it. She took a step through one Way, opened another, and came in between the enemy caster and the broken-out windows. 

In her heels, the woman was nearly a foot taller than Katie. The idea of clubbing the magus behind the ear with the pommel of her sword went out the window. She’d have to use the point of the blade to stop the song and the focus it took to cast all at once.

The remembered taste of blood from old battles stopped her cold.

While Katie spent a stuttering moment re-determining her willingness to do violence, she realized something was wrong. The strange magus hadn’t spared her a second’s notice. Instead, she seemed completely focused on Ushi. The storm roared around him alone, holding him in place. He crouched in a protective ball at the foot of the stairs. Glass shredded his skin and clothing while his white shirt darkened to wine red. 

Heart sinking, Katie realized he couldn’t possibly draw enough breath to cast. She aimed a hard kick at the strange caster’s knee. The woman stumbled, choking off the notes of her ritual, but she didn’t fall. She rolled as she went down and came back up on her feet in a strong, easy fighter’s stance. Katie took a heartbeat to study her more closely, hoping to spot a weakness. She was tall and fey, though her ears were too round to mark her as Sidhe. Her cheekbones were high and her aquiline nose sloped past arched brows. She’d darkened her eyes with black kohl.

The version of Ushi Katie kept in her memory whispered, it would behoove you to remember what we look like. He and this strange woman were both Irdu. She didn’t have long to pursue the meaning behind this new revelation before the magus hummed and the air around them quickened into a breeze. Katie’s body responded the way she’d trained it to. She attacked with a lightning-quick lunge that laid open the skin along the magus’s ribcage. The woman fell silent with a hiss of pain. 

Katie didn’t give her the chance to recover her breath. She took the enemy magus through the diaphragm with a hard upward thrust. The woman’s lips parted with pain. Her open mouth worked, desperate for air, as she slumped to her knees and fell sideways onto the floor. Katie yanked her blade free.

Panting, sword bloody, she stared down at her fallen opponent. The magus’ knees twisted awkwardly under her. 

She’ll be up in a minute. She just has to heal enough to restart her heart. 

Her own heart hadn’t slowed. She’d been terrified to let her skills rust and she’d stayed in practice by working strips for three hours a day, five days a week, in the same gym the fencing club used. She was there more often than anybody on the team, so often they understood the futility of asking her to join again. So why was her heartbeat racing like she was going into cardiac arrest? 

Standing there was a bad idea. Move, Katie told herself. You need to move. But she stood over the body, trying to force her own panicked breathing into rhythm. I didn’t kill her. She isn’t dead. I’m not a bad person anymore. 

“Katie?” 

She spun. Ushi kept well out of sword range, so he was farther away than she’d expected. He held his hands up, palms out, to show her they were empty. His hair was a tattered mess straggling around his ripped face. Voice barely shaking, he suggested, “Maybe you should put the sword away.” 

“I can’t.” Katie’s voice cracked on the last syllable. “I have to fight. Don’t you know I have to fight?” She gestured vaguely as the first tear slipped down her cheekbone. 

“You don’t have to.” Ushi’s expression understood her, and it understood the sudden, freezing grief that locked her brain and her muscles all at once. “You don’t. Dearest. You can just put the sword away.”

She let the point sag in a lazy arc toward the ground, then threw the crook of her elbow over her eyes. The sob that tore loose from her chest left broken things in its wake. 

​***
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THE FLOOR-TO-CEILING windows of the SEC were nothing but empty frames now. Large chunks of flying debris had left dents and gouges in the walls. White bits of stuffing billowed through rents in the couch’s red fabric. The replica seal skeleton which normally hung from the ceiling now dangled precariously by its tail, suspended from a single chain and a few chunks of vertebrae. 

The humans pushed themselves off the floor, pulling wobbly legs under shaking bodies. The berths they granted Katie and Ushi were as wide as the ones they gave the fallen magus and her puddle of drying blood. As they passed, they picked shards of glass out of their skin and hair. No one seemed to be really hurt. 

Katie sat beside Ushi at the bottom of a staircase that looked like an art piece by Escher, gazing past the damage and seeing only old dreams. She held her bloody sword, though now her wrist was limp and the point rested against the floor. The fine tremor in her hand caused the metal to vibrate against the concrete with a faint clattering sound. It wasn’t until hot salt flowed into her eye that she snapped back to the present. Inspection with probing fingers revealed a shallow scalp wound. Katie drew her fingers back slick with fresh blood, then wiped them on her jeans. 

Ushi sat roughly a foot away, just far enough that neither of them would touch the other by accident. His elbows rested on his thighs; he’d clasped his hands between his knees after abandoning his shredded jacket on the step behind him. His blood-wet hair stiffened as it dried. Katie couldn’t tell if there were open wounds under his red mask. 

Breathing raggedly in, she wiped at the tears on her face. “Are you okay?”

Ushi jumped as if he’d forgotten she was there. “No. You?”

Katie shook her head. “No.”

They both turned their attention back to the prone magus in front of them and the startlingly bright pool of vital fluid she’d gushed onto the hardwood. In Katie’s experience, blood was always a shocking splash of color, unexpected no matter where she found it. The floor of the SEC was no exception to that rule. The not-quite murder scene smelled of metal and polluted ocean. 

It was always the smell that stuck with her.

“Who is she?” Katie asked. 

Ushi answered without looking up. “Her name is Mila. She works for my father.”

For a moment, Katie was too taken aback to press him. His father had sent this psychopath? She turned to study his profile. Despite her numbness, his pronouncement was enough to pierce Katie’s panicky post-flashback fog. “You mean the father you pissed off by stealing a slave and running away to Avalon?”

Ushi snorted. “Where I come from, you’re only assigned one father.” 

Katie ignored the sarcasm. “Your father keeps a magical assassin on staff?”

He didn’t look at her. “She’s not a full-time assassin. She was also my first magic tutor.” His bleak tone suggested he’d rather not discuss it. 

A peculiar tunneling closed her vision down, as if she suddenly had to look at Ushi through a telescoping lens. “Ushi. Your dad’s not just some farmer with money, is he?”

Ushi’s expression was so tired Katie remembered how old he was. “Do I look like I grew up in a yurt?”

Katie spread her free hand across her face, pressing her fingers into one eye and her thumb into the other. “I was afraid you’d say that.”

Distantly, sirens howled. Katie considered the possibility that explaining all this gore to the police would be less than fun, especially while she was holding a dirty sword. She should put it away as Ushi had suggested, but she couldn’t bring herself to disarm.  

“Why are you suddenly interested in my father’s rank?” Ushi asked. “You’re not usually so obsessed with status.”

“I’m not interested in his status.” She dropped her hand to meet his gaze. His expression was grim and weary. “I’m interested in his Royal Council votes. He has them, doesn’t he.” It wasn’t really a question. Crossing the Border was hard enough for one of the fey, but it was almost impossible for a Winterborn. They were usually predatory, and they were just genetically different enough from humans not to be called cannibals when they ate somebody. Even Ushi wouldn’t be allowed Earthside if he didn’t have serious political connections. Mila had not gotten all the way to New England on the basis of her good looks.

Although to be fair, if anybody could, it was Mila. The lady was stacked. 

When Alice and River sat down beside Katie on the bottom step, it startled her so badly she jumped. Both were pale and hollow-eyed. At first she didn't speak to them, nor did they speak to her. She didn't really know what to say to the two innocents with whom she lived. 

Alice bumped Katie affectionately with her shoulder. “Hey, buddy. That was. Uhm. Intense? Would you say ‘intense’ is a good way to describe that? Is she dead, do you think? She looks kind of dead.”

Surprised, Katie darted a side-eye at her friend. “She’s a little dead right now, but she’ll be fine in a minute.”

River raised their eyebrows. “Is that what ‘fine’ looks like in Faerie?”

Katie shrugged. “They’re immortal.”

Alice crossed her arms over her belly, rounding her shoulders to protect her soft center as she studied the destruction. “She was a dick anyway.” Her voice shook. “I’ve never seen anybody get stabbed before, but I wouldn’t imagine the stabber would cry quite that hard. How's the inside of the ol’ noggin treating ya?”

Despite herself, Katie snorted a laugh. “I'm going with the predictable answer. I don't want to talk about it.”

Alice brushed black hair out of her eyes with one hand. “So, like. Just for the record. You know how I cyber-stalk everybody I meet?”  

“You did not.” Katie turned her full glare on her friend.

Alice rolled her eyes. “Of course I did, dude, you’re weird as hell. This tiny, creepy-fast fey girl who spends every day at the fencing gym and doesn’t care about the sport? I don’t know what you thought you were hiding.”  

Katie let her mouth fall open. “Why wouldn’t you have mentioned this to me?”

Alice placed her arm around Katie’s shoulder to pull her close. Katie might have fought the touch if Alice’s usual laughter had not been replaced by tired empathy on her face. “I wanted to? But I told my dad about it and he said you shouldn’t pry when you discover your friend was a soldier during wartime, especially when that friend doesn’t fuckin’ talk about it.” She stared absently across the lobby. “My great grandpa was in World War Two. He liberated Dachau. He didn’t fuckin’ talk about it.”

Katie relaxed into Alice’s embrace for a moment, silent.

River leaned around them both to address Ushi. In Katie’s experience, they were too Midwestern to be comfortable with deep emotions in public. “The eyeliner is cultural, huh?”

His nostrils flared with surprise, but when he answered his voice stayed measured. “It's a cultural practice I've turned into a magical adaptation.”

River nodded with vague interest despite their pallor. Glass, pulverized nearly back to sand, dusted the part in their hair. “Oh. I kind of hoped it was a rebellion against patriarchal gender norms.”

“Sadly, no.” If Ushi's expression had hands, it would have dismantled River to bones to find out how they ticked. “It's, ah. Basically, prescription strength sunglasses. I can't see in the daylight without it.” 

That caught Alice's interest. She looked at him over Katie's head. “Why not?”

“I'm Winterborn.” When neither of them appeared to understand what that meant, he added, “I was born in a part of Faerie where there's no sun. My people evolved to function in very low light.”

With audible interest, Alice asked, “How does anything evolve without sunlight? Like, what do you guys eat?”

“Ah.” Ushi frowned, thoughtful, visibly trying to figure out the least terrifying way to explain the entire concept of Underhill. “Mostly, one finds...” he made a circular motion with his hand. “Large predators.”

Katie wondered if she should nip this little chat in the bud but didn't. Thanks to Ushi’s father and his oddly timed revenge, everything was fucked. There was no way she could stay Earthside, going to school, pretending she was normal. Was it so wrong to want a few more minutes of this sweet life with her friends beside her?  

River asked, “Like saber toothed tigers?” At the same time, Alice asked, “So you're completely carnivorous?” 

Ushi turned a desperate look at Katie for help. “He’s an  Incubus. It’s a kind of magical vampire.”

Nothing good could last. There was a poem about it. Katie didn't care for poetry as a rule, but when her English textbook claimed nothing gold can stay she felt it on a molecular level. She'd certainly watched enough good things end. 

Ushi was so good. She'd allowed herself to like him so much. 

The police sirens were much closer now. The human population of the room busily cleared out through ancillary doors and now empty window frames. That was probably for the best. Sooner or later, Mila was going to get up, and the mortals of Cambridge, Mass would not want to be present when she did.

Her eyes filled again. Angrily, she wiped at her face with her hand. “Well, I guess it’s been nice knowing you, Ushi.”

He leaned away from her to get a better angle on her face. “What do you mean? You can't blame me for this! I haven't seen this woman in nearly two hundred years.”

River said, “No, obviously you can't, Katie, they're not together anymore! Because nobody would be talking to you every day while he had a girlfriend back home, not knowing what happened with your last relationship, right, Agrimancer Yamoto? That would be extremely uncool!”

“She is definitely not his girlfriend,” Alice vehemently agreed. “She's probably a stalker! Look at those boots. They give total desperation!”

“Absolutely!” River held out a hand to prove their point. “He probably has a bunch of stalkers!” 

“River,” Alice admonished. “Don't victim blame!”

River’s eyes widened behind their glasses. “Oh my God, that is not–I didn't mean–”

My nightmare. I’m living in my nightmare. Katie didn’t bother to pinch herself. Of course she would be left with this choice. She was always the one stuck between the worlds, the one parting the Veils, the one bringing peace when all she wanted was to be at peace. 

Katie pushed herself up from the step like a much older woman. Three sets of eyes tracked her. “Ushi?”

“Yes?” 

“Do you remember the day I closed the tear between life and death, and you fed me magic until your heart almost stopped?”

River and Alice fell abruptly silent. 

Ushi said, “Is that a rhetorical question?”

Katie shook her head. “We're even. I’m about to save your entire realm of origin at great personal expense. Consider yourself repaid.”

He stood, placing his hands on her shoulders, then drew her close to study her face. A soft whisper of magic slid over Katie's skin like a curious animal's tongue. Ushi dropped his hands. His eyes glinted with feverish light. He'd used up a great deal of magic healing himself, and he’d need to replenish it soon. 

“You never owed me anything for that.” Ushi’s soft voice pleaded with her. 

“But I did.” Katie swallowed hard. “The Sidhe pay their debts. Even when they’re half-human.”

He lifted his hands, questioning. “Katie. Please stop being cagey and Sidhe, if those are even two different things. Let's instead have a conversation like people. Tell me what's happening.”

She touched her bleeding head wound, flowing just heavily enough now that she could draw her fingers away sullied. 

Concern etched his brow into a frown. “It hurts? Is there glass in it?”

“No. It's not the cut. It's how it happened.” She buried her face in her hands. “A wealthy river chieftain from Underhill sent a magical Winterborn assassin to attack a personal friend of mine in a neutral location. In the process, the assassin made me bleed.” No one responded, so Katie continued into the darkness behind her palms. “Queen Nicneven is dead. There is no Unseelie monarch. Which means Underhill is currently ruled by a bunch of petty lords and dukes and wealthy river chieftains. I’m the only daughter of the Summer queen.”

Ushi drew in a sharp breath. “No. No, no, Katie, this wasn't about you. I promise you that.”

“The ceasefire doesn't say it has to be about me.” She couldn’t bear to look at him. If she did, she might start crying. “The ceasefire will be broken ‘if the Lords of Winter bring harm to any member of Royal Seelie House MacGregor, or the Lords of Summer to any member of Royal Unseelie House Ralvore, with harm being defined by the drawing of blood.’ That's what it says. As far as I can tell, your dad is a Lord of Winter.”

Ushi squeezed his eyes shut hard, like he could make the whole thing go away by removing her from his sight. “Oh, Mother's Breasts. Oh, no. What do we do?”

“We don't do anything.” She dropped her shaking hand to meet his eyes again. “It's a magical contract. Since Liam is Lord of the Wild Hunt now, he’ll have no choice but to ride on Underhill. All the river chieftains put together don’t have the magic to summon the Host to fight him off. Without the ceasefire in place, without an Unseelie ruler on their throne to defend them...”

Ushi breathed, “Winter falls.”

“Wait.” Alice stood. She’d clenched her hands into tight fists at her sides. “Wait, that sounds really bad. Life on Earth depends on those weather cycles. Global warming is already screwing everything up; if Winter falls, that means we’re all literally cooked. Doesn’t it?”

“Everything ends.” Katie gestured vaguely at the ruined SEC, at the weird, artsy stairs and River watching the interaction like a tennis match from the bottom step, even the puddle of blood growing tacky on the floor. “At least everything here. Since the High King is acting ruler of Winter, I'll go to Avalon to inform him Summer’s about to mobilize so he has time to mount a defense.”

Quietly, Ushi said, “Katie, I'm fairly sure helping your people’s perennial enemies prepare for war is sedition.”

For a moment, Katie let herself look at her friends—at the wreckage and the world she was about to leave behind. The world that wouldn’t last much longer anyway. Then she forced herself to breathe, wiped at the drying blood on her face, and scoffed. Ushi flinched at the sound.

“Fucked up, right? I’m committing sedition for the second time in a year and I'm not even getting laid anymore.” She shook her head. “Bring Mila. We have to get out of here before the cops find parking.”
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​THE WAY SNAPPED SHUT behind her as Katie left Massachusetts and the last remnants of her normal life firmly on the other side. Avalon’s hot, humid air clung to her skin, thick with the scent of salt and flowers. Sweat pooled under the waistband of her jeans. If she thought she smelled bad at school, she had underestimated how unpleasant sweaty wool could be. 

​She glanced up at Ushi, but he, with his bloody face and the Succubus tossed over his shoulder, had his own problems. Come on, Katie, how are you worried about what a guy thinks of you right now?

Katie hadn't been in Avalon, let alone inside the White Palace, since she left in late July. She’d considered coming back plenty of times. On days when Ushi promised to make her scones next time she was near enough, or when she really missed the sound of the ocean–but she’d talked herself out of it every time. 

The throne room was just as she’d left it at midsummer. The floor and walls were white marble, but overlooking the city and the ocean was a wall of arched stained-glass windows. The blue and yellow panes cast colored spangles on the white floor. Crystal chandeliers hung from a ceiling adorned with silver scrollwork and supported by elegantly fluted columns. 

The focal point of all this splendor was a raised dais at the top of three round steps. The throne itself wasn’t terribly notable, but behind it, a huge version of Quintinar House’s sigil had been carved on the wall in bas relief. The stylized sun was inset with lapis lazuli, runnels of real silver and clusters of dark-blue sapphires. The ogres gouged the carving out during the war. The High King had replaced it when the half-fey rebels took the city back. 

Katie expected to find the throne room crowded with High Court officers, but it was occupied only by a cleaning crew dressed in night blue and silver. When Katie, Ushi, and the unconscious magus materialized from nowhere, a small-statured Hob woman with an oversized nose that took up much of her face cried out. She dropped the mop with a clatter onto the pristine floor. 

In High Fey, the language of the Sidhe, the startled maid asked, “Are you in need of medical assistance, gentles?”

Katie sent Ushi a questioning look. Despite the pained expression creasing his face, he shook his head. She answered for them both: “We’re fine, but I need an audience with the High King.”

A pair of the cleaners standing behind the Hob woman exchanged an amused smirk. The woman spoke for all of them. “He’s with his advisors in the conference room.” 

Katie straight-armed her way through the throne room’s double doors. She wasn’t looking forward to seeing Beri, and she was less than thrilled to hunt him down for the honor. After having his text messages ignored until he gave up sending them, she didn’t imagine the king would be very happy to see her, either. 

Clumps and trickles of people crowded the hallway outside the throne room. There were as many types of fey represented as there were individuals. They were tall and short, thin and fat, ethereally beautiful and gut-churningly ugly. Here was a woman with horse’s hooves; there was a man with leafy branches growing through soft green hair. Their only similarity was their Quintinar colors, blue and silver, turning the throng in the hallway into a teeming galaxy of walking stars. The citizens of the palace glanced surreptitiously at Katie and Ushi as they passed. 

Two knights of the High King’s Royal Guard, sharply dressed in their uniforms and armed with swords on their hips, stood sentinel outside the conference room. Katie didn’t recognize the one on the right, a woman with iridescent scales across her cheekbones, but the other was a good friend. Sir David Thoreau stood at parade rest beside the strange woman. Dave’s eyes, golden as bright coins, flicked over Katie and Ushi with alarm. He’d changed his hair again. When he left it alone, it made a curly black puff over his dark brown face. Now he’d cropped it close in a trendy fade. 

He stepped out of his stance immediately. “Mac? What are you doing here?” No matter how long he spent in Faerie, or how dashing a figure he cut in his blues, he had a thick Texan accent.

Katie’s answering smile felt lopsided and weak. “Thank God you’re here. I need to see Beri right now.” 

“I ain’t seen you in four damn months and this is how you say hello?” Absently, staring at her forehead, Dave held up his fist for a dap. “Deadass, fam, that needs stitches. You ain’t careful you’re gonna end up with a scar.”

Katie bumped his fist with her own. “I’m fine.”

Dave rolled his eyes. “Same ol’ Mac.” When he turned his attention to Ushi, his dark eyebrows came down in a hard scowl. “Christ almighty, Yamoto, what happened to you?”

Ushi jostled Mila on his shoulder. “She happened to us.” He spoke High Fey with an accent, too. “I need you to take her to the dungeon immediately.” 

Dave frowned, then hitched a thumb behind him toward the conference room. “I’m kinda on the door right now, bruh.”

“It has to be you.” Ushi’s tone wasn’t asking. “And it has to be now.”

Dave rolled his head back on his neck to beseech the heavens. “Let me guess. She’s another goddamn sex vampire and the only asexual in the palace is automatically the man for the job.”

Ushi’s eyes narrowed; his lips tightened into a thin line. He hadn’t reminded Katie of an uptight professor for a while, but he pulled it off now with his clothes shredded to bloody rags and his braids falling out. “A Succubus if you please. She’s formidable. It behooves you to get her behind cold iron before she wakes.”

Sighing, Dave allowed Ushi to deposit Mila into his arms. He took her weight with a slight grunt of effort, cradling her against his chest instead of tossing her carelessly as Ushi had. “If you’re gonna have people in town, I’d appreciate a call so I’m prepared. Or, you know. Hire another ace. I only have two hands.” He jerked his chin toward Katie. “Hey, Princess. Stick around after you see the boss, huh? Since you’re rich now I’ll let you buy me a drink.”

She had to smile. “You know I live to spend the Seelie Court’s money.”

He winked, then carried Mila away down the corridor, leaving them to win their way past the knight with the scales. 

The dame was taller than Katie by a good five inches, but she was considerably shorter than Ushi. Wide-eyed and fascinated, she tipped her chin up to study his face, which made the convulsive way her throat moved when she swallowed very obvious. 

Ushi said, “We’ll see the king.”

The knight leaned too far toward him. “H-he’s with his advisors, my lord. Are you quite all right?”

Apparently this newbie was unaware she outranked the court wizard, and he had decided not to disabuse her about the power imbalance. Ushi impatiently crossed his arms. “We’ll wait quietly.”

She swallowed again, then answered in a breathy little purr. “Yes, sir.”

Katie resisted rolling her eyes. They were about to get into the conference room because the knight on the door was too busy thinking about banging Ushi to do her job. She would be in a whole lot of trouble with Lord Commander Corali Misslo when he found out, but this woman’s boss was no longer Katie’s problem. The dame didn’t open the door for them, nor did she move out of Ushi’s way when he reached past her to open it himself. It almost–but not quite–forced him to brush against her. 

Ushi slipped past without further comment. The knight’s eyes never left him as he did. When he was gone Katie caught her gaze with a scornful shake of her head. The knight flushed pastel purple as Katie strode past her. 

A shadowed nave hid the doorway from the room at large. Ushi grabbed Katie’s elbow before she could walk out and interrupt the proceedings.

The conference room was dominated by a long, oval table carved from native Avalonian mahogany inlaid along the centerline with silver suns. Blue velvet cushioned the chairs and more crystal chandeliers hung from the high ceiling. Another silver and lapis sun had been engraved in the marble behind the tallest chair. 

Katie had not set foot inside since the day she stabbed Prince Glorian in the back. She swallowed hard, forcing herself to focus on her surroundings as they existed now. Her uncle was not here; there was no reason to be afraid of him. This is a safe place, she told herself, though it felt like a lie.

Three advisors sat around the table: two on one side, one on the other. Countess Lirelle, the High Court’s Chief Attorney, sat alone. Like most fey nobility, she was one of the Sidhe, with lightly glowing skin and bone structure that looked hand-carved by a genius trying to depict an angel. Here, too, was Counselor Ayen Aephyra, an ever-childish Elf, as tall as Katie’s shoulder with ears shaped like spades. The last was Secretary Respen Rue, a Flower Fey shape-shifted to human size, with mauve hair and huge wings that pulsed in time with his beating heart. They all wore blue and silver, though their clothing was finely tailored and made of expensive material. 

Counselor Aephyra cleared his throat. His voice was as childish as his face. Not for the first time, Katie wondered if being a small fey among the Sidhe was the reason he was such a blowhard. She’d met him first when she was a little girl and tried to get him to play ball, but he’d been as terrible to her as he was about everything. “Forgive my candor, Most High, but as written, you simply do not have the votes to pass your emancipation bill. King Taritt of the River Court and The Cherry Priestess of the Luminous Orchard would be willing to vote with you if you excluded any slave belonging to royal households. It’s a reasonable compromise.”

All eyes swung to the High King, including Katie’s. He, too, was Sidhe, with faintly glowing skin, powdery as moonlight, and his pearl-blond hair worn in a pattern of intricate braidwork. He slouched in his chair with his arms crossed and his chin buried in his chest. His posture and his youth suggested he might be a petulant child sitting in the wrong chair.

His face belied that initial impression. Beri’s smooth brow creased with concentration. A muscle along his jawline clenched as he ground his teeth. Dismayed, she realized he was as stunning as ever. 

Beri said, “There will be no compromise.”

The advisors shared a clouded look. Counselor Aephyra sat up straighter in preparation for the coming battle of wills, placing his face barely over the lip of the table. Lirelle’s shoulders heaved with her sigh as she turned her hands palms down on her knees. Rue’s wings fluttered in time with his accelerating heart rate. 

Katie almost smiled at their discomfiture. If she knew Beri Quintinar, his advisors had chosen the wrong topic about which to play devil’s advocates. 

Secretary Rue said, “Most High, if I may speak freely.” 

The king adjusted in his chair. “Speak.”

The Flower Fey looked to his colleagues for support. Aephyra nodded encouragement. Rue continued, “Perhaps you could offer them some sort of incentive to free their slaves. Perhaps the crown could–”

The High King raised a hand dismissively. “No. Slavers deserve no concession.” 

This time it was Countess Lirelle’s turn to speak. “Most High. If I may. I have known you since you were an infant, and I served your father before you.” 

Aephyra muttered, “We all served his father.” 

Lirelle fired a glare at him like a cannonball over the prow of his ship. She turned her attention back before she continued. “I understand the late king’s ideals as well as anyone. I helped draft the original emancipation bill in Avalon.” 

The king lifted his chin, nodding permission to continue. 

She spread her hands in a wordless request for patience. “Even your father’s bill was not passed all at once. It takes time for public opinion to change, and by necessity, law must change slowly with it. Today, we accept a compromise wherein we allow the noble Houses to keep their slaves. In fifty years, we will push it back to the ruling Houses only. Two hundred years from now, humans will be free throughout Faerie. There is no shame in accomplishing our goal by degrees.”

“Do you have any idea how long a human life is, Countess?” The High King straightened, though he left his arms defensively folded. “Two hundred years are four human generations. There is shame in it. Every passing day while any citizen of Faerie is enslaved by another is an unforgivable travesty. But four generations? The very idea is unconscionable.”

Rue muttered, “‘They are ‘inhabitants,’ not ‘citizens.’” Katie bristled and Ushi drew a sharp breath, but Aephyra spoke and she doubted Beri had heard. 

“An unforgivable travesty, he says!” Aephyra slapped his hands down so sharply it made Katie jump. “We all had our idealistic phases, lad, but this is ridiculous. If there are no votes there are no votes!”

The king’s eyes flashed with an emotion Katie could recognize at four hundred paces: defiance. “The votes will come from the direction we have always intended. The Council session will not convene until May. The Winter Coronation will occur next month. With our vote, Summer’s vote, and Winter’s vote–”

“You do not have Winter’s vote!” When Rue broke his silence, it was with a hard thrust of a pointing finger and a flapping of wings strong enough to make his colleagues hold down their notes. “You barely have Summer’s, despite all your machinations to assure it! Prince Glorian is amassing troops on Rhiannon’s eastern border as we speak. Fully a third of the Wild Hunt’s officers have defected to his camp.”

Katie’s heart skipped at that news and she pictured her uncle kicking his concubine in the ribs just to prove to Katie that he could. Did Mom know Glorian was taking their officers? No one had said anything to her. 

Beri shook his head. “Rhiannon and Liam are strong rulers. They’ll hold their own borders.”

Quietly, Lirelle said, “They are strong, yes. But they don’t have their people’s support.”

Beri’s nostrils flared. “They don’t have the nobility’s support.”

“Of course not,” Aephyra scoffed. “Who would pledge allegiance to a queen with a human consort who commanded them all to release their slaves?”

Lirelle’s eyes widened as she stole a quick glance at Beri. “I would! We all would.”

The men murmured quick assent. 

Aephyra had his temper back under control when he answered. “Either way, the nobility’s support is all that matters. The commoners can’t field one knight between them.” The others murmured agreement. 

Rue held up a hand, making it clear he would change the subject. “You can’t place another ally in the Winter Court. Firstly, there isn’t one.”

Ushi shifted uncomfortably. Concerned, Katie looked up to make sure he was all right. Despite being a bloody mess, his expression was alert and focused on the proceedings. She turned her attention back to the advisors.

Rue continued. “Secondly, if you pick someone without popular support, you’ll have complete human emancipation by June and war on two fronts by July. No one who supports abolition will be popular with the Ralvores.”

“Winter is already unstable,” Aephyra pointed out. “We must place a ruler who will focus on restoring Underhill to the status quo, not concern ourselves with the way they will vote at council.”

Katie frowned. She was too Summer to have heard any of that. There had to be an explanation for why Winter hadn’t chosen their own heir to their throne, but none of that was Katie’s business. She wasn’t sure if the dame outside the door would be in more trouble when Beri found out Katie had heard this information, or if Katie would. 

Should she take this to her mother? If it came to another war between the seasons, she might not have a choice. 

“We’ll campaign among the lesser courts, then.” Beri shook his head. The glow of his skin sent refracted sparkles off the diamond studs in his ears. “By necessity, they hear their people when they speak. Perhaps it will take longer than if we could count on Winter, but it can be done.”

“That would be true,” Rue said, “if it weren’t for the Priory of Danu.”

Beri blew out his cheeks, leaning his head against the high back of his chair. “Surely no one is listening to those zealots.”

Aephyra’s voice was almost smug. “Oh, but they are. The nobles argue that you will destroy their fortunes if you are allowed to dismantle their primary workforces, and the common folk are swayed with pity. You argue if the nobility cannot maintain their treasuries without the immoralities of slavery they do not deserve to be wealthy, and the common folk are swayed by your passion. The Priory comes behind you, claiming you are too perverse to rule even so debauched a city as Avalon, and that you wish to abolish slavery because you are bent human. The moral outrage shifts yet again. The common people cannot be counted upon to control the vote. It’s the reason they have not been invited to council.”

Beri shot up with a squeak of wood scraping marble. He placed his hand on the side of the tall chair, then shoved it so hard it crashed against the floor. The advisors fell abruptly silent, wide-eyed with shock. Katie and Ushi exchanged a look of alarm.

The High King placed his hands on the edge of the table, then leaned over them. For the first time Katie realized he wasn’t dressed as he normally would be, in blue silk robes that made him look elegantly regal. He must have just come from the stables because he wore tight, gray riding breeches with leather patches along the insides of shapely calves and strong thighs. He’d tucked them into tall black boots and wore a close-cropped jacket he’d left unzipped. He’d also gained thirty pounds of lean muscle since the last time she saw him. Katie’s mouth went so dry she had to look away.

Beri’s normally melodic voice grated through his teeth. “Hear this. There will be no compromise. Not one sentence of this bill will be revised; not one word will be deleted. All slavery in Faerie ends by June. We will get the votes if we have to do it ourself. You are dismissed.”

Silently, the advisors gathered their folders and sheafs of paper, then filed out past the furious monarch with their eyes on the floor. Good, Katie thought, you should be ashamed of yourselves. If these were the people who supported the Cause, who needed bigoted cults?

***
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WHEN THE DOOR CLOSED behind the advisors, Katie and Ushi stepped into the conference room proper. Beri stiffened. Thunderheads of emotion roiled across his face for a split second before his expression closed like elevator doors sliding shut. Katie thought of Alice’s words: I don’t know who you think you’re fooling. 

Quietly, voice controlled, Beri asked, “Are you two all right? You look like—”

Katie forced herself to meet his eyes, which were a gray the color of a faded evening sky. Fuck. I knew this was going to hurt. “We look like your Winterborn pals got off their leash. Ushi’s family attacked the Science and Engineering Complex.” Katie kept her tone flat as she dipped her index finger into the blood sluggishly oozing from her scalp. “The ceasefire is broken. And Harvard is about to send you a very hefty cleanup bill.” 

For a long second the High King’s expression stayed blank. Then he barked laughter, a sound with too many jagged edges to hold actual amusement. 

Ushi crossed his arms without bothering to hide his annoyance like a Sidhe would. “Are you going to share the joke, Most High?”

Beri wiped tears from his eyes. “The joke is that I’m immortal and I can’t even kill myself to escape this conversation.” He gestured grandly to the conference table. “Have a seat.”

Katie crossed her arms over her chest. “Pass. I shouldn't be here and I'm not staying. I just came to warn you the ceasefire is broken so you have time to summon the Host before the Wild Hunt rides on Winter.”

Beri closed his eyes, lifting his hand to pinch the bridge of his nose. His frazzled gesture still pulled at her, even though she was the one bleeding. But that was always the way with him, wasn’t it? She would always be more concerned about Beri than she was about herself when they were together, and she would always risk everything to protect him. I’m out. We were toxic even before the cheating. 

He said, “If the ceasefire is broken while we’re the acting ruler of Winter, that makes us your enemy and this warning sedition against the Summer Throne. Why are you here?”

Katie didn't look at Ushi. “A Winterborn wizard saved my life once so I’m saving his realm. I’m paying my debt.” 

Beri turned his attention to Ushi with an expression too tightly controlled to have nothing under it. Ushi regarded him with similar coldness, through much darker eyes and a thin layer of now-flaking blood. They respected each other too much to glare, but the tension in their shoulders was unmistakable. They looked like chess pieces: one dark, one light, both noble, beautiful, and terrible in his power.

Beri raised his eyebrows. “Your family has ignored you since you emigrated to Avalon. What do you suppose brought their attention now?”

Ushi stood beside Katie, crossing his arms. “I assume the dishonor of having their clan’s name associated with my book. Or else Chieftain Urmot somehow heard about...the crown’s recent request and found the idea untenable.”

Beri’s eyes narrowed on Ushi’s face, searching. “Surely he can’t have heard about the crown’s request, or he’d be aware you had rejected it.” Beri paced toward the conference table, then leaned his rump against the edge with his arms and legs crossed. The muscle in his jaw jumped again as he gazed into the middle distance. 

I should leave, Katie thought. I did my part. I shouldn’t even be here. Worry ate the inside of her belly, but she couldn’t bear to go. As soon as she did, everything between her and Ushi would be over. No more long-distance lectures about magical theory, no more relentless teasing, no more stupid dad-style puns just to make her groan, and definitely no sweet, dimpled smiles from somebody who should, by rights, only know how to smolder. 

Ushi turned to meet her eyes. Sadness rested in the creases of his face along with the dried blood. He lifted his hand but stopped himself before he touched her. “It won’t come to that, Katie. We’ll figure something out. I swear it.”

She wanted to squeeze his hand for comfort, but this delay in replenishing his magic made that impulse dangerous. Ushi was one of the kindest people Katie had ever met, but he was very much an Incubus. He could kill her and grieve her in the same heartbeat. 

Staying was a mistake, but she stayed anyway.

Beri said, “As acting ruler of the Unseelie Court, we don’t have the ability to field the Host.”

Katie’s eyes jumped to him. “What are you talking about? You have to field the Host! The ceasefire is broken! If the Wild Hunt rides–”

He didn’t look at her. “The ceasefire isn’t broken.”

“What are you talking about?” she demanded again. “You signed that contract, too. ‘If any Lord of Winter—”

Beri held out a hand to stop her. “Yes, Kate, we know the clause. But you’re the High King’s Blade.” Katie froze. Beri continued without her input. “As the High King’s Blade, you were injured while protecting an officer of the High Court. All we have to do to prevent the apocalypse—” Beri drew a deep breath— “all you have to do is come back to Avalon and retake your title.”

For a long moment, the King’s words just...didn’t compute. His meaning came to her slowly, a word at a time. “But you said I could leave Avalon. You said I could go to school.”

He glanced at her and quickly away. “We allowed you to go with the understanding that you’d return to active duty if it became necessary for the good of Faerie.” He shrugged. “There’s nothing better for Faerie than maintaining the ceasefire.”

Katie uncrossed her arms, fists forming at her sides. Her voice shook with threatening tears. “No! Bullshit! That was not part of the deal! I never would have spoken that vow if I thought for one goddamn minute you’d–”

Beri finally met her eyes, expression shuttered. “But you did make the vow, Katie. You made it at the knighthood ceremony before the nobility, the press, and the Goddess, just days after the coup. You may recall you were kneeling beside not just Sir David, but Sir Geordie—”  

“Don’t you dare! Don’t you dare bring him up to manipulate me!” 

Beri raised his voice just enough to be heard. “Until you succumb to your mortality, Katie. That means your life long.”

“You cannot sit right here at this table and demand abolition of slavery and then bind me—” She buried her hands in her hair as she spun away. It was coming. Any second she would start crying. 

“I never bound you, Katie, you bound yourself.” Beri didn’t shout. He didn’t need to. “You are half Sidhe, and the daughter of the Summer Queen. When you gave your word–”

“But you promised me! You said I could go to school and you would let me have my space. You want to talk about my position and what my vows are expected to mean? What about yours?”

“Your vow came first.”

“No.” The first of the tears dropped, useless, past Katie’s waterline. Every time she dealt with Beri he made her cry. She turned back, pleading with open hands while he looked at the floor past his crossed arms. Reasonably, as reasonably as she could, Katie said, “I’m in a really good place right now. Beri. I’m in therapy and it’s going really well. I don’t have nearly as many flashbacks.” She cast desperately about, trying to find something, anything, that would convince him she wasn’t meant to kill for the crown. “I have cool friends with facial piercings. My dorm room is really cute. I–” she pulled out the lapels of the stiflingly hot peacoat– “I wear pink.”

“Katie.” Regret brimmed in his eyes. 

The expression meant he could hear her. He had to hear her. “I have straight A’s. Straight As at Harvard, Beri. I’m smart there! I’m allowed to be smart.” 

He looked away again. “I know you’re smart.”

“No!’ She pleaded. “No! You’re not listening to me. Normal girls don’t execute their own grandmothers. They don’t kill zombies that used to be their friends, and they sure as fuck don’t stab their uncles live on the news. They don’t fight gods or die for three minutes because they didn’t have enough magic to close a hole between life and death. For most girls my age, having straight A’s at Harvard is enough.” Katie wept, big, noisy, gulping sobs that would be embarrassing if she cared anymore what the Sidhe thought of her, what Beri thought of her, but she didn’t stifle them. He deserved to see them as much as she deserved to mourn. Nothing gold can stay. “I don’t want to fight anymore. I don’t want to kill anybody else. I just–” she sobbed. “When do I get to be done, Beri? When will I have done enough?”

He leaned his face into his hand, pressing his eyes with his fingers, but only for a second. When he straightened, some unreadable emotion shivered across his face. “What other choice is there? We can force you to your word or Winter can fall and with it, everything. You can’t possibly expect us to choose your happiness over your life.”

Ushi spoke in the slow tones of a person at a funeral. “She’s right. You know she’s right.”

“Stay out of it!” Beri lifted his face to glare at the court wizard. “If anyone has done enough it’s you!”

“Don’t talk to him like that!” Katie meant to speak sharply, but she was already emotional and her voice was closer to a roar than a snap. “All he’s ever done is try to help! He was just minding his own business, teaching school, and messing around in his garden. You made him come to court!”

Beri pushed hard off the edge of the table. When he was angry, his eyes darkened until they looked like an incoming storm. “Our apologies, then, to both of you! If we could solve all the problems you caused by defying Death–” he jabbed a finger toward Katie– “or those you caused by stealing from your father–” this time the pointing finger was for Ushi– “we wouldn’t need your help cleaning up the disasters you cause!” 

Katie and Ushi both shouted back at the same time. 

“You are not complaining about the Erlking right now! I’m not going to apologize for saving your life—” 

“You are referring to my husband, not my father’s favorite car! One cannot steal a person as if he is a piece of property—” 

“That’s enough!” Beri’s voice thundered. He swept out with both hands. “Both of you, sit down!”

Stunned silent, Katie crossed the room to do as she was told. She had known Beri all her life, and this was the second time he’d ever raised his voice to her. Ushi sat, too, expression equally shocked. 

Beri knelt beside her chair, clinging to the arm with both hands as if the world might pitch him over the edge. It reminded her of the last time he’d knelt at her feet. I just need time. Will you give me time to make this right? 

His long hair obscured his face when he spoke. “Katie. I wish I didn’t have to ask you this. But please. All you have to do to prevent an existence-ending war between the Seasons is take your knighthood back.” He looked up at her, eyes shining with tears. “The Winter Coronation is on the Equinox. When Winter has a new ruler, they can summon the Host. I promise you, you will be Blade in name only. I will not ask you to defend me. I will not ask you to fight any enemy of the High Court. I won’t even ask you to defend yourself. I only ask you to call yourself the High King’s Blade for a few weeks, just long enough to prevent a war, and then you can go back to your friends and your dorm room. I won’t stop you.”

He was so close she could smell rain on a hot day. Apparently he hadn’t had time to shower after he came in from the stables. She turned away, swallowing again. “I had to draw blood today while drinking tea with my friends. Who exactly is supposed to defend me if I don’t defend myself?”

“I will.” The open truth ached in his expression. “It’s only fair. If you’re bound to me, I’ll bind myself to you. I’ll give you my word, Katie. I’ll do everything in my power to protect you while you bear the title I’m forcing you to take.”

Katie scoffed. “Yeah? And if I fail out during freshman year because I couldn’t go to school for half a semester, I’m not getting into Johns Hopkins.” She was crying. She knew it upset him when she did, but she certainly wasn’t going to stop feeling sad for his comfort. “Unless I’m in class on Monday, I’ve, once again, chosen you over everything I want. I’ve ruined my whole life and thrown out all my goals. For you. Again.” 

Beri looked down. It went unsaid that he wouldn’t do the same for her. 

Katie swallowed hard to steady her voice. “You want me to help you? Promise me I’ll be in class on Monday.”

“I–” Beri squeezed his eyes shut hard. “Katie. It’s Wednesday afternoon. How can I promise you that?”

She pushed her chair back so hard it squeaked. He had to catch himself on the floor with one hand while she vaulted out of her seat. “Damn you, Beri Quintinar! I knew it. I knew the minute I stepped foot in this city you were going to ruin my life somehow!”

Quietly, very quietly, Ushi said, “I’ll take it.”

They both turned to him, Katie bewildered, Beri shocked. Ushi’s breath shuddered out through parted lips. He raked a hand through his bloody hair. His gaze flicked to Katie then back to meet Beri’s eyes. “I’ll take the Winter Mantle. I’ll do it.”

“What?” Katie demanded. “What are you talking about?”

Neither man responded to her question. Beri shook his head. “You said you didn’t want it. You said—” 

“I know what I said.” Ushi stood too, then paced across the room toward the door. When he looked into Beri’s face his expression was desperate and uncertain. “But she’s right. None of this is hers to carry.”

Beri said, “Think this through, Ushi. You’ve never wanted to rule. All you’ve ever wanted–” 

He waved Beri’s warnings aside. “I can’t rest this on her shoulders. I can’t ask a princess of Summer to save Winter when I can save it myself. Underhill is my homeland. Asking Katie to give up her future so I don’t have to give up mine...” He looked at her, then quickly away. “Give her your word. She’ll be in class on Monday. You have your Unseelie heir.”

“Wait,” Katie said. “Wait. What the fuck is happening?”

Beri stood, graceful as any member of his race. Hesitation flashed across his face and was gone. “Katherine MacGregor, I’ll protect you to the ends of my ability until you can safely relinquish the title of High King’s Blade. You have my word, you’ll be in class on Monday. As the trueborn son of House Quintinar and the rightful High King of Faerie, I do so swear.”

A hard burst of magic pulsed over them, so strong both sets of eyes widened. Katie thought, The contract is sealed.

From the doorway, Ushi made a sound that might have been a laugh or a sob, then strode out of the conference room. Katie darted after him. She was faster than any wizard alive on his best day, so he was still in the hall when she pushed through the door. “Ushi, wait!”

He turned back. His expression was so very tired, as tired as hers must be. Under the dried blood his cheeks were hollow and his eyes were sunken. 

“Why did you do that?” Katie demanded, tearful again as she strode down the hall. “You said you’d cut your own throat before you ever became Unseelie. You shouldn’t have–that was extremely stupid. Why would you–”

As she reached him, he held up an empty palm. The tears standing in his eyes negated his need to answer. You know why.

Katie’s heart stuttered at the openness in his expression. She slipped her arms around his waist, pulling him so close she could feel his too-fast heartbeat under her cheek. Magic shuddered around them, black and hungry, a hard, painful yank against something at the center of herself. Ushi pushed her away with both hands on her shoulders. 

Katie looked up at soft lips pressed hard, at eyes sharp with a want that was lust but deeper, something familiar that nonetheless she would never understand. 

Quietly, she said, “I trust you.”

His musical, wizard-trained voice was rough. “You shouldn’t.” The knight with the pretty scales stood nearby, eyes wide. Even as Katie’s heart dropped, Ushi snapped his fingers at the fascinated Royal Guard. “Come along.”

The knight’s wide eyes went from him, to Katie, and behind them to Beri, who leaned against the wall outside the conference room with his arms crossed and his expression blank. 

The King shrugged. “Go. You’ve already allowed them into a top-secret meeting that delivered confidential Winter information into Summer hands. How much more can your career be harmed?”

She opened her mouth to respond, but decided better of it before turning a pitying look on Katie. She spoke only to Ushi. “Could we invite her along, my lord? She’s very pretty. I think she would enjoy pleasing you.”

Katie scoffed, amazed and disgusted. “Yeah, I’m cool. Don’t do me any favors.” 

The woman grimaced. “I’m sorry.” She turned to hurry down the hall after the retreating Incubus. Katie wondered if the knight knew what she was getting into, but she probably did. It had been five months since Katie saw Ushi in person. He must know the new dame well enough to issue her dog commands. 

Brightly, Beri said, “Ouch.”

“Shut up,” Katie grumbled. “I’m not speaking to you.”

​
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​Katie’s heartbeat pounded a wounded rhythm as she stood in the hallway outside the conference room. When her phone rang she startled so severely she cried out. Pretending not to see Beri’s concerned expression in her periphery, she slid the phone from her jeans pocket. Pettily, she wished it would be that guy Jason from the fencing club just so she could say something that would make Beri jealous. 

Not that she cared if somebody else’s fiancé was jealous of her exploits. Cheating asshole.

The display showed Dave’s number. Maybe he’s off duty and wants to get that drink. She wasn’t old enough to legally imbibe alcohol in the United States, but in Avalon she’d been legal for years. She wanted nothing more today than to get very, very day drunk. Katie answered the phone with a cheerful, “Hey, babe, what’s poppin’?”

There was no answer. Katie frowned. “Dave? Hey, Dave, you there?”

Nothing. Pocket dial, Katie thought, glaring at the phone as if it, too, had wronged her. She would have hung up if she hadn’t heard a tiny, distant cry of pain in a worryingly familiar voice. Alarmed, Katie covered her spare ear with one hand to hear better through the handset. “Dave? Are you okay? Dave!”

No answer. A chill shivered over her skin. We left him alone with Mila. 

“Beri!” 

His head snapped up, expression sharp and dangerous, as if he’d suddenly remembered he was more comfortable with battle magic on his lips than with bloodless conference room arguments. 

“Dave’s hurt! Get a healer and meet me in the dungeon!”

Beri didn’t wait to be asked again. He sprinted off in the other direction. Katie sang open a Way in a tone she heavily suspected might be flat, then dashed through it. 

The dungeons lurking below the White Palace were a throwback to a more brutal time. Katie found herself in a labyrinthine complex of narrow walkways and deep shadows. Bare lightbulbs swung from the ceiling, casting illumination in heavy, yellow pools the color of clouded urine. Iron-barred cells lined the paths and threw off painful heat like so many antique furnaces. 

Dave was nowhere to be found. Her heart sped as she drew her sword through a Way, grateful for its familiar heft.

“Dave?” No one answered. Katie closed her eyes to listen for a response she hoped would come. The only sound was the steady tap of dripping water. “Dave!”

A weak, wordless cry drifted toward her. It came from... she tried hard to focus on her memory of the sound. Her foot fell onto mildewed stone even as she decided on a direction. 

Heart thundering with fear, she darted around corners and down aisles, breathless and raspily calling Dave’s name. She listened hard for cries that never reoccurred, growing more and more frantic with every pounding step and desperate heartbeat. 

She ran into Mila so hard her breath rushed out in a gust. The tall Succubus steadied her with both hands on her shoulders. Katie registered Dave lying on his back nearby. Hungry magic caressed her skin and she had just enough time to despair as it closed over her head.  Katie’s mind blurred at the edges, going warm and soft. 

Mila was a beautiful woman, curved in all the ways Katie could only wish she did. Despite the Succubus’s dark coloring, her eyes were sky-bright blue. Parted rosebud lips showed pearly teeth between them. Katie’s skin flushed with sudden heat as the muscles in the lowest part of her belly clenched. Her heartbeat sped with a mixture of fear and wild excitement. 

Mila clasped Katie’s hip to pull her close. The Succubus smelled like honeyed wine, like something intoxicating that Katie wanted to drink until she drowned in it. Despite a quiet something that told her to hold on, her sword fell from her fingers, clattering against the stone floor as she went up on her toes to wrap one hand around the nape of Mila’s neck. Her other hand cradled the Succubus’ waist where it met her ribcage. Mila crushed Katie’s mouth with her own, so hard the white teeth tore her lip and she tasted blood. Mila’s kiss was shockingly cold. It was hot in Avalon; it had been ever since Katie stepped into the throne room, ever since the dawn of time. With an eager moan Katie drew the chilly kiss even deeper.

Mila pushed the coat off Katie’s shoulders. Katie let it thump onto the floor behind her, then pushed Mila’s blouse up to allow herself access to her  bare skin. This time Mila moaned before hurriedly unfastening the button on Katie’s jeans. 

Katie’s fingers clenched around Mila’s waist as a whimper escaped her throat. A bolt of unease shot up her spine. Pleasure twisted into something clawed and hungry all in an instant. A wave of hard lust gave way to an even harder wave of despair.
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