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1: Baby Hold On
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He’d found the godkiller, and the godkiller was hot, with a single intricate-looking platinum braid over one shoulder. The man wore a fine midnight-blue suit, a well-made overcoat in pearly gray, and glowed—literally a fairy. It was a little disturbing to contemplate, given Eagle’s history with the same.

Eagle led him out the door anyway, into the night long untouched by any hands. An absurdly bright, checked scarf hung around the Fairy King’s neck. When they were safely under the stars, Eagle asked, “What do they call you besides Most High?”

The glow was brighter here. The god killer’s soft-looking lips parted in surprise. Eagle never could resist a good mouth. “How do you know that?” 

Eagle shrugged, bounding up on a broken pillar lying on its side, hidden in the grass. The stars were bright tonight, and besides, he could see by the god killer’s glow. “I can just tell. Keep up, godkiller.” 

The fairy man wove neatly through deep green shadows at his waist. “Don’t call me that.”

With an intentional rustle, Eagle leaped into the grass in his path. “Then what should I call you?”

“Most High.” His bright face shone as implacably as any moon. He looked young, but his eyes were pale gray as craters.  

“Try again.”

The man stood silently glowing for a few heartbeats. Then he opened his mouth again. Even his voice was nice, clear, with rounded consonants. Higher than Fox’s. “Beri.”

“Call me Eagle.” He rose, backing into the dark grass with his arms spread. “Keep up, Beri. If you can.” 

“Don’t you dare—”

Eagle spun and rushed into the grass, dark shadow under the starlight. 

Beri finished whatever he was going to say on a wordless shout. He ran after Eagle, confined by his suit, but doing all right for that. Eagle kept glancing back to make sure. He didn’t want to lose Beri, only to test a little. Was he dealing with another fancy man who never left a tower, or something else? Either way, Eagle could handle it. Hadn’t he shepherded Fox all over the Nexus and enjoyed doing it? But he’d rather know, even if Beri went right on his fairy face once or twice.

Beri didn’t. That was almost disappointing. He actually leaped an obstacle in his way. “Where are we going?” he demanded, panting, as the god bar receded behind them.

“Somewhere we can talk.” Eagle leaped up on another broken column and waited until Beri got within arm’s length before he darted off again. 

“Why—can’t we talk—here?” Beri struggled a little over the column. 

“Privacy.” Eagle stopped again, standing to his chest in the grass. Again, when Beri got close, he slipped away. “And I need to know if you can handle this,” he added honestly. 

“If I can—handle this?” The Most High’s sweet voice turned acid. He stumbled on something in the grass but didn’t fall. “Listen—I got—all the way here—on my own!”

“Good job.” Eagle meant it.

Beri didn’t take it that way. “No one helped me! They all think I’m out of my mind with trauma. I know what I saw!”

Eagle slowed. They were getting near it. He felt the Door somewhere outside his body, a thready little pulse in the air. “Follow me close now. There’s a lot of shit under the grass here. Broken columns and stones.”

Beri caught his breath after just a few moments of moving slower. “Tell me why we’re doing this. We could talk anywhere.” 

“All right, we could,” Eagle agreed. Here would be just fine. He couldn’t even see the god bar now, just a tiny light in the distance. “But we’re not going to. I’m taking you Elsewhere.”

“Where, though?” Beri scowled. He didn’t stop glowing; out here, with so little light, he was even brighter.

“Not here. Somewhere that’s not on the maps they used to make here, or any map but mine.” Eagle strutted forward into an open space, a floor like the god bar, and spread his arms. “Elsewhere.” The Door sang its unhearable song in his bones. It was close.

Beri followed, drawing a deeper breath like he was trying for patience and straightening the midnight-blue suit coat, the same color as the sky. He cleared his throat and looked down at Eagle like High Kings looked at servants everywhere. “You obviously mean something when you say ‘elsewhere,’ but I don’t understand.”

Annoyance spiked Eagle’s pulse. “You will. You’re going to have to trust me for a hot minute.”

Beri crossed his arms, looking as implacable as it was possible for a young fairy man to look—pretty stern, in the grand scheme of things.

“Whatever you came here for—”

“To find you!” Beri bit off.

“I’ve got my own stake in this. I was looking for you too, remember? So maybe we could save the chest-pounding for another time.” Fox was waiting.

“Oh, that’s rich. Testing me to see if I can ‘handle it,’ then—”

“Listen, it’s a consideration.” Eagle maneuvered so Beri would follow him, backing up to tempt the Most High Fairy. It worked. “Most people like you don’t do that well with not understanding, and you’re not going to understand.”

“People like me,” Beri said crisply. Money dripped from the sound. “Sidhe, do you mean? Or maybe—”

“People with power, especially smart ones. Wizards. You—they,” he amended, when Beri drew another sharp breath, “don’t like a challenge to the way they think the worlds work. Stuck, maybe. Stuck in assuming they can make things the way they want.”

Beri opened his pink mouth, then shut it, considering. He looked both young and ageless, with the very last vestige of baby softness around his high hard cheekbones. Eagle wanted to smooth the furrow between his pale eyebrows. “I don’t think I can make anything the way I want it. If I could—” He cut himself off, shaking his head, but Eagle hadn’t missed the flicker of sadness, so obvious on a face that shed its own light. “If I could, things would be very different, but I can’t turn back time, or warp space to my bidding. So, here I am.” He scowled once more. “In the middle of the night in tumbleweed bumblefuck, getting jerked around by a man no taller than a Brownie, hoping it will make more of a difference than it has so far.”

“Hmm.” Eagle had to smile.

“Was that what you wanted to hear?” Beri bit off. He tried to keep his face still, and he did a decent job of it, but it was mobile, and he was changeable as the weather on a winter afternoon—or a fairy. He was a fairy, but what kind?

Last night, Eagle had dreamed he heard Fox, calling and calling. Rather than blocking his way, this time the fairies had sent a tall, beautiful representative who seemed to understand that for all his power, he could do nothing in the end. The Door hummed invisibly, inaudibly. “Yeah, it was,” Eagle said, laid his hood on his head, and stepped back through.

It was night here, too, with wind howling wet through the piney trees. Torrents of snow blasted from an iron sky and caught in the folds of his cloak.

He stooped and gathered a double handful of damp snow. It chilled his palms and fingers through his gloves; he packed it loosely into a ball as he stepped forward.

The stars in the sky were agonizingly clear. Beri was pacing, swearing, hands pulling into fists, then loosening. “...should have fucking known! Goddess dammit!” He kicked a loose stone across the crumbling floor, leaving a mark on a gleaming dress shoe. His back was to Eagle.

“Hey.”

When he whirled, his luminous face a storm, Eagle pitched the snowball right into the center of his chest. It punched whatever he’d been about to say out of him in a burst of air. He staggered—but he didn’t fall. 

“You little shit!” he raged breathlessly, predictably, brushing at the front of his coat, but Eagle didn’t even have to direct his attention. He lifted wet fingers from the burst of snow on his midnight blue and snapped his gaze up to Eagle, gape-mouthed and wide-eyed. 

Eagle laid back his damp hood. He watched Beri rake confused eyes over him again and again. The last of the snow dripped off the edge of his cloak onto the broken stones.

The fairy man’s cheeks were just shy of hollow and looked softer than silk. His mouth stayed open; his sculpted, masculine jaw hung slack. 

It had been too long. Eagle’s sudden hunger shamed him. If he’d been able to get Fox out like he’d meant to, this wouldn’t be happening now. If he just hadn’t left Fox in the first place, it wouldn’t have been a problem at all, but then that girl might’ve been alone. If Fox hadn’t been there, she’d have died.

Good and bad, right and wrong—everything tangled in Eagle’s head. He missed Fox, but it was his fault Fox had been taken to a place Eagle couldn’t get him out of. That was the truth of it, the truth he knew now Beri understood: you could never protect what you loved most.

At last, Beri collected himself. There was a wide wet stain on his chest, but he drew himself up straight. His face closed. “Show me.”

“I thought you’d never ask,” Eagle mocked, extending his hand to Beri, palm-up. He wiggled his fingers. “Let’s go.”

Beri’s mouth tightened, but he came forward and laid his gloved hand in Eagle’s. Nice gloves—made to look good rather than for warmth. The pressure of the touch was a firm kiss in Eagle’s palm. He wrapped his fingers around as far as they’d go and tugged.

The wind whipped platinum locks from the braid, around Beri’s glowing fairy face. His jaw dropped again; Eagle dropped his hand. 

“Whoa,” he breathed.

“See?” Eagle yelled over the snowstorm. 

Inside it, Beri’s face and neck glowed like a lamp. Wet curls blew around in his light. He nodded once, decisively. “I assume we’re not going to talk here?” he shouted back.

“Not far now!” Eagle set off to the cottage where he’d slept this afternoon, hugged deep in the pines and the dark. That would be a safe place to land.

~*~
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EAGLE TOOK HIM ACROSS a rolling, snowy landscape decorated with clumps of pines. Even though cold like this wouldn’t affect Beri at all, the wind was laden with nasty wet sleet, and it couldn’t have been more different than the balmy night he’d just left behind a few steps ago. 

He glanced behind him. There was no sign of the god bar or the landscape it sat on. Instead, only more gray snowy hills under a dark sky filled with roiling clouds. Just for a moment, he had to stop and get his bearings—try to get his bearings. Holy shit. 

Then again, his own sister had made a portal to a bar full of gods in the literal middle of nowhere. 

“Aren’t you cold?” 

He turned back to see Eagle, a dark mottled blot in the gray snow. The hood blew tight against the back of his head. He looked cold.

“No,” Beri said, adjusting the lapels of his suit. He was, however, unpleasantly wet. Humming a few soft notes, he teased a sheath of air molecules around the two of them. He even excited them to warmth for Eagle’s sake, but Eagle grunted in obvious pain, slapping the heels of his hands to his ears. One of the Little Folk dashed out from behind his back, soft gray as the snow, and curved to his front. It clung to the front of his cloak, cooing tenderly and lighting a nauseated face from beneath.

It shed a fine trail of gray sparkle in midair. “Vo-alt...” it whispered musically. Distinctly.

Beri’s eyebrows went higher than they’d ever gone before. “What does that mean?”

“It’s my name.” He could hardly see Eagle; the other was more a tiny heap than a man. “Eagle Eye. Come on, let’s get inside. Maybe you’re not cold, but I am.”

“Lead on.” 

Eagle had said they would talk. Beri was in no position not to trust him, but patience came hard. He must be so close to Katie. This weirdness must be almost over. Then it won’t be so quiet, a traitorous voice whispered as he followed Eagle into a larger stand of pines. 

The trees were thick enough to provide a bit of shelter from the wind. It seemed unnaturally quiet. His dress shoes fell loud on the coating of melting snow and dead needles beneath. His feet were absolutely soaked. 

His company moved as smooth and silently as a shadow across the ground. A few times he even lost sight, but Eagle always came back into view at just the right moment. Little Folk with bright shocks of needles for hair and glowing brown bodies began to drift from the trees.

Crooning Eagle’s name.

This was no different from the Enchanted Forest—he told himself that, but their song still gave him the creeps, crawling right up between his shoulder blades and setting its claws in his flesh.

“Fuck,” he said—again—in an undertone; he was saying it a lot tonight. The shape of a hand-sized, naked woman with wings like bark glided past on an air current, tossing Beri a hasty, frightened bow of her needly head before she zipped to join Eagle. The Little Folk clustered around and in front of him now. They lit his way.

“Fuck.” He relished the word. There was no other like it. It covered so many things: what the fuck was Eagle? How the fuck had he done this? Where the fuck were they now? His mind staggered with it all. As far as he’d seen, they’d just walked into this place, nothing to mark it, nothing to set it aside. Between one step and the next, they were here. Eagle hadn’t opened a Way or anything of the kind; he hadn’t felt the lightest brush of magic. 

His own had clashed with whatever Eagle had, or at least he thought so. More questions to ask, and hope Eagle would deign to answer. His mouth twisted down. 

A fence post loomed from the dark. Beri stopped and put his hand on it; the wood snagged his glove. A little way down a rough wooden fence about waist height, Eagle stood waiting. He blinked hard. It was all painfully real. The Little Ones floated away to the right, casting tiny lights over a small cottage with one circular window. Light showed through it. 

“We’ll be safe here,” Eagle said, reaching over a gate to throw the latch. Only one of the Little Ones attended him now, casting frightened glances at Beri from behind his head. The gate creaked open and Eagle gestured Beri inside.

He walked up the path to the door of the cottage. It was a simple thing of wattle and daub, but there was a fairly modern deadbolt on the door. Interesting. 

Eagle slipped past, taking a jingling mass of keys out of his cloak. Behind in the shadows of the trees, there was a small flat patch: a fallow garden. 

When Eagle got the door open, it was to a cozy room that surprised Beri even more than he’d already been surprised. 

He gave up. It wasn’t worth trying to imagine what might happen.

There was no fire, but something that reminded him of a space heater, white and squat on four tiny legs, sat in one corner on a bright rag rug, and a tiled table with two chairs just in front of that. There were two other doors inside the house. One led into a shadowy bedroom; the other was probably the garderobe, but it didn’t stink like one.

The house smelled a little musty, like it sat empty a lot, but no dust lay on the surfaces, the colorful tiled counters in the kitchen. Everything was spic and span. Beri stood awkwardly inside, dripping a mess on Eagle’s gleaming wood floor. He hoped it was Eagle’s. “This is nice,” he offered, because it was.

“Hang on a few minutes more. We might as well be comfortable.” Eagle pushed his hood back, finally showing his bearded face and the scrub of dark hair. In this light, it looked soft, shiny with damp. He disappeared into the bedroom, shutting the door behind him.

Beri stood, his hands flexing. “My girlfriend is missing,” he said, projecting, enunciating like he was giving a speech. “Time is of the essence! She may not have much of it. They used iron.”

The bedroom door opened. Eagle poked his head out. He wasn’t wearing a shirt; Beri got a little charge of uncomfortable surprise at the knives strapped to his torso and arms. “Don’t you think I know that?” he said crossly. “Give me a little credit. But this is going to take time whether we have it or not, and I’m not discussing a complicated rescue operation like this one while I’m wet and cold!”

He slammed the door again.

Beri’s mouth pursed with impatience. He let out a long breath. A rescue operation. Eagle meant to help him, and had mentioned a stake in it—but what? Someone who matters to him, Beri thought, trying to imagine it. His hasty judgment of Eagle said boyfriend, but he could be wrong. It could be anyone.

He wrangled with it, and with his patience, for what felt like several ages, but at last, Eagle opened the door and came out. He held a set of folded clothes, which he held out to Beri. The shirt on top was Beri’s color.

“Don’t you like blue?” Eagle asked innocently, when he stared down at the clothes, and lifted them higher. “Go on and change. I’ll get things going out here.”

“What things?” Beri demanded, patience snapping in half. “Are we going to do a ritual to find—”

But Eagle was shaking his head sadly. “I need your help as much as you need mine, Most High.”

Beri swore and snatched the clothes from Eagle’s hand. Tears burned behind his eyes as he stormed into the lit bedroom and slapped the door shut. He’d come all this way, tracked down the Border-Lord, and for what? More obstacles! He stripped off his sodden overcoat and dropped it in a squashy pile, then undid the buttons on his suit coat. 

At least they were new obstacles, he told himself. He’d gotten somewhere, even if he didn’t know where he’d landed.

Keep your feet, he told himself firmly. Don’t let him make you angry. He stripped to the skin and put on the clothes Eagle had given him—right down to the underwear. He wouldn’t have taken much notice, except the clothes Eagle gave him would’ve been at home in Faerie, or even Avalon: loose garments made of light fabric. Why did that trouble him? There was even a belt with the hooks and chains necessary to hold a scabbard and, lying beside the dry towel Eagle had left on the green bedspread, a sheathed foil. 

He let out a relieved huff. It was a signal. It must be. “I need your help as much as you need mine.”

Beri ran his tongue over his teeth, then put on the clothes. They were immaculately tailored for someone an inch taller and a couple of inches narrower than he was. Boyfriend, whispered a voice in his head that sounded a lot like the traitorous one. He attached the scabbard to his belt. There were no shoes.

Eagle hadn’t worn any, even in the snow. Beri’s feet were soft. If Eagle had him trekking everywhere, he supposed he’d put his own shoes back on.

With his hands on his hips, he looked at his old stuff heaped on the floor. The wet could ruin Eagle’s clean, shining wood. 

He hadn’t used a spell to dry clothes in years. It had been one of those things he’d learned but then forgot because he’d never used it. Why should the High King’s child need to do it? He dredged his memory, humming a few bars, flexing his hands. 

The molecules here were incredibly suggestible. They danced eagerly under the brush of his mind, like a billion billion tiny lovers arching to his touch. They were all Katie and her body.

In the next room, there was a soft clash, a softer thud. It yanked him free of the spell. All the clothes were bone-dry and lay in a pile of stiff wrinkles from being wet. He scrambled up from the floor and flung himself out. 

Eagle lay curled on the floor in front of a tiny stove, gripping his head. His chest heaved. Butter melted in a pan; a piece of choice-looking fish was in paper on the counter.

Beri stood helpless in the doorway for an instant. He’d seen it twice now. Thinking fast, he muttered a quick, flat note and dismissed all vestiges of magic that clung to him. 

Eagle went slack and rolled over to face the ceiling. Immediately, a pixie with yellow skin like the teapot on the table crashed down on his face, tootling his name. He groaned. “Your magic kind of sucks.”

“Yeah, it does,” Beri said, without even considering. He knew—but he still had to consider extending his hand.

Why not? They were the only people here. He offered Eagle a hand up.

Eagle lifted off the pixie and took the hand without comment. On the way up, he nodded at the sword on Beri’s belt. “You know how to use that, I’m assuming.”

“I’m competent.”

“Good.” Eagle straightened and regarded him from great, pale hazel eyes. “You don’t move like you pussyfoot around with a blade.”

Beri shook his head seriously. The one thing he didn’t do with a sword was play. 

“Good. Sit. This butter’s about to burn.”

What else could he do? Beri sat on a flattened cushion covering one of the dining chairs. Less than ten feet away, Eagle laid the fish in the pan. It sizzled fiercely, then let off a delicious aroma. Beri hadn’t realized he was hungry, but his mouth watered. 

An open locket rested on the blue tile of the table in front of him. One side held a curl of rich brown hair. The other was a portrait. Beri picked it up.

It was one of the most beautiful men he’d ever seen, with soft, structured curls and hot amber eyes gazing delightedly from a golden, sculpted face. He had the stem of gold glasses caught between white teeth. Gold earrings studded up the edges of his ears.

“Oh,” Beri said, and when Eagle glanced back at him from bustling around the counter, he smirked faintly.  

“What.” Eagle chopped something that smelled green and sprinkled salt on the fish in the pan.

“Nothing.” Beri’s voice was lighter than air. I knew it. “But I believe you. What do you call him?”

“Fox.” 

Beri closed the locket and offered it back to Eagle; Eagle spun and didn’t quite snatch it, but close.

“He means a lot to you, this man.” 

“You could say that. Yeah.” He tucked the miniature away without looking at it. 

Beri stood and crossed back to the bedroom. With any luck, his phone would have dried out in his breast pocket. “I’ll show you mine.” 

“You don’t have to.” Eagle focused on chopping nuts. What the blazes was he doing, anyway? But he had a point with the food. “I met her. Katie, right?”

Beri’s jaw dropped. Fucking again. 

“They call you Beriani Quintinar, Lord of the Three Lands and High King at Avalon. And I’m glad you came looking, because otherwise I’d have dragged you out of the White Palace with my own two hands.” Eagle punctuated this extraordinary speech with the business end of his knife. “You can kill immortals, and I need you to do that for me. Katie’s not supposed to be there, and she better be home soon, otherwise—” But he stopped and shook his head, pressing his lips into a thin line. “I don’t know.” He seemed to be looking for answers on Beri’s astounded face now, but Beri didn’t see how there could be a single one.

At last, he managed to close his mouth. Why would it be a problem for Katie? Would it be? “All right,” he said. “All right. Tell me how you met her.”

“She’s with Fox.” 

Jealousy clenched inside Beri’s heart. He kept staring at Eagle. Somewhere deep, he wanted this with Katie, to be away in the snowy pines where no one would find them. Instead, here he was in an alternate world with a bearded goblin. Katie had never seemed farther away, and with the stunning man in the miniature to keep her company. “That doesn’t explain how you met her,” he said slowly.

The fish sizzled, issuing a scent that did nothing short of tempt. Eagle poured a cup of tea at Beri’s place. Fragrant steam slinked above the rim. The storm battered the sides of the cottage.  

Eagle set the teapot down carefully before he spoke. “What’d you call them? The aliens had iron on her wrist. Too thick. No seam. I couldn’t get it off without losing her the arm.”

“No!”

“They’ll have taken it off somehow or accounted for it. She was dying, and they’re not the type of people who waste an asset. I heard them talking—”

Beri cut him off, blind with horror. “They’re torturing her!”

Eagle went back to the stove. “Fox is with her. She’ll be all right. He won’t let them get away with it, I promise.” There was hardly any of the goblin in him without the cloak. He looked like a little statue in plain brown and tan clothes. Beri thought he was younger than he’d looked at first glance. “It almost sounds like you don’t trust her to take care of herself. But then, she does call you her boss.” 

Without warning, his eyes snapped to Beri again: cool, flat, and powerfully assessing. Hoping to catch Beri out?

“She’s my girlfriend,” Beri returned, firm and mild. “I love her with all my heart. I will die to see her returned to whatever place she wills.”

“Oho,” said Eagle, and nothing more, smiling faintly as he returned to his task. He flipped the fish. 

Beri pulled the chair out with a loud scrape across the floor. “You still haven’t told me how you know all this.”

“Well, you saw what I can do. You’re a smart guy.” 

“Now that you mention it,” Beri said, “I can. You make portals.”

“I certainly the fuck do not.”

“Then how—”

“They’re already there.”

Beri had a sinking feeling. “So, you can’t choose where you go. They’re fixed.”

“More or less.” Eagle pulled an expressive face back at Beri, but his little hands plated the fish without a hitch. “Pretty inconvenient. I don’t even know how long I took getting here. My watch says a week.”

Completely leaving aside the idea there were permanent doors between—how many?—worlds, Beri couldn’t see a problem. “How soon can we leave?”

“As soon as we’re done here—but I don’t know how to get back.” 

He wanted to shout, but he swallowed it into his stomach. He swore he could feel the splash when it hit. If he blinked, he’d cry.

“Hey. We’ll get them. If we have to bring the stars down burning, you and me will hold Katie and Fox again. You got it?”

“Nothing will stop us,” he could agree. The scent of the tea, which he could see from here was dark and rich, tempted his nose.

“Step one.” Eagle set two steaming plates on the table and made a dramatic X in midair, swishing his finger. “Get the godkiller—or, find the Border Lord,” he added, just for Beri. “Done. We don’t have to deal with it now because it’s over.”

“That’s,” Beri said, but in the middle of saying it was stupid, he realized. “That’s true.”

“So now,” Eagle continued, “we need to figure out what I know, and what you know.”

“Which we are doing,” Beri allowed, and that let his thinking pace back from the ledge. He loosened his fingertips from his knees.

“We are.” Eagle bustled around the kitchen corner a little more, putting things away. The food wafted a delicious ribbon of steam. “It’s not like we’re sitting on our asses here. We need a battle plan, because there’s about ten billion of these guys and two of us.”

“Tell me you’re exaggerating,” Beri said. 

It was a joke, but Eagle’s face wasn’t. He felt himself go a little paler. 

“Not gonna lie, it looks bad, but ten billion anything won’t stand in my way. They got Chosen Ones up there in their void-faring egg clutch, and my Fox, and room for more besides.” Eagle had finished puttering. He wiped damp hands on a yellow dishtowel, hung it on the oven, and came forward.

Beri couldn’t stop watching him. He was like Katie, though not the same person: bigger than his body would hold. 

As Eagle sat down, Beri asked, “What do you mean, Chosen Ones?” If it was what it sounded, the Matil had stolen more than they imagined. The cold didn’t bother him, and the room was comfortable and warm besides, but his blood felt chilly in his veins.

“That’s complicated, but I guess it could be relevant,” Eagle said. “The Matil are stealing magic, so if they’re going after people magic loves...” He pulled another face and stared sightlessly at his plate.

“Is that what it means?” Beri froze colder. Now he knew what people felt like when he walked into a room. The implications for Faerie—for Katie—were almost unimaginable. 

Not close enough. He gulped. 

“Yeah,” Eagle said tiredly. “Yeah. But!” He brightened and picked up his fork. “Listen to this. I blew their machine straight to hell.” Still holding the fork, he made a little explosion gesture. “The shit I used, it’ll be hot for hours even after they put the fire out. Sticky.” 

“Now that,” Beri said, and this time he didn’t change his mind, “sounds amazing. Tell me all about it.” 

“I will, but eat before it gets cold.” Eagle already had a forkful.

His stomach growled. Beri didn’t think twice. He dug in.
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2: Last Night on Earth


[image: ]




Eagle served the fish and the cooked sallet with diced noodle. Beri seemed to enjoy it, but then, Eagle knew he was a good cook. Fox was always just as pleased.

More pleased. Fox would back him against the cold box after a meal like this. He’d stick his hands behind his back to keep Fox feeling safe and Fox would do anything he wanted and Eagle’s body would shine bright as a star. 

He picked at his food, even though Malekin had left him a gorgeous filet of white fish. 

To his account, Beri ate nothing less than gratefully, washing down the food with draughts of sweetened tea. He couldn’t be any older than Eagle, and Eagle would bet younger. 

Fox was much older than the fairy man lifting flakes of fish and piles of sallet to a mouth gone softer and pinker from blood flow. He hummed appreciatively with his lips pressed around the fork, then drew it out and scraped up the last of the green tangle. “This is wonderful,” he said sweetly, smiling up at Eagle with his silvery braids falling over his shoulders. “What are these greens?”

“It’s just sallet.” Eagle shrugged awkwardly, trying not to imagine burying fists in that glowing hair. The godkiller was hot, and also a problem, because he wasn’t what Eagle had expected. “Stuff I had.”

“Well, I wish you’d give it to my cook. This blend, too—” He lifted the teacup. Fox always drank his tea black, but Beri added honey. Far less than Eagle had. “Was this just stuff you had?”

“That’s Fox’s.” 

“Oh.” Beri set the cheery yellow cup down and lifted the fork to his lips. They were as shiny from the butter sauce as the inside of a conch shell. 

Eagle looked down at his own plate. It was nearly full. Hastily, he shooed away a curious sallet fairy, draped a napkin over his lap, and applied himself. He might not get the chance to sit down for a meal for a while after this. “Where’s your library?”

Beri wiped his mouth. Some of the butter sauce still clung at the edges. He licked it off with a pink end of tongue and set the napkin down. “Avalon. Do you know it?”

Eagle swallowed a bite. “Yeah. I try never to go there. That’s why I’m glad you came out.”

“Never?” Beri leaned his sharp chin on a fist. His gray eyes were drowsy, warm summer rain clouds.

“Not since I was younger. I thought maybe meeting you out here, I’d dodge that. Figures I’d have to.” Eagle ate some more. “If you’re getting tired—”

“I’m fine. Tell me why you don’t like going to Avalon.” 

“The magic messes with me. The way you guys move it around. Plus, no offense, but your people are straight-up batshit.”

“Hmm.” Beri looked across the rim of his teacup. “I won’t dispute that.”

Cold as ice, Eagle thought approvingly. He had to admit, Beri had passed every test Eagle could throw at him. 

“So, I’ve been thinking,” Beri said now, putting his cup down and pushing his plate away, “though I would very much like to hear about the machine—”

“And probably the rest of the destruction.”

“Oh yes, no doubt about that. However,” and he put up a finger like he was about to lecture, “I’m interested in what you said about Chosen Ones. How do you know they are Chosen? Have you spoken with them?”

“No—well.” At the memory of the Elfish knight, he grinned. “The one guy, yeah, but it wasn’t what you’d call a deep conversation. They might not know, but I do.” Eagle paused, scraping butter sauce up with the side of his fork. It let him glance at Beri to see the reaction. 

So far, he couldn’t tell anything. He’s good, Eagle thought grudgingly. “And I can tell,” he went on, watching, “because I can smell it on them.”

Beri’s eyebrows quirked slightly. He frowned—Eagle saw it, but then it was gone. “What can you smell?”

“This doesn’t sound crazy to you?”

The High King of Faerie spread his hands. “I don’t have room to judge. I told you, they all think I’m mad. Have you ever tried Thorazine with Sidhe physiology? Zero out of ten.”

“Those are definitely all words,” Eagle said. “What’s Thorazine?”

“It’s—they tranquillized me.”

Just like that, Eagle was pissed off. Whoever “they” were, if they’d treat their High King like this, they needed checking, and fast. “Well, what the fuck for?” 

“I told the truth!” Beri snapped, cold and angry.

“Assholes need to sit down,” Eagle said, jabbing the table. He wasn’t even drunk. “Don’t you worry. You got me now. We’ll show them who’s crazy.”

A surprised laugh pealed out of the fairy king like a bell, sweet and clear. “You’re nothing like I expected!”

“Oh? What did you expect?”

“I don’t know.” Beri smiled, a little wicked, a little sly. His mouth had no business looking so soft. “Someone taller.”

Eagle snorted. “They all say that, but I never get any bigger. What you see is what you get.”

“That’s not true at all. Look at me and say that—when we’re not in your magical little house in a magical world full of pixies and delicious food.” Beri looked just like a happy cat when he said that, so Eagle didn’t disabuse him of any pretty notions. “You’re so weird, and you so clearly have proof of your weirdness, I don’t have a choice but to accept what you say. So, tell me: what is it you smell on a Chosen One?”

“Magic.”

Beri’s pale eyebrows shot high, but he leaned forward as eager as any of Eagle’s friends. “What does it smell like?” It was almost a whisper, and Eagle almost laughed. The Chosen Ones always liked talking to him. At least he knew it worked on people who weren’t Chosen too.

“It’s always different.” Eagle remembered the scent of costly spices that clung everywhere around Fox and ached. “It’s always strong. Stronger when they get close to what they’re supposed to do. To be. Katie hit me in the face like a wall,” he said. He didn’t know what would happen if she bloomed in the wrong place. 

Beri leaned over crossed forearms with his eyes round, waiting for whatever Eagle might say next. What else could his face do? He wasn’t as lithe as Fox. Subtlety would be mostly off the table, with that glow, unless he could turn it off, but the glow was kind of sexy, too, so Eagle wouldn’t complain. At least he got to look at a decent view, and he’d always know where Beri was.

“She was a nose full of springtime,” Eagle went on. “Lilacs and grass and green growing things. I also saw her spit blood, so I wouldn’t worry too hard about her taking care of business.”

“That does sound like Katie.” Beri sounded more than a little smug. “She’s a badass.”

“You don’t have to tell me. I have eyes. Even with the iron bracelet burning her wrist to a cinder.”

“She’s wearing iron?” Beri pressed his lips together, gazing at the tea tray. Now his face said MURDER in very precise letters, and Eagle’s pulse quickened to read it. 

Yes, please, he thought, but that was his dick talking. He wanted to punch it. Good thing there was a table between them, because Beri probably would’ve taken it wrong. And now he was thinking there wasn’t a wrong way to take a dick, but that wasn’t true. You could be a sheep.

Beri took a deep, steadying breath. Eagle watched him wipe emotion off his face with studied care; the anger slid back beneath waves of calm. “I lost my temper,” he explained, with a note of apology in it. 

“Not from where I’m sitting. You’re doing just fine. I know the shit I’m saying is...” Eagle groped for words.

“A lot,” Beri suggested. 

“Yeah, thank you. It’s a lot. Most guys wouldn’t get past the otherworlds part.”

“Well, I am uniquely positioned to believe you there,” Beri pointed out. “What about your Fox, then? Is he a Chosen One?”

“He is.” Eagle was proud of Fox—he was, but his insides writhed when he said it. “He’s important. I don’t know what trouble we’ll have if Katie doesn’t do the thing she’s Chosen for, but I know what’ll happen if I don’t get Fox back.” 

“Oh?” Beri’s face said go on, but Eagle squirmed in his chair.

“Do you like fire?”

“In what context?”

“Every context.”

The High King of Faerie considered it more carefully than it deserved. “No.”

“Then you won’t like what happens.”

“I see.”

“I don’t know how to explain this to you.” Eagle put his fork down—he wasn’t eating anyway, so no loss—and groped like something would fall into his hands. Nothing really did, so he went for broke. “Fox is friends with a volcano. It’s not that she’s not nice,” he added hastily, in case she could hear him. “She’s really nice. She’s just, you know, a little jealous sometimes. Which is understandable. I mean, I can get attention any time. She only has Fox, and he’s incredible, so no wonder she... she...” He trailed off, rubbing his nape. It was almost five in the morning.

Beri said only, “I see.” Where did he get off looking the way he did, so beautiful it hurt? 

Eagle put his forehead on the table. “I was afraid of that.”
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3: Lonely Day
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Beri woke into a gray afternoon with a mouth that tasted like unwashed socks. He stared up at a low, plastered ceiling for a moment, processing. The sound of someone washing dishes floated across the room.

Eagle.

Shame rang to the ends of his fingers and toes. At every lure Eagle had presented, Beri had charged like a susceptible bull. He wanted to cover his face and groan when he remembered asking to stay. He hadn’t had a drop to drink, but his delicately balanced inhibitions had fallen into nothing more than a pile of cards, possibly several short of a full deck. 

Hadn’t Eagle judged him long before they’d accidentally hung out? Maybe there was something to like in him after all. Goddess damn it, to think that was a temptation unlike any other. He pushed up on his elbows, letting one leg slide to the floor. He was barefoot.

Eagle glanced around. “Hey. You sleep all right?”

Beri sat up, pushing a thick, knitted blanket away. It was brightly colored and obviously handmade. “Yeah,” he had to admit, surprised by it. “Really well.” Better than he had in what seemed like forever. Could it truly have been less than two weeks since Katie was taken? 

“Breakfast is on the table. Bathing room’s through there.” Eagle twitched his head at the other door.

Beri got up and crept into the weird bathroom, where all the flushers and faucets had been replaced with glowing runes. It took some experimentation to get things just right, but he took care of business and showered. The soap reminded him of the way Ushi Yamoto’s lustrous dark hair had smelled, once upon a time: herbal and enticing. 

By the time he got back out, Eagle had finished with the dishes and sat at the table eating. Beri sat down too, not speaking, but secretly pleased he’d get to try more of Eagle’s cooking. There was a bowl of porridge rich with nuts, creamy butter, and plump dried fruits, plus a steaming cup of a different tea, something stiff and spicy. He scraped his bowl clean. “What’s next?”

Maybe he shouldn’t have asked. An hour later, Beri had given up on his overcoat entirely, and it had disappeared into Eagle’s knapsack. He trailed one of the strangest men he’d ever met through a verdant jungle of cycads. There were no trees, but thousands of birds sang unfamiliar songs from their palmy, waving leaves, fluttering and zipping all around about their business. They had no fear of Beri or of Eagle. 

The sky was so blue and so bright it hurt his eyes. Sweat ran down his back; his shirt stuck to his skin inside the suit coat. Ahead of him, Eagle’s small back was just as damp beneath the battered leather knapsack he wore. The air stank like a festering pond, hanging thickly on flesh and limbs.

“Almost there,” Eagle said, as if he’d sensed Beri’s regard. 

“To Avalon? If so, this is no connection I know of.” As if on cue, a loud warbling cry thundered from a deeper part of the forest. Beri flinched instinctively with a song near his lips. 

“No, but we better hustle. Don’t want to run afoul of the carrion birds. They’re smaller than they sound,” Eagle added helpfully, as if it ought to be a great reassurance, just as a massive flock of birds exploded from a thousand yards away in the same direction. The flock blotted out the sun with its sheer size. 

Wordlessly, Eagle stopped and beckoned; when Beri caught up with him, he struck off again so they walked side by side.  

Ahead of them, the landscape opened on a still lake covered in green scum—the source of the stink. He prayed Eagle didn’t intend to walk into it, but at the bank his guide turned off to the left. When Beri glanced back, he saw a small convocation of multicolored, cone-shaped snails on the green, slimed rocks. When he faced forward again, Eagle had disappeared into the leafy forest.

At least he wouldn’t wander here for eternity. He was mortal, after all. 

“Keep up,” Eagle said infuriatingly. His head seemed to grow from the greenery. “The Terrix don’t love it when I pass through. Better they don’t know I was here.”

There was so much to unwind in everything Eagle said, and Beri found himself overwhelmed, but Katie suffered while he stood here worlds away from her. He stalked past into the waving depths. “How long with this shortcut, then?”

“Shouldn’t take more than three hours. Two, if everything falls right, but how often does that happen?” The easy chuckle raised the hair on Beri’s nape. Little Folk sparkled around Eagle, curvy shapes the same green as the cycads. They caressed his ears, murmuring so low Beri couldn’t understand it. 

There were no pine or snow fairies. Those had been gone the instant they crossed out of that world. Interesting, he thought, not for the first time.

He let Eagle move ahead into a tight space in their path. Father would have believed him about the aliens, but if he’d known what Father would say about Eagle, he—well, he wouldn’t be nearly so confused. He ducked low beneath where the leaves of two plants met, brushing them out of his face as he went. 

At the very least, Eagle distracted him from the clawing worry at the base of his stomach whenever he thought of Katie.

He wished he could share this with her, but she’d definitely have something to say about the smell. The lake spread across the horizon now, sparkling but not at all inviting. Bright green scum covered it as far as the eye could see, and all around the far shores and on the many small islands he saw tufty cycads. Fewer insects than he would have expected danced over the water. About ten minutes’ walk along the shore here showed Beri more birds than inhabited the trees in Hawaii. He couldn’t stop looking around him. Some of the birds had toothy snouts rather than beaks. 

Gloppy, two-inch pixies struggled from the pond scum to their right, flapping noisily on wet wings after Eagle, who flinched when sparkling green water ran down into his collar, but let them ride. 

“What do you think?” Eagle asked after five minutes more. He didn’t look at Beri.

“Of you? I’d rather not say.” When Eagle rolled his eyes toward the blue sky, a little laugh bubbled in Beri’s chest. It slipped out of his mouth. He lifted a hand to encompass the totality of their surroundings. “If you mean this place...”

“Yeah. It’s a young one, relatively speaking.” Eagle turned, walking backward to talk to him. “You notice there are no flowers. Nothing with fur.”

“I see it, yes.” The world around him took on a different cast now that Eagle had said it was young. Above him, a huge-winged shadow glided through the sky in glimpses through the lush tops. “Well.” He cleared his throat.

Soon they came to a hilltop, where the cycads opened at the bottom in a ring that looked artificially cleared. Even though neither of them had spoken again, Eagle pressed a finger over his lips.

At the center of the depression, stone steps and a portal led down into the earth. Two bright red and purple figures that looked for all the world like feathered velociraptors stood on either side, clearly visible even at this distance. When Beri stared over at Eagle, he was grimacing down the hill between the plants, looking at three more of the same beings at the very bottom. They were not velociraptors, even though they looked like it, and they carried tiny, wicked-looking spears.

Eagle put his arm across the lower part of Beri’s chest and backed up. They crept a little way away at Eagle’s direction, past what Beri guessed was earshot for those creatures, and stopped against the fat, tall trunk of a cycad.

Eagle looked up at his face and grimaced once more. “Turn off the glow.”

“I can’t,” Beri said coldly, folding his arms with a slow, delicate touch.

“Of course you can’t. That’ll make sneaking past impossible. They really don’t like me.” With a sigh, Eagle shuffled awkwardly in the deep shadow, which after all he had seen Beri could only call incredible. “I killed their last chieftain. It got a little messy.” 

“What does that mean?” 

Eagle didn’t answer.

“Eagle.” Beri tried his best frown. “Tell me what that means.”

“What, I should’ve let him beat his wives?” Eagle dragged a hand over his cropped hair, blowing out a breath. “If you’re looking for a guy who buys all that Divine Right To Rule horseshit, don’t look at me. Some people deserve to die, especially motherless fucks like him who use authority to hurt people they should protect.”

Beri cleared his throat, hiding his hands deeper in armpits that were regrettably moist. He wished he’d let Eagle talk him into taking the light clothes. “Yes, well, sometimes compromises must be made.”

“Fuck that.” 

“You aren’t used to dealing with immortals. If the wicked monster cannot die—”

“Says the immortals’ executioner.” 

“Stop.” Beri held both hands out in front of him. “I’m not here to debate my ethics, do you understand? These people are between us and our goal. What do you propose we do about them? Bear in mind that if you say, ‘kill them,’ I won’t allow it.”

“What do you take me for?”

His patience snapped again. He opened his mouth to spit venom. 

Eagle gave him a look neither cold nor hot, but simply flat, like a reptile’s. “I want you to talk to them.”
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4: Can’t Fight This Feeling
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That suit fit Beri just a bit too snugly in all the right places. By now, he’d given up on the gray coat and the suit coat, too, and stowed them in Eagle’s knapsack. His sleeves were rolled past his elbows. His arms, ears, neck, and nose were pink with sunburn.

He was so lovely Eagle could hardly stand to look. The High King ran supple hands through hair like moonlight and water, trying to neaten it. 

When Eagle drew up his hood to conceal himself and cast his eyes down, all he could see of Beri was faint luminous blueness. He thought of all the seas of a planet and shivered, turning away. 

Since they’d argued over ethics, as Beri put it, he’d been stiff and quiet again, and so much the better. If he was distant, Eagle could ignore the bone-deep desire to please him, to show him all the best secrets, and to tempt him with adventures nobody back home would ever believe.

“Are you sure my title will matter?” Beri asked suddenly, plaiting his river of hair. 

“It will.” For the adventures, Eagle was supposed to have Fox. He wasn’t supposed to be all alone. 

“So, I just say, ‘I am the High King of Faerie, you have to let me through’?” Beri seemed dubious.

“It works at home, doesn’t it?” 

“Well, yes.” He flashed a quicksilver grin. “People do get out of my way.”

“You’re a fairy king. It’ll work.” Eagle just hoped it would be enough to get him past Thrik. His stomach curled sourly around itself. 

“Don’t call me that.” The beautiful face turned on him, graver than headstones. “In Faerie that’s a terrible slur.”

Eagle raised an eyebrow. “You know what you just said, right?” 

“I—” Beri raised a schoolmaster’s finger, then put it down. “I’ve never thought of that. Regardless, they’re spelled differently. Please don’t.”

“All right.”  Eagle glanced around again, hoping nobody had followed them. He was almost sure Thrik had seen him. “You ready?” Fairy man, he almost said, but let it die unspoken.

Gracefully, Beri led the way down the hill. It was harder not to see him from above; his pale hair shone with its own light against the shadows among the plants. Eagle swallowed so hard it clicked. The Terrix caught sight of them before they’d made it halfway down the slope, but he’d known they would. Since Thrik was with them, how could they not? Her distinctive feathers, with purple scattered patternless across the red, stood out to him, framed in cycads at the bottom of the hill. The other two with her didn’t seem familiar. 
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