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After the last Faerie Civil War, the leaders of the magickal pantheons stripped the shining Seelie Court of its power and tasked the dark Unseelie Court with maintaining the natural balance of the world.

Ages later, a twisted intrigue and a looming war throw the delicate balance of Faerie into chaos.

Prince of Air and Darkness:

Phineas Smith has been cursed with a power no one could control. Roark Lyne is his worst enemy and his only hope. The only human student at Mather’s School of Magick, Phineas has a target on his back. Born with the rare ability to tap into unlimited magick, he finds both Faerie Courts want his allegiance—and will do anything to get it.

Unseelie Prince Roark Lyne, Phineas’s roommate—and self-proclaimed arch nemesis—is beautiful and brave and a pain in the ass. Phineas can’t begin to sort through their six years of sexual tension masquerading as mutual dislike. But Roark is also the only one able to help Finn tame his magick.

Caught in the middle of the impending war, Phineas and Roark forge a dangerous alliance. But their growing intimacy threatens to expose a secret that could either turn the tide of the war…or destroy them both.

The Marked Prince:

The Summer Court is nothing like Sebastian remembers. An estranged Seelie royal himself, Sebastian’s only hope of surviving the Court and bringing home Prince Lyne’s traitorous brother lies with Duine, a magickless Unseelie servant desperate to win his freedom. A servant for whom Sebastian is developing a dangerous and deepening affection.

But behind the mask Duine wears are secrets as dangerous as what’s smoldering between them. Sebastian is determined to uncover the truth, even if it puts him at odds with the very people who can lead him to the missing Unseelie prince.

When a powerful enemy steps from the shadows, it could spell the for for both faerie Courts. Sebastian must choose: complete the mission, or risk his very life to ensure freedom for the man he loves.

The Iron Crown:

Discounted by his family and haunted in the Unseelie sidhe, Queen Mab’s youngest son, Lugh, leads the famed Wild Hunt on quests across the dangerous Wylds. At his side is his best friend Keiran, a Viking rescued from death centuries earlier. Between Lugh’s uncanny gift for being in the right place at the right time and Keiran’s power of persuasion, they’re revered across the Wylds—as long as Lugh keeps his true identity hidden from the people of the Sluagh.

Keiran and Lugh have loved each other for centuries—as friends and brothers in arms. But with the looming war in Faerie and the ghosts of the dead dogging Lugh’s every move, Keiran realizes there may be room for romance between them after all, if only they can survive.

Rallying the Sluagh to fight in the war between the Seelie and Unseelie seems an impossible task. To achieve it, they will have to turn the tides that threaten their growing love, and the balance of life and death itself.
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			Prince of Air and Darkness
By M.A. Grant

			Phineas Smith has been cursed with a power no one could control.

			Roark Lyne is his worst enemy and his only hope.

			The only human student at Mather’s School of Magick, Phineas Smith has a target on his back. Born with the rare ability to tap into unlimited magick, he finds both Faerie Courts want his allegiance—and will do anything to get it.

			They don’t realize he can’t levitate a feather, much less defend the Faerie Realm as it slips into civil war.

			Unseelie Prince Roark Lyne, Phineas’s roommate—and self-proclaimed arch nemesis—is beautiful and brave and a pain in the ass. Phineas can’t begin to sort through their six years of sexual tension masquerading as mutual dislike. But Roark is also the only one able to help Finn tame his magick.

			Trusting Roark’s mysterious motives may be foolish; not accepting his temporary protection would be deadly.

			Caught in the middle of the impending war, Phineas and Roark forge a dangerous alliance. And as the walls between them crumble, Phineas realizes that Roark isn’t the monster he’d imagined. But their growing intimacy threatens to expose a secret that could either turn the tide of the war…or destroy them both.

			This book is approximately 110,000 words

			One-click with confidence. This title is part of the Carina Press Romance Promise: all the romance you’re looking for with an HEA/HFN. It’s a promise!
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			PROLOGUE

			Phineas

			The tip of the blade skims over my ribs, burning from the cold of the ice, but not drawing fresh blood. Not yet.

			“How much more do you think he can take?”

			Some part of me wishes she’d just get it over with. We both know it’s the next step. The slicing. The screaming. The metal cuffs biting into my wrists, taking my weight when my knees go out from under me.

			Except I don’t think I can scream anymore. My throat’s too raw.

			Maybe that’s why she doesn’t press further. She said she liked hearing those cries. Called them music.

			“He’s useless,” the man says, voice echoing from a distant place in the chamber.

			It’s large, dimly lit—everything a subterranean torture chamber should be. I had plenty of time to memorize the dips in the walls. To focus on the pattern of the strange grates in the stone floor while I waited for someone to come tell me why the hell I’d been snatched off the street on my way back to the apartment. The kidnappings are something I’m used to. The torture…isn’t. At least the grates make sense now. They’ll need them to wash my blood away when they’re done.

			“Let’s put him out of his misery,” the man suggests.

			I recognize that accent. Vaguely Irish, but older. But this man isn’t Roark Lyne. Roark and I hate each other, but he wouldn’t play with me like this. Roark would have killed me days ago. Or has it only been hours?

			I’m too weak to swallow the sobs working free. Can’t stop my eyelids from trembling when I shut them, desperate to stop the tears.

			In the earth deep below me, the ley line pulses dully with each beat of my heart, each throb of the fresh wounds covering my chest, as if it’s bleeding with me.

			“Let me ask him one more time.”

			Strong fingers grip my chin, yanking my head up. Stars explode in my vision and the air rushes from my lungs, but I’m too exhausted to fight.

			“Open your eyes,” she murmurs, shaking my face with far too much gentleness for all the damage she’s done.

			I force my eyelids up, but the figure in front of me weaves in and out of focus as the tears spill free.

			She’s beautiful. The legends always say that about Queen Mab, but no one has ever done her justice. Dark eyes with long lashes, a strong nose, a stern mouth. Hair black as ebony and skin pale as snow. Maybe she’s where the Grimms got it from…

			“Good boy,” she coos.

			I flinch when her other hand, the one holding the dagger of crystal clear ice, rises in the corner of my failing vision. She laughs at that and brushes hair off my forehead with her knuckle.

			“Now, Phineas, I want you to tell me how you’re able to use the ley lines.”

			“Can’t,” I mumble.

			The dagger drops from my sight. Her eyes narrow and her nails dig into my chin. “Can’t tell me? Is it such a secret that you would give up your life?”

			The wound registers a second later when the skin peels apart and the numbness from the blade wears off. The ley line flares, energy so volatile it flows out of me with a high-pitched whine.

			But the ley line dives back into the earth and the whine continues until the air runs out of my lungs and I have to gasp for my next breath. Only then does it start again.

			Mab’s fingers dig into my sweat-drenched scalp, ripping my head back up by my hair. I don’t recognize the man in the reflection that plays over her soulless eyes.

			“That,” she whispers, and the fear gripping my heart only tightens at her tranquility. “Tell me how you did that.”

			I fight to form the words. “Can’t,” I repeat, trying to get her to understand. “Don’t know how.”

			She can take it. Take my power. Anything to make this stop.

			She makes a noise and releases me. My head rolls toward my shoulder. The world reduces itself to pain. Every heartbeat. Every breath. Every drip of sweat rolling down my neck and stinging its way over the broken flesh of my chest.

			Soft whispers as Mab and her partner confer.

			What they say doesn’t matter. I’m going to die here.

			I’m going to die because I’m human and they’re treating me like something else…something that can survive this.

			Will they take my body back so my parents can bury it? They’re fae. Surely they can hide what they’ve done. I don’t want my mother or father seeing me like this. Don’t want them to be haunted by questions of how long I suffered before it all was over.

			Bury me under the oak tree on the hill. Next to the dogs and roses and the six tiny crosses memorializing the brothers and sisters I never knew. I’ll be able to watch the fields turn gold. Watch the snow drift against the fence posts…

			“Wake up.”

			I jerk at the dismissive words. I’d drifted off. Probably bad with this kind of blood loss.

			Cool air. Goose bumps hurt. Skin pulls tight, even when it’s split open.

			“You know what I want,” she murmurs. “This won’t stop until I get it.”

			“Won’t help,” I gasp out as the blade tip digs into my pec.

			She doesn’t watch the knife’s course. She watches my face instead.

			The knife digs in deeper. I clamp my jaw so I don’t scream. Her hand’s steady, ensuring every shift in pressure, every angling of the blade, tears out impossible sounds. She forces the ley line to rise again and again, feeding me raw power to keep me together, to keep the darkness circling my vision from taking me under.

			The blade slips deeper, rasps as it grinds against my rib.

			Back bowing at the sound. The tremor reverberates through my chest. Every nerve electric.

			I can’t do this anymore. I give up all control. The ley line rushes to meet her winter magick. She shields herself, and smiles while I blaze.

			“Beautiful,” she whispers and reaches out. Her finger slides into the wound and runs over the bone.

			Please, let me die, I beg the ley line.

			It hesitates, its power stalling for a half breath. Long enough for my body to register the full extent of my injuries and all the pain they bring—

			I welcome the darkness.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			Five Years Later…Phineas

			It’s the nightmare, not an alarm that wakes me. I blink, staring up at my ceiling, while my mind processes how I’m no longer trapped in the Unseelie sídhe, strung up and bleeding. I’m not at Mab’s mercy. I’m lying in my bed, safe in my apartment that sits on the edge of campus at Mathers’s School of Magick. My mind may be grasping that fact, but until I clench my fists into my sheets, forcing myself to register the sensation of fabric beneath me, my body refuses to accept the truth.

			The cheap cotton sheets steam from the combined effect of my panic sweat and the ley line’s shivering heat. At least this time I didn’t completely lose control and light my bed on fire. Small victories, right?

			I wince and rub at the scars on my chest, trying to ease the old aches that never fully leave. They healed years ago, but sometimes, after the worst nights, I still feel the edge of the blade dragging over the bone. A shiver runs up my spine and I roll over, burying my head into my pillow, forcing my mind away from the memory. Another night, another nightmare.

			A creak echoes through the darkness and I hold my breath, listening for other warning sounds. Roark Lyne, my royal pain in the ass faerie roommate, keeps strange hours. I can’t expect much else from the Unseelie Court’s Prince of Air and Darkness…the PAD. God, he hates it when I call him that. He always bitches about my lack of respect for his royal title, one he inherited from his mother. Ignoring his title makes us more equal. It helps me forget who his mother is, and how her actions define our awkward stalemate.

			He feigns ignorance about my nightmares and their cause. The closest he comes to showing any sign of remorse is knocking on the wall to wake me up before I light the room on fire. That hasn’t woken me tonight, though. I strain to hear another sound, a sign of Roark’s presence. No rustle of sheets, no footfalls on the floor, no grunt of irritation when he tries to fall back asleep. On the other side of the wall, Roark’s room lies vacant, just like it’s been for the past few weeks. He isn’t back yet, I remind myself. He’s never missed a grand entrance in all the years we’ve been stuck together and I doubt he’ll change for our last year. He’ll waltz in, show off his magickal power, and remind me again why humans like me aren’t allowed to attend magickal universities like Mathers. Remind me I’m a freak and a fluke. As if his constant ridicule is necessary to remind me of my shortcomings on top of all the fucking monsters crawling out of the darkness to try to kill me.

			After almost two weeks of recurrent nightmares, sleep deprivation may kill me first. The slow burn in my eyes warns that it’s got to be an ungodly hour of the morning. There is no other reason why this bitch of a headache is setting in. Going back to sleep would be incredible, but getting up and downing some painkillers is the smarter choice.

			A piercing ringtone decides my fate. I groan and fumble a hand over my nightstand until I find my phone. I wince against the bright light of its screen to check the caller ID.

			Mom.

			Shit. I let it ring out instead of sending it directly to voicemail—avoiding the questions I know she’d ask later about why I’m up so freaking early—and toss my phone back on the nightstand. At some point I’m going to have to answer. I can’t avoid this conversation forever.

			Painkillers. I need painkillers.

			By the time I come back from taking a few, Mom’s given up calling me directly. Instead, a notification lurks on-screen, promising a waiting voicemail. Funny how such innocuous details—the red blip of a voicemail, the single-page letter from a bank requesting a meeting to discuss the foreclosure, the subtle appearance of moving boxes in the garage—can upend your world. Unlike monsters or faeries or kidnappers, you never see these details coming. They don’t draw blood or leave visible scars or bruises. You can’t fight against them or use magick to fix them. You can only wait to see if you survive them.

			It’s too early to face her news, so I ignore the notification, abandoning my bed and waiting phone to move to my desk. A click of the lamp and the space is bathed in a warm, yellow glow. I push aside course texts and drag the heavy tome I borrowed from my Magickal Histories professor closer to the light. I’ve scoured the page of archaic calligraphy so many times I have the damn thing memorized.

			Yef I may helpe ye to suffer this grete peyne, as god will that I haue suffered it, take my counseile—

			“Rightio, Mr. Courtenay,” I mumble, continuing to skim his advice as I set out the tools I’ll need for this morning’s practice. “Brothers in peyne and all that…”

			I obey the instructions to the letter as I channel the ley line. Every year it’s gotten easier to sense the river of energy flowing in the earth beneath me, easier to connect with it. Controlling how much of the power to use…that’s a bit more complicated. Hence the medieval how-to guide written by a former ley line host, Henry V’s bestie.

			A guide which is apparently still full of shit, since the delicate feather I’m trying to lift from the aluminum pie plate has given up the ghost and transformed into a smoking pile of ash instead. Whatever. I’m going to be successful at least once before I have to leave for class. Emerging from the ley line when I’m this exhausted leaves magick clinging to my skin like hot wax, a distracting layer between me and the real world. I shake my head and pull another feather out of the stash in my desk drawer and try again. And again. And again.

			* * *

			Classes didn’t go any better than my practice this morning, and my intramural football team’s practice was too relaxed to work out my stress, so I’m practically vibrating when I walk into Thirsty Thursday at Domovoi’s bar tonight. Domovoi’s is a supernatural watering hole that lies a mere two blocks from Mathers’s campus. Between the bar service, the full menu with plenty of exotic options, the dance floor, and the magickal spells and charms put in place to provide privacy and peace for those who want it, Domovoi’s is everyone’s favorite hangout. Its clientele is a mixture of broke students and other magickal beings, although tonight’s crowd seems strangely subdued.

			I excuse my way past the outer edges of the small crowd gathered near the bar. A raucous crow confirms the center of attention to be Robin Goodfellow, one of the faerie messengers between Courts. Most of the fae surrounding him and laughing are Unseelie, with only a few Seelie listening in as they wait for drinks.

			I’m almost through the crowd when Goodfellow’s voice soars above the surrounding noise. “Let me through! I’ve got a great one for him.”

			A moment later, Goodfellow stands across from me, a hand clamped to my shoulder, and a drunken grin twisting his mouth into the illusion of good humor. “Hey, man, can I tell you a joke?”

			I hate Goodfellow. He’s a prick and a petty shit and even Roark despises him. But he’s popular and pissing him off can leave you the victim of practical jokes and unfortunate accidents for far longer than I’m willing to risk, so I let him support himself on me and say, “Sure.”

			“What’s the best thing about humans?” Goodfellow asks. Behind him, the crowd watches us. I get the suspicion I’m not going to like his punch line.

			“What?”

			His grip tightens sharply and I fight to hide my wince. “They die!”

			He throws his head back and guffaws. A few of the Seelie sitting at the bar look down at their drinks and snicker, but the majority of the Unseelie who’d been surrounding Goodfellow look down or away. Some are brave enough to shake their heads disapprovingly. A troll I had a class with steps forward and tugs at Goodfellow’s arm.

			“You’ve probably had enough to drink,” he tells Goodfellow. When the faerie messenger allows another faerie from the crowd to lead him back to the bar, the troll glances at me and says, “Sorry about that, Finny. He’s drunk.”

			“Yeah,” I mumble, “’s fine.”

			No one else stops me as I head for more familiar and friendly company. My satyr roommate, Herman, and his demi-Gorgon girlfriend, Sue, have already claimed our usual table on the quiet edge of the dance floor. Sue’s tucked against Herman’s side in the booth, contentedly reading a book despite the noisy chaos surrounding us. Herman pushes an empty chair toward me with his hoof. “What happened back there?”

			“Goodfellow was being a douche canoe, as usual.”

			Herman clicks his tongue and frowns. “I hate that guy. Don’t worry about heading over there again. Gumba already went to grab the beer.”

			“Thank God.” I glance over my shoulder, checking for the bridge troll in the crowd. Like most bridge trolls, he towers over everyone, except for some of the giants and minotaurs, so it doesn’t take long to spot him. “If someone else gets it, I’ll cover the next pitcher.”

			“Bad day?” Sue asks without looking up from her page.

			“Not one of my best. Not one of my worst, though.”

			Herman and I watch the roving tentacles and hands of the nearest dancers in comfortable silence while we wait for Gumba to return. It doesn’t take long. He uses his stony elbow to bump my shoulder as he rejoins us, rumbling a greeting as he sets down the tray filled with glasses and two pitchers of cheap pale beer.

			I pour myself a glass and take a long swig before leaning back in my chair and grinning up at him. “You look good tonight. Any special reason?”

			Gumba lifts a hand self-consciously to the thick layer of rich green moss covering his head, moss that looks carefully sheared. “No,” he says.

			“Liar.” Sebastian, Gumba’s roommate, slides into the chair beside me. “He’s finally going out with Winnifred tonight.”

			Sue, who’s already marked her page and set aside the book, smiles at Gumba. “That’s great!”

			“Took you long enough to make a move,” Seb teases.

			“Not all of us can charm our way through both sídhes.”

			I shake my head and focus on my beer, amused by the familiar argument. Gumba and Sebastian are both Unseelie, part of Queen Mab’s Winter Court, but that’s the only similarity between them, in looks and personality. Gumba’s painfully shy and hyper-aware that his rocklike appearance can scare off others, despite it being proof of his specialized magickal talents. It’s taken him two years to work up enough courage to ask Winnifred, a Seelie dew sprite, out. Sebastian, on the other hand, is openly friendly to almost everyone and doesn’t take on the physical characteristics of his magick. Instead, he takes after the painfully attractive human appearance of other powerful faeries. Faeries like Roark.

			Sebastian nudges me, derailing that train of thought. “You, on the other hand, look terrible. And it’s not from your disgusting workout clothes. Did you cut the sleeves off that shirt yourself?”

			“Someone woke up early again,” Herman informs the table over Sebastian’s fashion commentary.

			Sue sets down her beer and shoots me a worried glance. “Is everything okay? Hasn’t that been happening a lot?”

			I shrug and rub at the back of my neck. “It’s fine. Had to get in some practice for class anyway.” Always look on the bright side, that’s what my mom says.

			Conversation meanders around various topics as we settle in and get comfortable. At some point, Sebastian goes off to dance with William, a rot faerie from one of our agriculture classes, leaving the rest of us to continue jawing. Moments like this have a funny habit of catching me off guard. I never once thought I’d be sitting in a dimly lit bar, surrounded by beings I’d read about in fairy tales, talking about how much my Advanced Potions and Antidotes test sucked weasel balls, or how Herman’s Fundamental Circuitry with Cosmic Couplers is the most fascinating thing since he discovered tits, or how Gumba’s working on getting legislation passed to secure water rights for his clan’s watershed.

			Before being invited to attend Mathers all those years ago, my life’s course seemed etched in stone. I’d have graduated from a local college I attended thanks to a football scholarship. I’d be back on the farm in Iowa, helping my dad. There wouldn’t be other options. There wouldn’t be much except a lifetime of hard work spreading out ahead of me.

			The ley line awakening in me gave me freedom. It opened up doors to opportunities—to fucking worlds—I never imagined could be real. It made me unique, one of the few human hosts in history to have access to this kind of power, and my need to learn control over it is what pushed the world’s magickal governments, the Pantheons, to give me a full-ride scholarship until I finish my master’s.

			No matter what happens in the future, no matter the irrevocable physical cost of channeling this kind of power, it will have been worth it if I can use the ley line to help my family before…well, before I can’t help anyone.

			“Finny, seriously, what the fuck’s wrong with you?” Herman asks, forehead wrinkling in concern. “Did something bite the back of your neck?”

			I drop my hand, surprised to be caught in the motion again. “No, I just… Something feels off,” I explain lamely. “Prickles and shit. It’s fine.”

			And, upon uttering those fateful words, the door of Domovoi’s slams open. A dark, floating figure hovers in the doorway. Green flames blaze where its eyes should be and shredded cloth hangs from its lanky, decomposing form. Under the partially exposed ribs, a grey, shriveled pair of hearts beat arrhythmically.

			A low whisper of adrenaline mixes with the flip of nausea in my stomach. This thing doesn’t look interested in doing body shots, but maybe I’m wrong. Maybe it’s also having a shitty night and is here to relax.

			Domovoi’s goes silent, even Robin Goodfellow, who never stops bragging about his sucky middle-management gofer job.

			“The fuck is that?” Herman whispers.

			Gumba tilts his head and inspects the interloper. “Wraith, I think.”

			The wraith—or whatever the hell it is—takes in a deep, wheezing breath. “I smell,” it says with a slow, hissing exhalation, “power.”

			The entire freaking bar turns and looks at me. Makes sense I can’t catch a break.

			“Sorry,” I mumble, giving a sheepish wave and standing. Stuffing my hands in my pockets, I look up toward the wraith. “Hey, man, mind if we take this outside?”

			It makes a noise, some high, keening wail, one that sets my teeth on edge and causes the people nearest it to cry out in pain.

			“Later,” I tell my friends, and hop the railing separating our table’s platform from the dance floor proper. I mutter apologies as I bump my way past a few people, until the rest simply move out of my way.

			My friends are up and following after me, but I don’t have time to wait for them. Removing the undead thing screaming behind me is my top priority.

			I know where the emergency exit is. Just like I know that if I take six running steps up the stairwell immediately outside the door, I can skip the last stair and be in the alley before the wraith can find its way around the side of the building. Another twenty-one steps to hit the half fence in the alley. Thirteen steps and a hard right and I’ll be on the street across from the city park that meanders its way into Mathers.

			Not that I’ve had to do this a few times or anything.

			It all goes according to plan until I jump the fence. Some idiot fuckstain put a pile of trash on the other side. It’d be fine, except the trash isn’t wrapped up in neat little bags. Nope, nothing but flimsy cardboard boxes.

			I stagger out of the alley with a foul, rotten milk slush clinging to my jeans. A patch of coffee grounds and partially dried spaghetti sticks to my shin. But it’s the used condom stuck to the bottom of my shoe that really adds class to the whole thing.

			Another wail from behind me. Damn. The wraith isn’t as dumb as I’d expected. It didn’t bother to chase me down the alley, like the harpies or yeti or river dragon did. Nope, it went around the block.

			My feet pound against the pavement as I book it toward the park. I really don’t want the fight to break out there; Mathers has charms in place to prevent normal people from seeing the weirdness that is our campus. Anyone who drives through thinks they’re viewing a ritzy private college. The park’s outside the university’s jurisdiction.

			There are only two options. I can stick to the paths that lead onto the campus, which are partially hidden by the large trees overhead, or cut across the lawn and take the shorter, but more exposed, route.

			Before I can decide, there’s the warning sensation of magickal power in front of me. Robin Goodfellow appears out of nowhere, drunken smile in place and glass of beer in hand. I let out a squawk of surprise when I run into him, which he finds amusing. He lifts his glass and wraps an arm around my shoulders. “Phineas Smith… That’s your name, isn’t it? Your friends were pretty worried about you.”

			No shit, Sherlock.

			I shrug out from under his arm and keep running. Well, trying to run. Goodfellow has a hand gripping the back of my shirt, slowing me down as he stumbles to keep up. He jabbers away, asking how I intend to defend myself, if I think anyone’s coming to help me, if I’m scared to die. I don’t waste my air to answer, even as I respond in my head.

			Can’t defend myself consistently. The only person who ever shows up in the middle of my shitshows is Roark, and he’s not even on campus. As for the third question… Can’t be scared of the inevitable.

			Every moment I’m delayed, the inevitable threat of my death comes closer and closer to reaching me. There’s no way I’ll get to the side paths in time to beat this wraith to campus. I need to cross the lawn instead, exposed to the wraith’s attention and with Goodfellow hanging on me.

			I’m halfway over the expanse of damp grass when Goodfellow stumbles hard and loses his grip on me. A moment later, he yelps a curse and then he’s gone, leaving nothing more than his glass of beer tumbling to the ground.

			“Stop!”

			The force of the wraith’s scream is like taking a socket wrench to the balls. I stumble, wincing as I fight my body’s urge to obey the command.

			We learn spellcasting at Mathers, but most magickal beings these days can’t infuse their words with power. Only the older beings can, the ones that crawl out of the shadows of the outer darkness in search of a fix. They’re bloodhounds drawn to raw power and they never give up the hunt easily, which is why I have more run-ins with them than other magick users do over the course of their entire lives.

			“Stop,” the wraith orders again.

			This time, my knees lock up, my legs snap together, and I eat shit in the middle of the lawn. I roll to a stop a few feet away and try to crawl. Too bad my body’s having none of it.

			The wraith hovers twenty feet from me. That greenish flame has extended from its eyes, engulfing its body in hellfire. A pale, fleshless hand reaches out toward me and even across the distance, the invisible pressure of its bony fingers digs into my chest. “Power.”

			I wince as the wraith’s magick tries to claw its way farther into me, searching for the ley line’s source. “Look, if I could give you some, I would. The problem is I don’t really have a lot of control in stressful situations like this.”

			The grass around my body starts to quiver, like it’s caught in a light breeze. Here and there, tufts begin steaming, then smoking. My control wavers in and out, sending flickers of darkness through my vision and worse nausea curling through my guts. Dammit. Thirsty Thursday and ley lines don’t seem to mix.

			The wraith doesn’t seem to care about my warning, judging by the way its jaws clack together.

			I take a breath, close my eyes, and reach deeper for the ley line. It’s the middle of the park, but no one’s around to get hurt. I’ll take out this freak and head back to the apartment, no harm, no foul.

			The power’s waiting just below the surface. I lift a thick tendril from the ley line and struggle to pull it higher, letting its heat spark against my palms and fingers, crawling its way up my arms. My cursed limbs may not actually move, but the ley line’s magick floods through them all the same, waiting for the strike that will allow all the power to rebound out of me. Sometimes you have to fight fire with fire—

			The heat prickling my skin abruptly snuffs out with the whipping arrival of an icy wind. Snow blows past me and catches in my eyelashes. The wraith manages to look confused, but merely slows its approach. The snow thickens, grows harder, sharper. Ice flecks swirl around us and cut my cheeks; I wince when the newly drawn blood flash-freezes to my skin. The green flames licking the wraith’s body extinguish and it suddenly ices up above me, drawing up short in midair.

			Grass shatters as a shining pair of Oxfords tromp across the lawn and come to a halt about a foot away from me.

			My gaze travels up from the shoes to the straight, pressed lines of the wool slacks. The thin leather belt I could never afford. The buttons of the dress shirt. And there, like a freaking cherry on an evil sundae, the sharp twist of the lips that’s the closest he ever gets to smiling. Apparently, superpowered magickal villains don’t need to smile.

			“Wool in this weather, Lyne? Isn’t that a bit douchey, even for you?” I snark.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			Phineas

			The toe of his Oxford stretches out and presses against the underside of my jaw, tilting my face up just enough for my eyes to meet his.

			Roark’s eyes are the freakiest thing I’ve ever seen. Ice blue, pale as fuck. Thanks to his dark, nearly black hair, they appear even lighter.

			Right now, that glacial gaze skims over me, dissecting me with the brisk efficiency wealthy aristocrats seem born to use against their underlings.

			The ley line shivers. I pretend it has nothing to do with the man before me and everything to do with the potential threat of the thoroughly incapacitated wraith.

			“Farmer’s tan and athletic shorts.” The edges of his mouth tighten. “Some things never change.”

			Like his voice. The vague hint of Irish that’s just a bit older, a bit smoother than anything I’ve heard before. The utter contempt in it squelches any kind of momentary appreciation I had for his interrupting the situation.

			“Lyne,” I reply, with what little dignity I can manage from the ground, “don’t look at me like that. We both know this isn’t the worst situation you’ve seen me in.”

			“True.” God, how can his voice possibly be so dry? “Although teasing revenants without putting them out of their misery seems a bit gauche, even for you.”

			“Hey, I thought it was a normal wraith. There’s no reason for it to terrorize me.”

			A single brow rises and his condemnation grates. “It’s a neamh-mairbh, you idiot. I wish I could be surprised that something this ancient decided to come after you.”

			“Wouldn’t that be nice,” I agree, still stretched on the ground on my stomach, wishing Roark would either free me and send the wraith away, or just unleash it so I can be put out of my misery.

			He makes a noise of discontent and prods me with his shoe, urging me to right myself. The best I can manage is rocking onto my back, forcing him to crouch beside me and sit me up. His fingers hover over my garbage-covered legs, moving carefully, like he’s trying to decide where to touch them.

			“Nasty,” he murmurs. I start to protest his insult at the state of my clothes when he finishes the thought with “Their kind were always good at curses.”

			Oh. He meant the wraith. Not me.

			He makes a decision and places his hands lightly on my shins before closing his eyes and whispering words over and over under his breath. The curse breaking is a slow, painful sensation, like unsticking your naked back from a searing vinyl seat in the heat of summer after you’ve been swimming in the creek. I grimace as the pain intensifies at my knees. Roark’s whispers shift, become coaxing, and the slow, steady pulling sensation at the joint fades some. The last bit of the curse removes itself from my body like a cork from a wine bottle.

			There’s a gentle pop of the magick dissipating and my legs are free. I mumble my thanks and reach down to rub some feeling back into them, but Roark hasn’t removed his hands. He’s looking back at the frozen wraith, expression strangely tight.

			“Lyne?”

			He ignores me and rises. The royal indifference of his dismissal isn’t unusual, but the way he stalks back toward the wraith is.

			“Lyne?” I try again.

			He holds up a hand in irritation, a clear shut up, but it doesn’t matter. One second, the wraith is encased in ice, the next the ice shatters away. Roark protects his face with an arm and I throw myself back down on the grass to avoid the worst of the shards.

			The wraith levitates out of our reach. Its voice scratches and chips at some ancient incantation. I push myself up off the ground and hurry to join Roark. Technically, I’m a few inches taller than him. The shift in perspective is good. I’m less awkward when he’s forced to look up at me than when I’m face-to-face with his shoe.

			“What did you do?” he demands of me, waving a hand at the hovering spirit with the same casual irritation he directed at the griffin and the lamia and the salamander king.

			The familiarity of the cycle grounds me enough to protest, “Nothing! I swear to God, I didn’t do anything.”

			Above us, the wraith continues its horrific litany. Whatever it’s saying, I doubt we’re about to see a cloudburst of kittens and puppies.

			“Smith, if I’m forced to defend your sorry ass one more time—”

			The partially fleshed paw that sprouts from the earth by my foot, shocking a yelp from me, ruins Roark’s threat. Fluffy the formerly living cat claws her way out of the ground and rolls her rotting head toward me, yowling even though her vocal cords are long rotted out. All around us, the park pulls a night of the living pets. Dogs, cats, squirrels, and even a freaking gerbil work their way out of the dirt like nightmarish daisies.

			Roark grunts and kicks the skull of a particularly energetic hound that’s attempting to bark and bite him, even though only its head and shoulders are free of their burial site.

			“This isn’t good,” I say as we start a hurried retreat.

			Roark doesn’t say anything, just shoots me a death glare as we run. It’s a familiar sight. No matter our personal differences, Roark and I have a bad habit of landing in sticky situations together. It’s happened enough I almost look forward to these brief moments of camaraderie. They’re a refreshing change from his normal die die die attitude toward me.

			A groping cat claw latches onto my shin. I hiss when a series of scratches mark my skin. Definitely going to need to clean that later.

			“Who the fuck buries their pets in a public park?” Roark snarls. He flicks his hand toward the offending zombie creature. Its paw solidifies into a corpsicle. He shatters it with a well-placed kick and we continue our attempted escape. Not much farther to the edge of campus.

			The wraith is on the move again, leading its disgusting army into battle. Roark’s busy casting a series of jagged ice waves at some deer zombies and their smaller woodland compatriots that just emerged from the nearby trees, so I reach down and snag some rocks from the ground.

			No time like the present to use my magick to avoid death.

			“Phineas Smith winds up for the pitch,” I mutter, trying to gauge the distance between us. “He pulls back—”

			My rock flies through the air and hits the wraith in the free-floating cloth where its legs should be. The ley line remains dormant beneath me.

			“Poor form, Smith,” Roark mocks from my right. Another wave of ice cuts us off from the pack of decomposing dogs staggering their way toward us.

			I try to ignore Roark’s amusement. “Let’s see if he can come back from this.” I wrap my fingers tighter around the next stone. “He winds up. And—”

			This rock pings against the wraith’s broken ribs before bouncing inside its chest cavity. The creature makes a sound of displeasure, but doesn’t slow its approach. Again, no ley line. The lub-dub of those two hearts echoes like battle drums in my head.

			“Bases are loaded. Phineas Smith is the last hope—”

			Roark grumbles something that sounds an awful lot like Goddess, please, no. I draw my arm back. This time, I focus on scratching the surface of the ley line, a subtle invitation for it to come and play.

			It finally answers. The warmth tickles up my leg and spine, resting in my shoulder before flowing down my arm into my fingers. I let the power seep into the stone, whisper a quick prayer, and fling the rock with all my might.

			The good news: The rock hits its target. The heart it slams into makes a wheezing noise and the already discordant beat shifts again, even more jarring this time.

			The bad news: The rock’s on fire, which means the wraith is now on fire, and for some godforsaken reason, all the corpses the wraith reanimated burst into flame, too.

			I shriek, Roark swears, and the ley line misinterprets this as me asking for more power because it flares again. Now the dogs drip fiery spittle from their jaws and the freaking deer are crowned with flaming antlers.

			“Enough,” Roark commands. “Enough helping.”

			I would argue, but he’s already in motion. Roark’s one of the best fighters I’ve ever seen. He’s all fluid, catlike grace and absurd strength, capable of bending under vicious attacks or standing so firm our enemies break against him and shatter. I watch in awe as he conjures a magickal rapier from nowhere, bounds up one of his ice waves, and takes a flying leap to drive the blade straight into the wraith’s burning heart. It’s a beautiful lethality, one that secures my safety instead of threatening it, and it does things to me.

			The moment he lands the blow, the wraith crumples to the ground and the zombies freeze in place. The creature’s not dead, but it’s clearly on its last legs. It struggles ineffectually to escape.

			“Your business?” Roark asks it.

			It answers, but Roark gives a hard shake of its head. “So he can understand,” he snaps.

			Oh. I’m the he.

			The wraith’s jaw skitters, its teeth bouncing together with painful xylophonic sound, but speaks again. “Hungry.”

			“For?”

			“Power.”

			“Always,” I grumble.

			“Like you have much else to offer,” Roark says. He gives a light huff at the sight of my raised middle finger before returning his focus to the wraith. “You can’t have him.”

			“Hungry,” the wraith whines. It’s eerie to watch the pale green flames of its eyes flicking between Roark and me. Eerier still to see those fleshless lips clicking out words without a tongue or vocal cords to form them. “Want him.”

			“I don’t give a damn.”

			I blink. Never would have expected to hear that from Roark.

			Roark leans closer to the impaled monster and whispers something else in that ancient tongue. The words are swift, slick, beautiful in their primeval flow. The wraith’s eyes burn brighter and it hisses back a response. I don’t have to know the language to know it’s furious. When Roark doesn’t respond, the wraith coos something else and those green flames fix on me.

			Greedy. Hungry. Just like every other damn creature that’s ever come after me.

			My roommate follows its stare. His gaze holds on me for a moment. Roark’s nothing like the wraith or any of the other magickal beings who’ve ever come after me. There’s no hunger in his look…just a flash of something that’s gone too fast for me to recognize it.

			The wraith whispers again, but Roark’s had enough. He pushes the rapier’s blade in deeper, pinning the wraith more fully, and recites something. At the silvery words, the wraith shatters. Its two flaming green orbs hold for a moment in the still night air before rising higher and higher, until they whisk away on a night breeze far above us.

			The moment they vanish from our sight, the zombies around us collapse. They don’t go back to where they came or anything. That would be too nice. Too clean. Too much like the world had pity on me.

			Instead, they collapse in place. Smoldering piles of rotting limbs or already bleached-out bones. They look bad. They smell worse.

			“You’re a menace,” Roark says, staring hard at one of the burning piles of what used to be a ferret. “Six years, and you still can’t control your magick. They should have expelled you after the hydra.”

			“Sorry I and the rest of the student population at the stadium didn’t have the forethought to rip apart an ancient monster with ice spears so it couldn’t regenerate—”

			“Or ability,” Roark interrupts. “Forethought or ability.”

			I flip him off and kneel so I can inspect my shin. Yeah, definitely going to need some rubbing alcohol for this one, maybe some superglue for the worst of the lines. I glance up. “Regardless, thanks for helping tonight.”

			“Don’t mention it.” A muscle in his jaw flexes. “I’m serious. Don’t mention a word of this to anyone.”

			He draws himself up and explodes into a cloud of ravens that blot out the streetlights before vanishing into the night sky above me, crowing his victory for the world to hear.

			His message is clear: The Prince of Air and Darkness is back.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			Roark

			The only thing keeping my gnawing sense of failure at bay when I head to class this morning is the knowledge that I saved Smith last night. Again. At least some things remain status quo.

			Normally my return to Mathers is one of joy; on campus, despite the expectations of my title, I’m freer than when I’m back home at Court. This year, though, the weight doesn’t lift from my shoulders as I make my way down gleaming footpaths and past tall stone dormitories and lecture halls. The term’s classes have already been in session for weeks. The campus should be a busy hive of activity, students from all Pantheons mixing and mingling as they wander to and from classes. I suppose they still do, but there’s cautious distance between certain groups now, a subtle shift of seating in common areas, and more people walk with lowered heads and increased purpose.

			I receive some nods of acknowledgment from those I pass, but more than a few students drop their gazes, suddenly distracted by their books or feet or the architecture of nearby buildings. While I’ve never been popular with the Seelie students, they’ve never outright avoided me. Worse, there are students from other pantheons acting the same way. Mother worried rumors would begin to spread outside the Courts’ boundaries. She’ll be displeased to hear her suspicions were founded.

			The thought of bearing bad news to her again grows into an ache behind my sternum. I’ve lived free of doubt for centuries only to have my composure shattered in a scant handful of years. Disappointing Mother, being incapable of preventing Sláine’s defection, walking away from unproductive bargaining at the Accords… Every choice I make reeks with the threat of failure.

			Is this how Smith feels all the time? Constantly wondering if he’s made the right decision, constantly searching for validation that he hasn’t made the situation worse?

			No wonder he’s such a disaster.

			Fellow students mill around me as I enter the university’s main commons and head toward the registrar’s office. Hopefully I won’t have too long a wait to clear up this registration mess. I’m heading up the steps into the building when a young redcap coming down spots me and does a double take. “Your Highness! I didn’t expect to see you here so soon.”

			I draw up on the stairs, pulling a bit on my glamour to ensure I’m portraying an appropriately formal expression instead of mild irritation at the interruption. “Oh?”

			“Did you get a chance to talk to Ripthorn?”

			Ominous. “Why would I need to talk to Ripthorn?” I ask.

			The redcap squints at me, torn between confusion and a newfound wariness. “Well, after last night I figured he’d go to you before he came to make a formal report—”

			Dammit. The campus police are stationed in this building. I do my best to cover for my ignorance, and offer what I hope is a charming smile. “I haven’t run into him yet. Can you remind me which dorm he’s in?”

			“O-of course, Your Highness. He lives in Isidore Hall.”

			“Thank you. I’ll try to catch him there right now.”

			The registrar will have to wait. If one of my subjects is coming to make a police report, it’s critical I reach him first and learn what I can about the situation. Our Court cannot afford to be blindsided by unknown details at any potential hearing. I cannot be blindsided by details of what my subjects are suffering while I’ve been away.

			Isidore Hall serves as a purgatory for first-and second-year university students. It’s designed to be a mixing place for the various Pantheons, so our young people can meet and mingle and form lasting friendships across cultural divides. Before this summer, I fully supported the idea of mixing magickal groups. Now, I hate that my Unseelie subjects are spread out around campus. What was once a gesture of unity now feels like an unnecessary risk.

			It’s easy enough to get inside the hall. A passing dryad holds the door for me, not giving a second glance as I sweep past her. The RA’s room is on the first floor, near the entrance. His door is open, so I walk in and ask where Ripthorn’s room is located.

			I don’t need to say who I am, or why I need the information. Everyone on campus knows me. I’m fairly certain it’s a combination of my looks—I take after my mother—and my reputation, which preceded me for centuries before I finally took my place here. No one refuses the Unseelie prince, even if they should. I suppose I should be grateful my title gets me what I need when I need it, but sometimes the flustered apologies and respectful distance grows tiresome.

			Once the RA gives me what I need, I head upstairs. Room 208 is toward the end of the hall, tucked in between a storage closet and the last room. This end of the hall is unnaturally quiet, as if the residents are doing their best not to disturb Ripthorn. Their caution digs at my conscience. What the hell happened last night? And why didn’t anyone find me before now? It’s not like I wasn’t around.

			You were with Smith, an insidious fear whispers. You’ve chosen him before.

			Shut up. Don’t think of that.

			I rap my knuckles against the door and wait.

			A scuffle of movement from the other side. When the door finally opens, it’s only a narrow gap and I’m fairly certain the woman standing there glaring at me isn’t going to open it much farther.

			“What do you want?” she asks. She’s taller than me, wiry, and with a short bob of dark hair. Her accent is faint, but there’s a rough timbre to her words that betrays her worry. The white glow of her eyes underscores that emotion. Ripthorn knows a dragon. Just my luck.

			Instead of playing twenty questions and heightening the anxiety, I cut to the chase. “I’m Prince Lyne of the Winter Court. I just returned to campus from the Accords and was asked to check on my subject Ripthorn. Is he home?”

			A tremulous voice calls out from behind the woman at the door. “Prince Lyne? Réka, it’s fine. Let him in.”

			Réka glowers at me, but steps back from the door and gestures me inside. As soon as I make it past the threshold, she closes and locks the door behind me and stalks to stand beside the young fae who waits in the center of the dorm room.

			The easiest reaction would be anger, but Ripthorn is so nervous I worry he’d think my rage was directed at him. Rather than risk that, I cover my fury with glamour and state the obvious. “You look like shit.”

			He winces a little when he laughs. I pretend not to notice the way his hand shakes when he reaches up to brush his teal hair behind his ear, skimming lightly over a split cheekbone. The damage is extensive. An ugly welt at the corner of his mouth. Blackened eyes turning deep purple. And judging by the way Réka carefully leads him back to sit on one of the beds, the rest of him probably took a beating as well.

			Once he’s more comfortably settled, I pull out a desk chair and take a seat. Part of me idly catalogues how close they sit together, the way Réka watches Ripthorn’s hand reflexively gripping at his knee. Her expression is painfully earnest, her affection and concern obvious despite my presence. When she rests her hand over Ripthorn’s, the fae shudders and slumps against her.

			“What do you need to know?” Ripthorn asks me. His words are dull, even if his body is caught in the throes of panic.

			“Why don’t you tell me what happened,” I suggest. “I’m not here to judge your actions. I simply want to know what occurred last night.”

			I have to remain as dispassionate as possible. It doesn’t matter how much I hate this part of my job; it is the most critical aspect of my role on campus. Collecting facts, asking invasive questions, and acting as if I don’t believe the victim’s pain are all necessary to appease the Pantheons. The Unseelie subjects must be supported, but there can be no question of my making an erroneous judgment based on emotion.

			It comes in fits and starts. If it weren’t for Réka’s quiet strength, the way she keeps rubbing her thumb over Ripthorn’s knuckles, I don’t know if the kid would have ever told me the truth.

			He went to Domovoi’s with a few friends. They left early and he stayed behind to finish his beer. Some Seelie he didn’t recognize from campus came in. They got drunk. They tried to pick a fight with an ogre first. When that didn’t happen, they tried to pick a fight with him. He left immediately and headed back to campus. They caught him before he could get back to the dorm.

			Réka squeezes Ripthorn’s hand. “I should hunt them down.”

			“Don’t,” I command. “Retaliating without the Pantheons’ approval could set off another Faerie Civil War.”

			A ripple of magick. It’s ancient, strong, and reminds me of the shocking power of a gust of wind from an unexpected direction.

			“I am not your subject,” she growls.

			I lift my chin and hold her glare. “But Ripthorn is,” I tell her. “One escalation leads to another.” And then, softly, just to her, “I can’t risk making worse for the next faerie.”

			Her nostrils flare and her magick swells, growing until I fear she’ll shift right here. I don’t want to fight a dragon today. The urge to reach into my glamour for my sword, to prepare my defense thrums through me. I ignore it. Réka isn’t reacting to me…she’s reacting to the pain she feels on Ripthorn’s behalf.

			This is what love does to us.

			What fools we are.

			Only my understanding stays my hand from my sword’s grip. And I hate the woman for reminding me why.

			“I’ll take this to Dean Tanaka.” With this news, he’ll make time for an appointment with me whether he wants to or not. “The Pantheons will probably want to interview you since you were injured in a neutral zone. Mother or I will be present with you.”

			I stand, wishing I had something better to offer than diplomatic words. “I’m so sorry this happened to you. If you need anything else,” I tell him, writing my cell’s number on a scrap of paper on the desk.

			Réka rises and escorts me to the door. I’m not surprised when she follows me out into the hall. To avoid the lecture she’s probably been preparing for our moment alone, I cut her off with “Thank you for taking care of him.”

			She opens her mouth, likely to rationalize it away, but I wave a hand. “He’s relaxed with you. He feels safe. My subjects’ safety matters to me. So, thank you.”

			One second. Two. Three. Réka’s shoulders drop. “You’re welcome.”

			“I’m sorry I wasn’t there to help him last night.” The admission scrapes its way out of my throat.

			“You’re here now. It’s enough.”

			I wish that were true.

			Once I get outside the dorm, I summon one of our ravens and send a message to my mother. Neutrality broken. Meeting with Tanaka tonight.

			There. That should catch her attention well enough. I watch the bird disappear into the darkening twilight, its blackness blending into the star-speckled sky. The temptation to give in to my mind’s desire to escape, to allow my body to scatter into ravens, to become fractured wholes that weave and bob and dart through the air calls. Free. The only freedom I ever have.

			No time. I need to meet with the registrar. Get back to the apartment. Wait for Mother’s reply. Write up reports and draft declarations. Email my professors. Buy my damn textbooks.

			And yet, despite the growing list of things I need to accomplish, guilt sticks in the back of my throat, threatening to suffocate me. Ripthorn was so close to where Smith and I fought the wraith. If I knew, could I have made the right choice? Could I have exchanged Ripthorn’s safety for Smith’s?

			I know what my answer to that question should be. Despite that, the truth will linger in the back of my mind all day.

			* * *

			Mother doesn’t contact me until the evening. The moment her pale, perfect reflection appears in the still water of the scrying bowl on my dresser, her expression twists into a frown.

			“What on earth is that noise?”

			That noise would be the raucous gathering occurring in the shared living room beyond my closed bedroom door. The thin wood doesn’t eliminate the laughter or the scent of pizza that slips through the gap near the floor, but it’s better than no barrier between us.

			“My roommates,” I tell her. I roll my head from side to side, wishing I could unkink my shoulders. Cheese and sauce and pepperoni. My stomach growls, but I’ll eat later. Talk now, catch Dean Tanaka after dinner as his secretary suggested, meet personal needs once business is finished.

			“They should be quieter,” she says. The edges of the bowl frost, but the lack of ice means she’s merely irritated by their behavior.

			“Mother, I share this apartment. After five years, it’s nothing new. Besides, if they’re loud, I know they aren’t listening in.”

			She moves on, which is as close to acceptance for my reasoning as I’ll ever get. “How do you intend to approach your dean tonight?”

			My phone dings with an incoming email; it’s one of my professors sending me the work I’ve missed. I type a reply and talk at the same time. “Inform him of the incident with Ripthorn. Ask him if he can offer protection to our students.”

			“Ask?”

			I ignore the flat disapproval in the word. “I’m not sure what Mathers’s official stance is toward the Courts after this summer. I don’t want to give our hand away until I can be sure we’ll receive support.”

			“I suppose that’s wise.”

			My stomach gurgles again. I press a hand against my abdomen, out of Mother’s sight, and close my eyes. Like somehow that will cancel out my sense of smell. A stupid trick, but from the darkness, I get a faint sense of control. “Has the news of what happened made it back to the sídhe?”

			“No whispers have reached me. If you manage it quickly enough there, I doubt it will complicate matters outside campus.”

			If I manage it quickly enough. Not when I manage it.

			A sharp stab of pain behind my left eye. I press my thumb hard against the upper curve of my eye socket, wishing I could dig my thumb inside to reach the offending nerve.

			The low rumble of the troll’s voice from the living room. Smith’s crow of delight at whatever the story was.

			I wonder if he’s telling them about his adventures on the farm. They usually end with some plebeian anecdote Smith finds uproariously hilarious. He never seems to realize that everyone else is laughing because he’s a good storyteller, not because his stories make any sense to us. Idiot.

			“Roark?”

			I open my eyes and am confronted with the disconcerting image of Mother tilting her head to inspect me. “Would you prefer I contact the dean for you? You look peaked.”

			“I’m fine,” I lie.

			“That was quite a show of power last night,” she says, completely ignoring my assurance. “You must be exhausted.”

			Of course she felt that. She’s the conduit of our Court’s power, and I didn’t exactly hold back with my glamour against that wraith.

			“It’s nothing I can’t handle.” Lies, lies, and more lies. At least she can’t push against my fragile mask when there’s this much distance between us. “Shall I call you once I’ve finished speaking with Dean Tanaka?”

			“I thought it was getting late there.”

			“It is.”

			“Send a raven instead. That would suffice. You may want to arrange a meeting with our people. Remind them that retaliation in any form will not be tolerated.”

			“As you wish.”

			“I refuse to give Oberon’s ilk reason to come after you. I will not lose another son to them.” Her voice dips with ominous warning. “Or anyone else.”

			The hunger vanishes, replaced with a heavy nausea that’s grown all too familiar since the summer. The scar running across my left palm aches and I clench the hand to hide that clean, pale line from my sight. “Understood. Mother, may I cut this call short? It’s nearly time for my meeting.”

			“Of course, darling. I’ll watch for your raven.”

			A quick wave of my hand and the spell cuts short. Nothing but a bowl filled with ordinary water sits on my dresser. She didn’t have to explain what she meant. She continues to hold one impulsive decision over my head, continues to remind me of the only time I’ve challenged her. She’s never forgiven and she’ll never forget.

			And no matter the cost, I’ll never regret what I did.

			It’s petty, but I fling my glamour toward the scrying bowl, focusing my magick to cut with the same lethal edge her words held. If, not when. The hex collides with its target and the metal of the bowl gives a single tick when it flash-freezes.

			Sudden silence from the living room.

			A cautious call of “Lyne, you alright in there?”

			Smith. Why couldn’t it be anyone else showing concern?

			I don’t bother to answer through the door. It’s easier to exit my bedroom and head for the kitchen. Smith’s crew hovers anxiously between armchairs and a disgusting polyester monstrosity of a couch. Pizza boxes lie open on the coffee table. My stomach cramps in longing.

			No. There are far more important things to do than waste my time with my roommates and their inevitable barrage of well-meaning questions.

			Their magick rubs against mine in this small space, individual imprints growing stronger with their heightened concern. I’m used to that, to the sensation of other beings’ glamour or magick against my own; it’s part and parcel of our world. Normally, I don’t mind the unconscious intrusion, but tonight the individual markers of their presence irritate me. The sun-warmed wood of the satyr and sea spray of his half-Gorgon girlfriend. A steady earthen weight of the bridge troll. The flickering duality of the faerie who straddles Court lines. And the fiery burn of Smith’s ley line.

			“Lyne?”

			Speak of the devil.

			Smith pushes himself over the back of the couch, the only one stupid enough to watch me as I stalk across the living room. “Everything okay?”

			No, Smith, nothing is okay and it’s all your damn fault.

			“We’re celebrating,” he continues, turning back to his friends and ignoring the way I glare at the back of his head. He lifts his beer. “To the future!”

			To the future? Really?

			Smith’s future is as bleak as mine. Constantly attacked by ancient creatures drawn to the raw power he can’t control. Treated with kid gloves by the university administration because he’s a freak of nature. Living on borrowed time despite everyone’s best efforts to keep him alive for a little while longer.

			Something ugly curls tightly in my chest. Something that wants to bring ice and darkness and pain. I don’t listen to those baser urges; I’m a prince and I’ll behave like one.

			They go dead silent when I stalk over to join them, all except Smith, who sits there laughing on the couch in a dirty, sweaty shirt and a pair of athletic shorts, beer bottle dangling from his fingers. A plate of pizza sits in his lap.

			“So, you hungry?” he asks, a picture of control except for the flush rising high in his cheeks.

			No one else risks eye contact.

			He freezes when I step past the troll and move closer still. My leg brushes his knee and his magick flares from that simple touch. He always reacts like this. A match held close to a flame. Ready to explode at any second, just waiting for the right nudge.

			He tilts his head back and I steal a moment to take in the details I couldn’t during our battle. The hint of stubble blurring the strong column of his throat. A new summer haircut. The sides are shorter than they were before, the top still a soft fall of blond that catches the harsh electric light. Dark blue eyes lift, flicking in tiny movements as he tries to read my expression.

			His façade crumbles the instant I reach my hand toward him. A full flinch, a tightening of his body. Every reaction involuntary because he’s scared shitless of me. The second he realizes I’ve stolen his plate, the fear transforms into a comfortably familiar anger.

			“Hey!” he calls after me. “You could have asked. We got extra on purpose.”

			“I don’t want extra. I want yours. Consider it repayment.”

			Confused muttering from his friends and a squeak of sofa springs. I swallow a smile. Smith’s feeling spry tonight if he thinks he can stand up to me.

			“You could eat with us,” he says.

			The novelty of the offer is enough to make me turn and reassess the situation.

			“Why on earth would I want to do that?” I ask, confused.

			We’ve managed to live together peacefully for years through carefully choreographed avoidance. Smith and the satyr only invite over their small circle of friends while I keep to myself. They don’t complain about my unusual hours and I keep the kitchen stocked and apartment clean. To avoid arguments, the satyr and I rarely speak to each other, and he doesn’t take sides when Smith and I have it out. Strangely enough, they are decent roommates, even if I could never acknowledge it. I don’t want to risk our balance now.

			Apparently, I’m not alone in the sentiment, since the satyr scowls at the back of Smith’s head when he says, “It’s fine, Finny. We’ll leave some pizza in the fridge for him.”

			Smith doesn’t back down. The buzz of his magick pushes and strains across the empty space toward me. He crosses his arms over his chest. Is he unconsciously trying to hold in that explosion of energy?

			“It’s not fine. You should take a break from whatever it was that set you off a few minutes ago.” His gaze darts to the floor. “You’re always helping everyone else, but you never let us return the favor.”

			The quiet, accurate observation steals the breath from my lungs.

			“It’s the last year we’re all living together,” he continues. Finally, he meets my gaze. “Soon we’ll graduate and move on with our lives—”

			“A bit presumptuous on your part, isn’t it? Especially after last night.” The words fly without thought.

			Smith’s eyes widen.

			“You think you can help me when you lack all control to help yourself?” I step closer, lower my volume. “Do you want to die, you idiot?” I ask.

			He swallows, but doesn’t dare look behind him at his friends, who watch us curiously, unsure of the direction of our quiet conversation. “Everyone dies at some point.”

			“Not like that. Not searching it out.”

			It’s too far. His mouth drops open and I pull up a shield of glamour on instinct. But he doesn’t go off. Instead, he scrubs a hand over his face, his usually cheerful composure broken. “Holy crap, Lyne. Do you always have to be such a miserable bastard?”

			“Yes.”

			I kick my door shut behind me, probably with greater viciousness than necessary. As I feared, the pizza is delicious. There’s not much time to enjoy it, though. Tanaka shifted a great deal to fit me into his schedule tonight and I have no intention of being late. I make sure to wipe all traces of my hasty meal from my face before I steel myself to leave my bedroom.

			This time, they ignore me. Normally that would please me, except there’s an obvious hole in the tapestry of their magick.

			“Where’d he go?” I ask as I head toward the front door. I deliberately avoid looking at them when I ask, not wanting them to make more of it than they should.

			The satyr’s magick flares, matching the acerbic bite of his words. “Couldn’t stand being in the same space after taking your shit. He went to study.”

			The library. Smith always goes to the library to study.

			“Your Highness,” the satyr calls.

			I pause, hand on the doorknob, count to three to seem disinterested, and turn back. He doesn’t say anything, so I wait.

			Eventually, he gains enough courage to finish his thought. “Are you going to act like this all year?”

			“Act like what?”

			The satyr’s lip twists. “Like a miserable bastard.”

			The insult rolls off, which is fortunate. It stung enough when Smith threw it at me. I raise a brow at the satyr, but for the first time in years, he doesn’t back down. Maybe if he’d shown this much spine years ago, I could have learned to tolerate him.

			He can’t quite manage to hold my gaze, but he tries. “Look, I get that your life kinda sucks after this summer, but go easy on Finny. It’s going to be a tough year for him.”

			The unspoken reality lies between us with the heaviness of impending death. It’s not going to be a tough year for Smith; it’s going to be an impossible year. He can’t control the ley line, so he won’t be able to pass the classes he needs to graduate. Even if he does scrape by thanks to well-meaning professors, the best he can hope for is a job with one of the Pantheons that, at best, wants to keep an eye on him and his powers. He’ll never make anything of himself; he’ll be stuck in a lonely room doing menial tasks day after day until his magick burns through him or an ancient creature drawn to his power eats him. Worst-case scenario, he leaves Mathers, returns to a life in the human world, and is stuck there, with nothing but fading memories of this place. Of us.

			Of me.

			I could respond with bitterness. But I don’t want this apartment to become another potential battleground. If I threaten Smith again, if I hint that Smith could be in danger from me, the satyr and the rest of this small gaggle will stand up for him. Shooting for a diplomatic response and acceptable compromise is the least time-consuming option.

			“I’ll remember that,” I drawl. “And hopefully this last year passes uneventfully for all of us.” On that vague promise and threat, I leave the apartment and head off to do my mother’s bidding.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			Phineas

			It’s bad enough I fled the apartment because Roark was about to make me go off. Insult heaps on injury, though, when halfway to the library I realize I didn’t remember to grab anything. I was too overwhelmed and confused by his unexpected cruelty. It doesn’t matter if he’s got a rapier in hand or not… That tongue of his can cut me down just as effectively.

			There’s no one in the library right now, so I don’t get any dirty looks when I swear and let my head thump back against the wall. It does little to make me feel better. The ley line’s recognized all the signs of adrenaline and pushes up into me, trying to bolster me for the battle ahead. It unfurls through my limbs to still their shaking, steadies my speeding pulse, and tickles at the edges of my senses. Its behavior would be perfect if I were facing down a rampaging monster. Too bad the ley line hasn’t distinguished true fighting from some of the finer points in my reaction to Roark.

			Like the goose bumps that exploded over my skin when he stepped closer. How the strange twist behind my ribs tightened so much I couldn’t breathe when he refused to accept my excuse to his question as an answer. How I welcomed his challenge and hated it because it meant we could stand there and share the same space, the same air.

			The confusing need I’ve grappled with for years dares me to examine it more closely. Instead, I make a tactical retreat, hurrying to the nearest bookshelf in the hopes of distracting myself from the thought of pale eyes and thin lips and capable hands. The random, ancient tome I pull from the shelf has enough weight to make me grunt when it comes free and knocks me in the chest, but when I return to my seat and try to flip through the pages, the only thing I can focus on is the ley line smoldering under my skin.

			I have to calm down. I don’t want to set anything on fire, especially not somewhere as flammable as the library.

			Breathe in against the magickal pressure welling up inside.

			Sometimes, if I stop fighting, the ley line will relax. My academic advisor, Professor Liddel, and I have spent a long time working on relaxation techniques. Another breath. Calm. Acceptance.

			Acceptance… Fine. Roark was right. Losing control of my power isn’t how I want this all to end. And as much as it hurt, he made a valid point. There’s no way I can help him or anyone unless I figure my own shit out.

			* * *

			The book lies open in my lap, but I can’t comprehend any of the ancient calligraphy scrawled there. Something about the ley line devouring yet another host. Just like every other historical account.

			Breathe out.

			A lack of control. I suffer it. Every one of the ley line’s hosts died from it eventually.

			The energy inside me coils tighter, feeding off the frantic pace of my thoughts. The edges of the book dig into my stomach when I tighten my grip on it and try to contain the magick I’m leaking.

			Breathe in.

			You have one last year here. There’s still time to master this. There’s still time to save the farm. To set your parents up for life before you go.

			Right. There’s time. Yes. Breathe out. Calm. Acceptance.

			Breathe in. Out.

			The ley line eases back a tiny bit.

			I crack my eyes, proud I’ve controlled myself. Too bad the edges of the book are on fire. I yelp and slam the book shut, patting the smoldering remnants with my hand and blowing to dissipate the scent of charred parchment.

			Shit.

			Before anyone can come check on me, I hurry back to the shelves and shove the tome in place, pretending I don’t notice the wisps of pale smoke still rising from it. It’s not like anyone’s going to be using it anytime soon. I’m the only person who ever comes to this section.

			The study of ley lines is the magickal equivalent of studying black holes. Everyone has a theory on what they are and how they work and then you try to get close enough to study them in real life and you die, so the research stops.

			Only a few random humans have ever managed to channel the ley lines’ energy and these hosts’ appearances throughout history aren’t consistent. Human bodies aren’t designed to act as conduits for that level of power. So the ley lines burn us out really fast, like light bulb filaments when the current’s too strong. We die, and no one can explain how to prevent it.

			That thought makes the ley line quiet for a moment. Long enough for me to leave the library before the air shimmering around me from the invisible heat I’m putting off can make the building spontaneously combust.

			The cool night air outside helps. With the spontaneous combustion issue, I mean, not my inevitable death. The reality isn’t as terrifying as it used to be. All the other people who had this power died before the age of twenty, including Joan of Arc. So…hooray, I’ve already exceeded my life expectancy.

			That’s what Herman and Sue wrote on my birthday cake back when I turned twenty-one. Happy Birthday, Finny! You’re still alive!

			“More’s the pity,” Roark had murmured as he snagged a piece of it and vanished back to his room. It wasn’t insulting; Roark’s never hidden that he’ll be first in line to dance a jig on my grave when it’s all over.

			Maybe Roark will end up killing me first. Take that, history.

			Restless, but unwilling to risk others’ lives while I’m this out of control, I check my phone to see what time it is. Plenty late now. Hopefully Roark’s gone to bed or wandered off to do whatever Unseelie princes are supposed to do when the faerie Courts are squabbling.

			I don’t want to see him again tonight. But part of me craves it because he’s the only person who calls my future like it is. Who calls me like I am.

			Instead of heading home, I walk the grounds. Even after dark, I never worry about walking Mathers’s campus. It’s one of the few neutral zones in the world established by the magickal Pantheons. No one is stupid enough to risk the wrath of immortal entities to commit any crime against a student while they’re peacefully studying at university.

			“Hey.”

			I jump and the ley line follows suit, rising up and smashing into me like a rogue wave. A quick spin and panicked “The fuck?” reveals the cause of my most recent heart attack.

			Robin Goodfellow sits cross-legged a few feet above the ground. Instead of the drunken sneer he sported the last time I saw him in the park, he’s all humble contrition now. Pressing a hand to my sternum doesn’t help me catch my breath, but it does make me feel a little less like my heart will beat its way out of my chest.

			“What do you want?” I ask.

			“Sorry about last night,” Goodfellow says. “I thought it was a game. Didn’t know that thing was actually coming after you.”

			“Most people don’t.”

			He picks at a fraying lace on his boot, contemplative despite his refusal to look directly at me. I’m shifting, searching for a polite way to sneak around him, before he finally says, “I could’ve stayed to help you.”

			I don’t like how he makes it sound like a question, a potential deal, instead of a simple observation or apology. I wave off his dubious concern. “You had no reason to stick around. Besides, it worked out.”

			“I noticed.” He tilts his head and the streetlights glint off an unnerving smile. “Little human like you… I never guessed you’d survive that kind of attack. How’d you make it out?”

			Instead of the normal urge to be friendly and chat, a voice in the back of my head whispers for caution. It sounds a hell of a lot like Roark, which makes sense. He was the person who warned me about Goodfellow’s penchant for dickish tricks and high-stakes wordplay.

			I return Goodfellow’s smile with a polite one of my own. “The usual. You know…” I point toward the path. “It’s getting late. I should be going.”

			“Sure. Sure. Have a good night.” Even after he fades away into the night, the sensation of being watched doesn’t leave until I’m almost halfway home. Only then can I relax and start to enjoy my surroundings.

			Overhead, streetlights flicker in and out. The path I’m on is slow and easy, meandering its way past the public gardens of the campus. Agriculture majors like me are required to care for the gardens during our undergrad studies, so this is a familiar stomping ground.

			To my left, the chaotic shadows of the English garden loom. It’s one of my favorite spaces, an explosion of growth carefully tamed to provide the illusion of wild beauty. During the day, numerous Seelie visit this garden. It makes sense, since their powers cater to growth and the proliferation of new life.

			The wet clicking and popping from the darkness alerts me that something is off. For a second, I think one of my knees is out of joint or that Goodfellow’s returned to play a trick on me. By the time I realize neither of those is the case, it’s too late.

			Roark

			Dean Tanaka’s office is formal, but comfortable. Designed to assure anyone visiting that he’s “one of the people” while also upholding Mathers’s hallowed moral strictures. A power play done up in silk tapestries, tatami, and fine woods, capable of tricking lesser visitors into underestimating his abilities due to his absolute hospitality.

			I sit at the shadowed right hand of my mother’s throne in the depths of our sídhe’s cavernous halls. Tanaka’s going to have to work harder to impress me.

			He’s well aware of the fact. It’s the reason he’s sitting across from me at a low table like an equal, a cup of tea steaming gently beneath his steepled hands, instead of trying to win me over by showing me his exquisite art collections.

			“I find it interesting that you’re speaking to me about this issue when the student in question hasn’t even filed an official report,” he says, returning to the point he’s been pressing for the last ten minutes. “Perhaps he doesn’t intend to file a complaint.”

			“Perhaps,” I agree, keeping my hands resting on my knees. A hint of glamour hides the way I have to flex them from time to time in frustration.

			“Until I have the report in my hand, I have no reason to believe our faerie students will act out again in such a way. Students from either Court,” he adds quickly.

			“I see.”

			“Until all the facts are gathered, this incident could be little more than an accident. A drunken act gone terribly wrong. Perhaps a prank taken too far in the heat of the moment, as in the past.”

			I bite my tongue and resist the urge to shatter his delicate china cup by freezing his tea. Or his hand.

			“Dean Tanaka,” I finally say when I can keep the trembling from my voice, “we both know I am attending Mathers as a gesture of Queen Mab’s goodwill. She has spent decades urging the youth of the Winter Court to pursue higher education and support the Pantheons’ push for economic diversity. We both know that it is my word alone which keeps my people—and their tuition money—from leaving this institution overnight.”

			His eyes flash silver and the pads of his fingers press together tightly. I’ve spent centuries studying Mother’s diplomacy. One of her lessons has never failed to guarantee me what I want: In order to win someone to your side, you must know what they’re unwilling to lose and promise they can keep it.

			I lean closer. “This was more than a simple prank. If I believe my subjects are in any danger, I will not hesitate to ensure their safety.”

			It’s an unsubtle threat, but my tolerance has been pushed beyond its limit. Besides, he looks away first. I’ve won this round. Mother will be so pleased.

			“I’ll need to consult the Board and the Pantheons first,” he says slowly, “after the student files a formal report. However, if the perpetrators are not students at this university, the situation will be out of my hands. All justice will be meted out by the Pantheons. In the meantime, you may assure Queen Mab that any retaliation committed by students on campus will receive immediate punishment.”

			His stern expression emphasizes the casual threat he levels back at me. At least the battle lines are clear. “I would expect no less,” I say. “Our students will be reminded of the university’s expectations for their conduct.”

			“Clearly reminded, I’m sure.” He rises, the first outright inhospitable gesture he’s made tonight, and gives me the barest tilt of a bow. “Good evening, Prince Lyne.”

			I mirror his gesture, bowing a little deeper to give the illusion of respect. “Thank you for seeing me, Dean Tanaka. Good night.”

			I send Mother another raven once I’m walking back toward the apartment. Campus has fallen silent over the course of our meeting, with most of the students gone to parties or on weekend trips. It’s my favorite time of night, when the streetlights can barely compete with the darkness. It’s a time to think.

			The unavoidable truth has shown itself. The Seelie never used to cross these kinds of lines. Tricks and pranks between Winter and Summer fae were common, a safe way for us to push each other’s limits. The glory came from avoiding physical harm, not causing it. As long as it didn’t disrupt the academic setting or negatively impact other students, Dean Tanaka usually let such matters slide, trusting the faerie monarchs to mete out justice if anything went a bit too far. That’s probably why he doesn’t understand how this is different. In my time on campus, I’ve never seen a student physically assaulted on campus grounds. If they went after Ripthorn and receive no punishment, they’ll find other Unseelie. They may start harassing our allies, as well. Friends from other Pantheons. People like—

			A low, buzzing hum vibrates down my spine.

			Smith?

			My steps falter and I glance up. About a hundred yards away, the library stands, an island of warm light in an ocean of shadow. Herne and the hunters, how did I end up here?

			I turn, determined to walk away, to ignore the uneven tug of Smith’s magick, when the library’s door opens. Out walks the idiot, hands stuffed in his pockets, head down. He must have fled the apartment so quickly he didn’t even bother to take his work with him.

			The sizzle of the ley line’s energy reaches my glamour in spite of the distance between us. I run a hand over my arm to ease the sensation and wonder if anything else can sense the alluring promise of his magick. Wonder if even now something other than me crouches in the darkness and watches him.

			Walk away. Following him will only lead to trouble. He’s not yours.

			I wait until his silhouette’s nearly vanished before following after him.

			Phineas

			A sharp prickling around my ankle as something tightens its grip, using my step forward to yank me off balance. Flashes of light spark behind my eyelids when my chin hits the dirt. The jarring impact slams my mouth shut and the cloying coppery salt of blood drowns me.

			There’s no time to focus on that. Whatever snatched me is hauling me deeper into the garden. The damp grass tickles my stomach as my shirt rides up. I focus on kicking with my free foot, attempting to roll myself onto my back so I can at least see what the hell I’m supposed to be fighting.

			We’re rapidly approaching the covered trellis that leads into the garden proper. Once I’ve been dragged off the main path and find myself alone in the darkness with this thing… Past experiences have proven that is when things try to eat me.

			I spread my arms wide, digging my fingertips into the grass. We’re turning, which is bad. The curve necessary to pull me that direction brings me close to the edge of the path and I finally can snag a hold of the base of one of the hedges, which is good. So much pressure against my shoulder, against my tenuous grip. Gotta take advantage of this.

			I haul my free leg up, pushing off with my toe so I can get my other hand around the trunk. Arms and leg working in tandem to haul me forward against the grip on my ankle.

			My sudden movement must surprise my attacker, because the prickling against my skin eases. I grit my teeth and yank my trapped leg. The hold vanishes and I half-fall, half-somersault away. A quick adjustment and I manage to pop back up into an upright stance.

			It’s dark here. I need to see what this thing is. I need light.

			Illuminating charm from freshman year. The ley line jumps at the request and the tiny amount of magick I try to tap into transforms into a freaking geyser. The ghostlight I’m supposed to summon doesn’t appear. Instead, a nearby bush goes up in a blaze.

			Crap.

			Focus on the positives. Okay, I’ve got light. Not how I wanted, but it’s better than nothing. Trying to blink away the spots, I search for whatever wants to kill me. First rule of magickal combat: You’ve got to see what you’re fighting if you want the hexes to land correctly.

			The firelight flickers and jumps around the garden. Ghastly shapes twist and snarl around me, false shadow enemies. Just beyond that circle of illumination there’s something else, something big and sinuous hovering out of sight, waiting for a moment to strike.

			A flash at my right. I spin, trying to catch the movement, but miss it. A squelching pop from behind. Pivot that way. Miss it again. Around and around until I grow dizzy. I stop moving so I don’t lose my balance and realize the bush is half-consumed.

			This thing is playing with me, waiting for my protection to burn out so it can finish me off. Well, fuck that. I shift closer to the bush as the light’s reach lessens.

			“Yeah,” I call, “I’m not that stupid. If you want to eat me, you’re going to need to show me your ugly face.”

			Silence but for the crackling of the fire at my back. Then there’s a painful creaking, like muscles and bones grinding against each other. A paw appears from the shadows. At least I think it’s a paw. It’s flayed, dark red muscle, yellow veins, white tendons pushing and pulling and flexing while black blood drips over them, creating a viscous layer to cover the skinless flesh. Sharp white claws spike into the grass.

			I follow the paw up the thickly muscled leg, higher. A shoulder, curving and slipping into the light with catlike grace. Its face will haunt me if I survive. Double row of black eyes edged in yellow, short snout, and a wide jaw, too wide for anything I know. And teeth. Rows and rows of shark teeth, gnashing and grinding.

			Holy fuck.

			The ley line has surfaced so close that it scorches the soles of my feet through the thin layer of earth.

			No explosions this time. Don’t destroy another part of the school in your final year.

			The hell beast snarls at me. Fire. Most things don’t like fire. The current of power churns beneath me and I wince when I reach in to draw out enough for a protective spell. It’s unstable in the face of the imminent threat and I can barely think of a hex fast enough to shape its intent before I have to fling it away, shaking my hands against the lingering burn. The monster flinches, but the hex bounces off its nose and fizzles out in the damp grass.

			We both stare at the smoldering spot for a moment. Our eyes meet. I swear to God, the sickening bubbling coming from the thing’s throat is laughter. It steps closer.

			Fire again, and then ice; neither leave a mark on the creature’s bloody flesh. Its breath steams as it huffs and moves farther into the light, exposing the long curve of its back. I hurl a summoned blade. A delicate paper cut appears on the monster’s paw.

			I’m sweating, from panic at its advance, and from my straining efforts to control the boiling energy that flows up into me, filling me against my will. I don’t want the ley line to go off. I can’t let it go off.

			“Fuck, fuck, fuck,” I whisper, edging closer and closer to the nearly extinguished bush.

			More hexes, more failure, each one more pathetic than the last. The monster doesn’t even flinch when I try now. I am not a threat.

			God, my skull’s splitting. My knees go out and I hit the earth. The monster is so close I can smell the nauseating rotting meat stench wafting off its body. Another gurgle and its tail whips from the darkness, curling around my wrist, dragging me forward a little as the spines dig into my flesh.

			And…that’s it.

			The ley line surges forward, demolishing my flimsy control. It flings itself out of me, into the creature’s tail, climbing and falling and cresting over those raw muscles.

			Now the monster’s on fire.

			Its shrieks of pain are deafening as it takes off into the garden. It flails, kicks, and spins in an effort to escape, but I’m still in its grip so it can’t escape the fire coming from me and the ley line.

			I manage to glance up long enough to see that we’re hurtling toward the back wall of the garden. I know that hidden behind that hedge, there’s a brick wall. I doubt my enemy knows that. I’ve got to get away before we collide with the wall in a heap of fire and blood. I thrash against the tail binding me, trying to muscle my way out of the monster’s grip, but it’s too strong. Too strong, and too fast—

			A soft whisper of metal, and then I’m free. Rolling over the grass and smashing my face into some of the flowers, but still miraculously free. Groggy, head spinning, muscles screaming, I lift my head.

			Roark, rapier unsheathed, the edge coated in viscous black blood, stands there, watching the monster with a strange expression. “Goddess, Smith, what the fuck did you do to the poor thing?”

			“Poor thing?” It comes out as a croak. I unwrap the tail from my wrist, wincing and hissing as I pluck the delicate spikes from my flesh.

			Roark ignores my misery and watches the monster, who did run into the brick wall. It didn’t break through, so it’s huddled in a burning heap at the base. The hedges around it smolder and catch. Images of Roark sheathing his weapon are mirrored in its rows of eyes.

			“Don’t,” I call to him, struggling to get to my feet. The moron’s going to get bitten or something, and I do not need Queen Mab coming for revenge if I get her son killed.

			“It’s a sanglin, you idiot,” Roark snaps. “It won’t hurt me.”

			I have no words. My wrist drips blood, I ache everywhere, and Roark says it won’t hurt him. Flabbergasted shock gives way to incoherent rage swiftly.

			I gesticulate at the chaos surrounding us. “Are you insane?”

			Roark glances back, at least. A splatter of my blood hits his cheek, dark against his pale skin. He glares and wipes at it with his wrist, smearing it over his skin.

			“You’ve done enough already,” he says, accent heavier in his frustration. And he turns his back on me.

			Just…fuck my life.

			Roark

			This has to be a new record. Two attacks in as many days? Either someone’s taken a shining to Smith, or the universe is trying to prove a point about his mortality. Only Smith could get a sanglin to attack him. Herne and the hunters, no one’s seen one of them aboveground in centuries. Only Smith could get a sanglin—a creature who ferociously hunts beetles, mice, and bats—to crawl out of the depths of the earth to find him and then attack him.

			And only Smith is incompetent and ignorant enough to not know that a simple illumination spell would finish the thing off. Any infant in the Winter Court knows how to do that. At least he lit it on fire. Probably did that by accident, but it’s what kept him alive long enough for me to get involved.

			Do ancient creatures attack him because he lights up the magickal atmosphere like a fireworks show, or because he’s easy prey? Between his luck and his almost total lack of control, he should be dead a hundred times by now.

			He would be, except for me. That’s how he survives all of this. Because I’m a fucking pathetic mess who places more value on his life than I ever should.

			Smith never even saw this one coming. He walked past the garden, missed the tail whipping toward him, and before I could shout a warning, he was on the ground, vanishing into the darkness. The sight of him being dragged away, knowing what could have happened… No, thinking about it won’t help. Besides, I have more pressing matters now.

			The charred creature snarls as I approach and collapses against the wall. The black blood coating it has cooked onto its skin, leaving an oily, rancid smoke hanging in the air. Its claws twitch and dig into the ground. It’s mortally wounded and doesn’t have the energy to launch itself at me. The stump of its tail twitches, spewing blood over the earth. This garden will look like a murder scene in the morning.

			I don’t even have to think to pull on my glamour and cast light. The Seelie are better at this, sun worshippers that they are, but the Winter Court’s underground sídhe is filled with dark tunnels and calling ghostlights is second nature. The orb flares into being, throwing its white beams around the garden, and the sanglin gives a final howl of agony. Its flesh sizzles, its eyes roll back, and it gives a last, violent shudder before it collapses lifeless to the ground.

			There. Monster dead.

			Time to check that it’s the only corpse in the vicinity.

			Smith has staggered to his feet. He stumbles toward me, face set in that irritating stoicism he unconsciously wears when he becomes heroic. Idiot.

			“Smith, stop moving. You’re likely concussed.”

			He doesn’t hear me. Or pretends not to. Weaves to the left. The right. Wherever he thinks he’s headed, he’s not on a straight path there. His left knee keeps wobbling under his weight.

			I hurry to close the last few steps between us. “Smith, it’s dead.”

			My glamour braces for the sensation of his magick, but there’s nothing of note there. There’s just a low, gentle hum buried so deep I nearly miss it. Would have missed it completely, if not for Smith’s hands clamping down on my shoulders. I support his weight even as I lift a hand and grab hold of his chin, forcing his gaze to steady on me. “Did that fight destroy your hearing as well as your common sense?”

			He blinks, a long, slow, hypnotizing movement. His pupils are blown out, nearly obscuring the thin ring of plain blue. Mesmerizing. Searching for me with an intensity that squeezes the breath from my lungs.

			The ghostlight finally catches up to us, stalling and hovering behind my shoulder. Smith winces against the light, but his pupils don’t contract. Dammit.

			I readjust my grip, turning his face into and away from the light. No reaction. Definitely a concussion.

			“Did you hit your head?” I ask him, already looking him over for other injuries.

			Mostly scratches and scrapes. He’ll be bruised, judging by the welts already darkening his skin. Idiot. My grip tightens.

			He gives a muted whimper, but doesn’t pull away. Instead, his gaze steadies and he takes a shallow gulp of air. “Lyne,” he mumbles, words garbled from the way I’m squishing his cheeks, “wha are you doing?”

			I have no idea.

			We’re standing too close. I need to stop touching him.

			I drop my hand from his chin and cross my arms over my chest. “Checking that you aren’t going to die before we get back to the apartment.”

			He steps back first. The minuscule distance between us makes it easier to breathe and sets this awkwardness to rights.

			“Why would I die?”

			“You have a concussion.”

			His expression is pure exasperation. “Yeah. Football player. Kind of know how they feel.”

			“Brilliant.”

			His eyes narrow and I can practically hear those rusty gears turning. “Why did you jump in? How did you know where I was?”

			“I don’t care where you are,” I lie. “I was going back to the apartment. Lucky for you, I was passing by. We all know how difficult it is to escape creatures who are so delicate light can kill them in two seconds flat.”

			“Fuck off, Lyne.”

			Thank the Goddess. Escape at last. “Happily. If you aren’t home within the hour, I’ll send the satyr to search for your corpse.”

			Ten minutes later when I’m showering, I hear the apartment’s front door open and close. Good. He made it back in one piece. I finish up, dry off, and wrap the towel around my waist. It’s a bit of a surprise to open the door and find him leaning against the couch, fiddling with one of the satyr’s knitted blankets and waiting his turn.

			In the bright glow of the electric lights, he looks worse than I expected. He’ll be a walking bruise by tomorrow morning.

			“You look half-dead,” I say, striding past him.

			He flips me off and trudges toward the bathroom, dragging off his shirt on the way. The movement makes the defined muscles of his abdomen flex and curl, drawing attention to the nearly invisible trail of hair leading down to the sharp V of his hips. It’s enough to stop me in my tracks and I draw up my glamour so fast it makes me dizzy. Or maybe that’s what happens when I steal the moment to gawk at him as he walks past me.

			Faeries rarely scar. Our skin never tells a story of a life well-lived and hard-won. I’m torn between regret for his pain and jealousy at the proof of his strength, because Smith is a fucking masterpiece.

			His body is functional, a marriage of brutal muscle earned from athletics and wiry strength gained from a lifetime of farm work. His skin is crisscrossed with scars, markers of the battles he’s survived, like the jagged zigzags of claw marks across his back from fighting hellhounds. As distracting as his back is, his hands and arms form the most diverse canvases of his body.

			The delicate carpet of light blond hairs of his forearms is continually interrupted by blemishes. Paper-thin lines from sharpened blade edges. Tiny, puckered craters from burns caused by dripping dragon and chimera saliva. Larger slashes that seem silver in certain light, the calling cards of claws and fangs. His hands are worse: calluses and beat-up knuckles hardened and patched with scars. After summers at home, he returns with circles of pink, freshly healed skin from blisters. His right hand and wrist already had the dark indentations of bite marks; he’ll add the sanglin’s tail punctures atop those.

			Years of fantasizing about those hands. Of memorizing the lines and curves of the muscle and bone. Of imagining how his skin would slide over mine if he were ever to reach toward me, touch me—

			“Hey, Lyne—”

			He turns back and the bathroom light catches over the long laceration across his ribs, a multitude of smaller lines near it. Injuries I know intimately. A gift from my mother, and by extension, me. It doesn’t matter who wielded the blade; I failed to stop his pain. Repulsed by the reminder, I focus on his face.

			“What?”

			He won’t look at me. Instead, he keeps his head down, gaze stuck on the floor, hands twisting and turning his shirt. “You were serious back there? It only takes light to kill one of those things. Like, even a flashlight would have worked?”

			“Yes, Smith.”

			He frowns. Shakes his head. His shoulders tighten. “What do you say we don’t tell anyone what happened.”

			A command, not a request. I’m a prince of the Unseelie Court. I could eviscerate him, verbally and physically, for daring to give me an order. But I’m exhausted, and tomorrow will be hellish enough as it is.

			“Fine, Smith. My lips are sealed.”

			He’ll argue it. He always argues when I agree with him. He assumes I’m setting him up or simply being sarcastic. Most of the time, I am. Not tonight, though.

			It goes to show how deep his own tiredness runs when he merely nods. “Thanks.”

			And on that unexpected and nearly cordial note, we part ways for the night.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			Phineas

			It’s been almost a week since the fight in the garden, and while my injuries are healing, my connection to the ley line still feels sunburned. I can channel the power more easily, but my control is even spottier than before. It’s bad enough that Professor Yaga stopped me after Intermediate Charms and asked if I had looked into finding a tutor to help me. And then she suggested Roark.

			It took all I had to politely disengage from the conversation and flee the classroom. Pushing through the doors and back into the sunshine helps a little bit, though I can’t run away from the pulse of the ley line. The throb of it tingles up through me, delicate needle pricks of sensation in my feet, my legs, rising higher into my chest and out into my arms. I stuff my hands deeper into my pockets, fighting the urge to dip into that power and light something on fire with a cascade of raw energy.

			It’s the busy part of the day. Students mill around between academic buildings, a small café, and the temptation of sun-warmed lawns. Minotaurs and Valkyries debate the latest Heavy Weapons class lecture. A small herd of hinky-punks hop toward the café. I take a deep breath and focus on the normality of it all.

			I hurry down the building steps, only to find my escape cut off by a group of Seelie faeries deep in conversation about the upcoming Seelie party. It’s a yearly event, more of a ball than a kegger, and a last hurrah before the Seelie Court’s power shifts back to the Unseelie Court. One of the faeries—Dixie? Trixie? Sebastian dated her for so little time I can’t actually remember her name—smiles when she notices me standing awkwardly behind them.

			“Hi, Finny,” she chirps before shooing her friends far enough that I can get down to the sidewalk. “You’re coming to the party, right?”

			I freeze. I don’t dislike the Seelie, but they’re the shinier, more polished, smooth-as-fuck cousins of the Unseelie. If I can barely handle Roark, I don’t know how I’d fare for an entire night in a room of faeries who are legendary for stealing humans away for centuries just to party. “Um—I don’t know if—”

			She lets me stammer on helplessly for a moment before laughing. “Come if you can. No pressure, I promise.”

			“Thanks.” I nod and hurry past her. “See you around.”

			I’m too flustered to check the caller ID when my phone rings. Instead, like a dumbass, I answer on instinct.

			“Finny?”

			The ley line’s furious energy dies and for the first time today, I feel the knots in my shoulders and neck loosen. Mom’s voice is balm and bane at once. The sound of my name sends me hurtling back to the years she’d stay up with me, brushing her hand over my hair while I sweated and shook after a magickal incident, soothing me with stories. No matter how chaotic our lives got because of me, she and Dad were always there. Avoiding her call is a shitty way to show how much I love them back.

			“Hey, Mom. Sorry I didn’t call sooner.”

			She makes a soft noise. The muted clinking in the background tell me she’s washing dishes. “You know, the last time we went this long without talking, you’d just gotten out of the hospital.”

			After Mab’s torture. Right. I rub a hand over my eyes and wallow a bit in the guilt. “I’m healthy, promise. No unexpected hospital stays.”

			“So what’s keeping me from talking to my favorite son?”

			“Oh, just busy. I’m a bit stressed about finishing up this year,” I admit. Keep it vague. Don’t unload everything on her. She’s got enough to worry about already.

			“A bit?”

			That’s all it takes. I cave, incapable of lying to her. “Do you need me to come back and help with anything?”

			She laughs. “We’re fine, honey—” It’s her patent response, one I’ve heard my entire life, but I know better now.

			“Mom, I saw the letter before I left.”

			Her laughter dies.

			My stomach churns and I wish I wasn’t so far away from her. Fuck. I should have had this conversation face-to-face, should have been brave enough to talk to my parents right away instead of fleeing back to school, stuck in denial.

			“Oh, Finny,” she sighs. The clinking stops. Water runs.

			If I close my eyes, I can see her standing there, drying her hands off on a towel. The window over the sink looks out over part of the fields and the hill where the memorials for the babies lost before me rest under the shelter of an ancient tree. Losing the farm means I’ll never see her standing there again and I can’t let her be cut adrift like that, no matter the cost.

			“Your father and I should have told you, but we didn’t want you to be worried about all of this during your last year. It’ll be fine.”

			“Then why’d you already get moving boxes?”

			She rolls past my concern with a breezy dismissal too practiced to be real. “They’re just in case. We still have time to finish the harvest and see where that puts us.” She must know I want to argue because her voice gentles as she reminds me, “You know your father. We won’t give up without a fight.”

			Of course they won’t. Mom and Dad are high school sweethearts who got married and took over the family farm. It took them thirteen years before they had me and they still get weepy every Mother’s and Father’s Days. But Dad isn’t stupid. He wouldn’t continue a fight that would cost too much and hurt Mom.

			So there’s still time. If I can master one good productivity spell, if I can learn to siphon off the ley line’s power correctly, I can help them make up for previous seasons’ losses.

			“Now, stop acting like we’re already homeless,” she scolds me, “and tell me how this year’s going. Do you like your classes? Are you seeing anyone? What about that nice boy who lives at your apartment?”

			It takes some fancy steps to divert Mom’s attention from my love life. And from Roark, who I cannot remember ever calling a nice boy. But the dance works. Our conversation drifts into the comfortable back-and-forth it normally takes. The lull of her voice reciting the weekly forecast, the adjusted prices for soy and diesel and water, Dad’s newest fight in the ongoing battle with the tractor, is a balm.

			By the time I turn the corner to pass the outdoor amphitheater and finish my meandering walk to the apartment, we’re laughing and trying to plan when I’ll come home next. There’s a long weekend in October I could probably make, but she suggests extending Thanksgiving instead so I can help Dad with machinery repair. It’s great, until I see the students gathered at the amphitheater.

			They’re all fae. They’re all watching the stage with rapt attention.

			And then I notice the two kneeling figures on the stage. The third figure paces in front of them; his coiled, controlled movements are so terribly familiar.

			“Mom, can I call you back about Thanksgiving? I just saw a…friend who I think could use some help.”

			“Of course. Love you, honey.”

			I mumble my love and a goodbye back to her, stuff my phone back in my pocket, and hurry toward the crowd. Maybe I’m jumping to conclusions. Just because Roark’s talking to a large crowd of terrified-looking fae doesn’t mean anything. Just because those two fae kneeling on stage look like… Oh, crap, that’s blood, isn’t it? Why’d it have to be blood?

			I push my way through the back rows, mumbling pardons as I go. At one point, I push past some of the Seelie who had been talking by the steps outside my class. Their earlier enthusiasm has vanished, replaced by shock and fear. They don’t notice when I move in front of them; they simply part like a silent sea to let me through.

			Suddenly, I find myself at the front of the crowd. Suddenly, I see what’s actually going on. And I’ll be damned if I walk away from this.

			Roark

			This morning did not start well. Before dawn, I awoke to a call from Mother, who informed me that the Pantheons had agreed to debate whether or not to punish the Seelie Court for their violence against Ripthorn. She attended the meeting between him and Dean Tanaka last night and ensured his complaint was formally submitted. It would take the Pantheons several days to review the evidence before they issued a verdict, so I was reminded to keep our students on their best behavior until we heard back.

			At five, just as I crawled back into bed, I fielded a call from a panicked young hob. Some drunken Seelie mistook her room for theirs and tried to break in. Campus security disbanded the offenders quickly, but it took me an hour to talk the poor girl down. She only relented to stay when I reminded her that I was a phone call away. The issue seemed resolved.

			Then, in the middle of my Ancient Sumerian class, I received a text message that the hob’s boyfriend, a boggart named Reginald, had taken it upon himself to teach those Seelie bastards a lesson. He found one of the supposed bastards playing croquet outside his dorm. After the punches started, he was joined by one of Ripthorn’s friends, an Unseelie pestilence faerie. The last message I got begged me to hurry because a crowd was gathering. Clearly they weren’t content as spectators, since I arrive to a brawl with only a vocal few trying to break it up.

			I don’t bother to hold back my glamour as I stomp across the lawn and directly into the fray. Most of the crowd recognizes the bite of my magick and steps aside, fists dropping out of surprise or fear. A few try to keep the fight alive, but quickly abandon their efforts when I freeze their feet in place.

			Ahead of me, the center of the mess. Reginald and his friend taunt their victim, who has managed to crawl to the shelter of other Seelie. The beautiful faeries’ eyes widen when they spot me, and they brace for an attack.

			I appreciate their paranoia. It means the Unseelie instigators are completely unprepared when a jagged ripple of ice flings them onto the amphitheater stage. They hit with startled yelps of pain and scramble up. At least they start to until they see me. It’s almost amusing how quickly cowards can hit their knees.

			“I thought I made Queen Mab’s orders quite clear,” I say over their rapid apologies, my fury growing. Their actions could now endanger a positive verdict for our Court, making Ripthorn’s suffering even more pointless than it already was. I refuse to talk over them; I refuse to listen to their poor rationalizations any longer. The flick of a finger freezes their tongues in their mouths.

			The crowd around me murmurs, so I raise my voice and recite, “Let it be known that the Winter Court will do no harm to our Summer cousins. We will abide by the Accords and the rituals of the season. Anyone who challenges this edict, who allows fear and doubt to cloud their judgment, will be punished.” I take a step closer, until I could reach out and touch both the offenders. “What part of that is so fucking hard to understand?”

			The two fae before me bow their heads. They’d look resigned to their fate if not for the trembling of their shoulders. At my back, the Seelie are silent, despite the panicked fluctuations of their glamour as they realize this isn’t a joke. The rest of my Unseelie stand in guilty silence. I take my time looking around the crowd, meeting the eye of every fae I saw throwing a punch.

			“I should demand reparation from anyone wearing the blood of our Summer cousins.” They give a collective flinch at my quiet words. “However, the decision does not belong to me.”

			I glance over my shoulder at the Seelie. The faerie Reginald attacked wipes blood from his upper lip and gives a half shake of his head. “Those two started it,” he tells me. “I can’t ask for more than that.”

			I nod, already thinking through my options. Something quick, something showy. Something that the Pantheons will hear about before day’s end. Something that will allow me to keep my subjects’ respect and trust when this is all over. One final glance at Reginald and his friend to confirm my decision. Yes, that’s the only option.

			I release the hex on their tongues. The crowd watches us and I’ve never felt such gratitude for their trust.

			The two ringleaders hold my gaze and I offer them a grim smile. They swallow their whimpers and lift their chins. I rest a hand on top of Reginald’s head and settle my other hand between the pestilence faerie’s shoulders. “Blood for blood.”

			They tremble, but manage to whisper back, “Blood for blood.”

			It’s short, messy business. I turn to the Seelie—a boggart eye in one hand and a set of glossy wings in the other—and lift a brow at their pale faces. “It’s enough?”

			They swallow hard when the blood drips from my hand to fall to the stage, but nod.

			Shortsighted fools.

			The true value of this little act lies within its practicality. Boggarts have three eyes and, if they rest properly, can regrow any of them within a few weeks. The pestilence faerie was close to molt and would have lost his wings within a month even if I hadn’t torn them out. While I may have hurt two of my subjects today, I’ve kept them from facing the Pantheons’ discipline. I regret their pain, but not my actions.

			All is well. I’ve salvaged it. My people are safe now.

			The magickal tension in the air twists. My glamour stretches to confront the furious hum, the sensation of magick racing toward me like a vibration down a taut wire. A quick glance around the crowd is unnecessary. Horrified dark blue eyes confront me from mere feet away.

			Don’t, Smith. Not now. Let me finish this.

			Hiding behind my glamour so I can keep a close eye on the bane of my existence, I finish with “So I mete out justice in the name of Queen Mab, with her full power and blessing.”

			But before any of my subjects can respond, Smith blurts out, “Justice? You call this justice?” The horror’s given way to fury and disgust, and while I should be used to that, in this moment, I flinch as if Smith has struck me.

			Our early years on campus, when Smith viewed me with mild disinterest, were bearable. But the passage of time, the crucible of proximity and observation, has led to something entirely different. Disinterest is something I can ignore. So is ill-advised physical attraction. The weight of Smith’s misconceptions, feeding him lies or half-truths to keep up the charade… Nothing in my royal training has helped make that sting any less.

			“Stand down, Smith,” I say softly.

			“What the hell are you doing to—?”

			I don’t allow him to finish the question. I can’t allow it. A whisper on half a breath launched in his direction is enough. The curse hits him, binding him in place and leaving him little more than a living statue in the midst of the crowd.

			“I am the Prince of Air and Darkness.” The reminder is as much for the rest of the crowd as it is for Smith. A declaration of my role and the indignities I refuse to suffer. “And this is the justice of my mother’s Court.”

			No arguments. No coy glances. They offer me bowed heads and peaceful silence. Good.

			“Leave me.”

			They obey without hesitation, even the two Unseelie I disciplined, who pause long enough to thank me for my mercy before scurrying off to lick their wounds. As they flee, I inspect the mess I’ve created. The scar on my palm is obscured with tarry, black boggart blood. I drop the eye, absently tracking the way it rolls to the edge of the grass and stops near Smith’s feet. Picking the blood from under my fingernails is an impossible task, so I let my magick spark and engulf my hands in the delicate blue flame I’ve worked with since childhood.

			Mother was surprised with my affinity for fire. Her magick is drawn to water and wind, the base elements of our Winter Court. My elder brother Sláine can’t manipulate fire either. Among my family, my talent is odd.

			I love flame. Watching it consume is like looking in a mirror. Primitive hunger, raw power, and a continual search for that next fix. Anything the flame wants and gets, it devours, until there’s nothing left but ash and dust. Sometimes it will kill itself in its efforts to consume everything it can. There is never enough to fill it, and I understand that emptiness all too well.

			The fire dances over my knuckles, cleansing the blood away, a flickering blanket of the Northern Lights coating my skin. Like everything in my Court, even this fire is cold. Maybe that’s part of the reason I’m so drawn to Smith. The ley line burns under his skin all the time. He’s always warm, like he’s heated from the inside out. Even now, petrified by my curse, his magick surges against mine like a wildfire.

			A quick look confirms we’re alone. I flick my hands and the flames vanish, allowing me to turn my undivided attention to Smith. Petrified or not, there’s no mistaking the rage in his gaze. I should be grateful for that: It simplifies so many things I don’t have time to worry about.

			Instead, a defense springs to my lips, thrown out between us like a flimsy shield before I can stop myself. “You shouldn’t have spoken. This had nothing to do with you.” I raise a hand cautiously and hold it, palm out, toward him to unwind the curse. “This was a Court matter—”

			“Bullshit,” he snaps. Probably should have left his mouth for last. “You really expect me to stand back and watch you torture others? Me?” His voice breaks on the word, the jagged pain digging in under my skin. “Your mother considered me a Court matter, too. Or have you forgotten?”

			We’ve danced around this topic for so many years I’m unprepared when he hurls it at me point-blank. The blow reverberates, shattering what’s left of my control and canceling out the rest of the binding curse instantly. “No,” I whisper, but he’s too angry to hear me.

			“You’re just like her,” he growls. “Hurting innocent people for no reason.”

			“I didn’t have a choice.” He scoffs, but I push on. “Smith, I swear to the Goddess, I wasn’t—”

			“Stop lying to me!”

			The faint prickle at the back of my neck is the only warning I get. I should have noticed the other signs earlier—things being drawn toward him. Refuse. Loose dirt. Grass. Me. Instead, I couldn’t look away from the raw pain in his face.

			I don’t notice that we’re long past his tipping point until it’s too late. Ley lines aren’t discriminatory and Smith can’t control their power worth shit. The vacuum of space around us shivers once before exploding outward.

			Or maybe he explodes outward.

			I barely have enough time to throw my glamour out over the area, hiding us from prying eyes. It surges just ahead of that unchecked power as it blossoms outward.

			I slam into the back of the amphitheater. My skull cracks against the brick and the world shudders with darkness as I fall back to the ground. If I were a human, I’d be dead. Thank the Goddess fae are hard to kill.

			Smith blazes like phosphorous, melting the grass and dirt and Goddess knows what else at his feet.

			Living fire. A vessel for the ley line. As beautiful as it is deadly.

			“Smith,” I croak as I clamber to my feet.

			The ley line’s power retreats back into him, but not to go dormant; it’s rebuilding for the next storm surge. The air crackles with it. He’s too pale. Sweat soaks his shirt and runs in rivulets down his face and neck. If the ley line lashes out again, it’ll hollow him out before my eyes. After all this time, after all the sacrifices I’ve made to protect him, he’ll die in front of me. Because of me.

			No.

			I hurl what’s left of my glamour at him. If he were fae, our magicks could catch against each other and blend. If he were fae, I could bear some of this weight. If he were fae, he wouldn’t be dying right now.

			The moment my glamour lands against him, the ley line rushes to meet me. It blisters, scraping my magick away layer by layer, peeling my glamour back until I’m left as little more than an exposed nerve. The world tilts on its axis and I stagger. Every muscle viciously contracts against the movement, and the unexpected pain rips a gasp from me.

			At the noise, Smith blinks. Looks at me. The ley line vanishes, like someone snuffed out the wick, and he’s all that’s left, confused and shivering.

			“Sorry.” The word is a glass shard in my throat.

			He opens his mouth. I step toward him, but my leg can’t hold my weight. A horrible emptiness roars up in me as my glamour fizzles out, exposing us and our chaos to the rest of the university. The ground rushes to meet me.

			Phineas

			When I reached down into that magickal river and let its power course through me, I didn’t know exactly what I wanted to do. I just knew Roark was standing in front of me with blood on his hands, just like there had been blood on her hands, and I wanted him to hurt. I wanted him to experience a fraction of the pain I’d felt under Mab’s blade so he could understand why I couldn’t let anyone else experience it.

			I held it together until he lied. Until he denied what he was doing to my face, as if I were a confused child. The little control I’d clung to cracked and all the power dammed up burst out. I should have channeled that flood of magick. Instead, I let it rip me apart as it burst toward Roark.

			It was painless. It was glorious.

			I don’t know how long I burn for, but in the depths of the fog, there comes the lightest brush of something over my skin. The crisp caress of an autumn evening, the whispered kiss of snow about to loose from the clouds. It reminds me of something I needed to remember. Something important.

			The fire recedes and the ley line’s golden haze clears from my vision. Roark stands there, waiting. He stares at me as shadows flicker in and out over his face. Says a word I’ve never heard from him.

			“Wha—?” I start.

			I’m interrupted as he crumples on himself. It’s the smoothest collapse I’ve ever seen.

			He’s dead. I lost control and killed him.

			My muscles protest when I rush to his side, hot and sore from channeling unchecked. Doesn’t matter. I press fingers against the column of his neck and the nausea fades a bit at the sensation of his steady pulse. The sight of his chest rising and falling mesmerizes me.

			“Thank you,” I mumble to any deity listening. “He’s alive.”

			Which poses a new problem. An inspection of the area shows that Roark’s order to disband was far too effective. I try to rouse him, but he’s deeply unconscious; when my efforts fail, I hoist him up and start trudging toward our apartment.

			It’s a small miracle that we don’t run into anyone on the way there. I have no idea what excuses I could make to explain the situation. Even better, I manage to avoid doing any further damage to him…not counting when his head accidentally hits our door while I wrestle for my keys. At least it’s proof he’s out for the count. If he weren’t, he’d try to kill me for offering any kind of help, especially physical support. No one touches Roark. He’s not big on vulnerability, and this version of him is exactly that.

			It makes me equal parts guilty and protective as I try to lay him comfortably on his bed. He’s a force of nature. I have never seen him falter in battle. He insults me and kills things in the same breath. He weaves spells and hexes and curses through the air so easily it’s like watching the conductor of a symphony orchestra. He even managed to keep himself together during our fight until I snuffed out first.

			But I put him on his ass when I unleashed the ley line.

			A strand of hair lies over his forehead, fallen free in the aftermath. I reach out to brush it away and register how my hand trembles with the action. Adrenaline. Guilt. Nothing more than that.

			He looks older with his hair brushed back. I wonder if he does it to help with the optics of his position; looking young and inexperienced while acting as the Unseelie queen’s right hand can’t be easy. He’s so confident I tend to forget that we’re about the same age when you take the conversion into account. Same age, but worlds apart in almost everything.

			Sometimes, I wish that were different. Especially now, when all I want to do is give in to the insane urge to stay by his side until he wakes up and I can confirm he’s okay.

			A flutter of dark eyelashes shocks me enough to yank my hand back. Roark opens his eyes, blinks a few times to focus, and pins me with an indecipherable stare.

			“Hey,” I say. “How do you feel?”

			“Where are we?” He must feel truly awful to completely ignore my question.

			“The apartment. I figured you wouldn’t want to stay… Shit.” I cup his jaw, and turn his head gently from side to side. “You’ve got a hell of a concussion.”

			“You threw me into a wall,” he says, voice far too bland. “I’d be shocked if my brain wasn’t bruised.”

			He doesn’t fight my inspection. His pale eyes are half-lidded when I turn him toward the light, shallow lines creasing the corners as he tries not to wince. It’s a strange intimacy; when I finally pull away, the absence of it is as shocking as the touch itself.

			“Since I’m kind of responsible for this—” I start.

			“Completely responsible, you idiot.”

			“Completely responsible,” I amend, “can I get you some water or something?” I trail off when he arches a brow. “It’s just…after I use the ley line I’m usually kind of thirsty and shit…”

			My awkward explanation results in a faint, amused twitch of his lip. “Water would be nice,” he finally says, like it’s some huge admission.

			“Right. Give me a sec.”

			I hurry from his room, closing his door on my way. I’m nearly to the kitchen when I catch a hint of movement near the sofa.

			“Hello, Phineas.”

			Queen Mab bites back a smile when I curse and slam myself into the wall, attempting to crawl through it in an effort to get away from her. The ley line cowers back for once, avoiding the icy touch of her glamour. It remembers her, too.

			This afternoon, she’s nothing like the monster from that chamber; she must have put on her human costume before leaving the sídhe. The long midnight-blue dress is understated and her black hair is braided back. The crown’s a simple circlet of bone and stardust. No visible weapons, but that’s no consolation. The blades she used to bleed me out were conjured in the same way Roark conjures his rapier—out of glamour and thin air.

			“I just arrived,” Mab says, “and was looking for my son.”

			“He’s in there.” I point to his room. And, uselessly, add, “He wanted water.”

			“Oh?” The amount of insinuation she gives that single word is impressive. Only the guilt of making Roark wait is enough to shake me from my terrified stupor.

			“He couldn’t get it himself.”

			He must have learned the eyebrow trick from his mother. I can’t blame him; Mab’s is flawless, reframing all the planes of her face to show my explanation does nothing but confirm her earlier, unspoken suspicions.

			“He’s hurt.”

			Like that, her expression returns to cool indifference, although her body tenses like she wants to lunge at me.

			“Fine, too. I mean, he got hurt, but he’s going to be okay.” I hate myself. I hate her for leaving me on the edge of full-blown panic from a single movement. I hate how standing in her presence draws my skin so tight the scars across my chest threaten to reopen. I hate how every time I look at her, I’m back in that tiny room with nothing but the ley line and my prayer for a quick death. Maybe that lingering wish is why I confess, “It was my fault.”

			“I see.” Flat disbelief.

			“I lost control.”

			She continues to watch me, but the edge of violence leaves her limbs. “You lost control,” she repeats softly. She tilts her head toward the kitchen. “Fetch the water.”

			I’m not struck dead when I give her my back, so I obey. When I return with the full glass, she’s moved closer to Roark’s room. She waits for me to approach as close as I dare, then reaches out and plucks the glass from my hand.

			She examines it to avoid looking at me. “You hurt my son because you lost control of your ley line.” I can’t tell if she’s processing the information or genuinely angry.

			“Yes,” I whisper.

			Roark’s eyes are pale and I’ve grown used to their weight on me. Mab’s eyes are dark, iris and pupil nearly indistinguishable, and her gaze is as timeless as the winter sky.

			“Why would you presume to control it at all?”

			Without another word, she goes into Roark’s room and closes the door, leaving me shaken and wondering why no one has asked the question before this moment.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER SIX

			Roark

			I’m waist-deep in stacks of ancient books helping me decipher the counter-curse to a Sillan flooding spell when Mother calls. After my assurances a few days ago that I was well, despite the massive loss of glamour which brought her to my side, she stepped back to let me have my space. For her to call now means there’s important news.

			I don’t bother to look at the scrying bowl when I answer, more concerned with not losing my train of thought before I finish writing down a particularly tricky phrase.

			“The Pantheons have reached a verdict about the recent escalations,” she says.

			“That was fast.” Damn, wrong verb tense. I circle the offending word and continue on with the phrase.

			“Your actions toward our students the other day was one of the deciding factors.”

			A twist in my gut. Train of thought derailed. Fuck. I grimace and set down my pen. “Is it bad?”

			“I’d prefer if we could discuss their findings in person. I just finished meeting with the dean. Join me for lunch.”

			Refusing clearly isn’t an option, so I close up my work, end the call, and leave the apartment. She and her redcap guard are waiting for me in the small garden outside the dean’s house.

			“Roark,” she calls when she spots me.

			I wave a greeting, hyperaware of the few people around us. Fortunately, today’s morning classes haven’t finished yet, so I may be able to get her off campus before too many people know we’re here. As much as I love my mother, I’ve worked hard to craft my own identity at university and have no intention of it being eclipsed by her celebrity.

			Fortunately, no one dares invade the bubble of space the redcaps form around us as we walk away from the dean’s residence. Mother’s car is in the visitors’ lot, the location all non-students have to park regardless of their dignitary status. It’s not a long walk, but it promises to be uncomfortable, judging from the awed looks other students give us as we pass by.

			“You wished to discuss the Pantheons’ verdict,” I finally say when our silence becomes a quaint power struggle I have no issue losing. “How many sanctions did they level against us after they heard about the fight?”

			“None.”

			The corners of her mouth have turned up slightly. Only on her face could that tiny change scream her approval. Queen Mab does not smile. Or beam.

			Although, she also isn’t supposed to be affectionate toward her children. I always was the favorite.

			“None?”

			“Not against our Court. Our Summer cousins weren’t as fortunate.” Is that an actual smile? I pull my glamour a little tighter over us, protecting us behind an illusion of royal politesse.

			She doesn’t comment on it. Instead, she continues, “The Pantheons found them negligent in their enforcement of the Accords. Said they should show the same good faith toward the official judgments that the Unseelie Prince did when disciplining his subjects at Mathers. Apparently one of the Seelie in the crowd shared your behavior with someone on the council. They were suitably impressed.”

			Her joy is infectious and I give up fighting my own grin. “Careful, Mother. You’re looking positively smug.”

			“A queen is never smug. Proud, perhaps, but that’s my son’s fault, not my own.”

			Basking in her praise is juvenile, so I only allow myself a moment’s contentment before asking, “So, is this a celebratory lunch?”

			“No, mo leanbh. This is a working lunch. We have much to discuss.”

			It’s an ominous opener. “Such as?”

			“The Knighthood—” Unfortunate, but not a surprise. She’s been pushing me to take the role for months now. “Your brothers—” Our discussing Sláine and Lugh is yet another miserable family tradition. “But those topics can wait. There have been three incidences on campus despite its being neutral territory. I find that concerning.”

			“As do I. That’s why it’s even more important for our subjects if I remain here.”

			Her fingers tighten around my arm. “The disrespect for the campus’s laws will only grow. They’ve proven how easily they can reach our people here. What will stop them from coming for you next? Every faerie in the world knows where the true power of our Court’s Triumvirate rests.”

			The Triumvirate. The Law of Three. Both the Summer and Winter Courts rely on this balance when the monarchs channel the Court’s raw magick. Dividing it into manageable amounts between three heirs allows the burden to be shared. It keeps any one of us from hoarding the Court’s full strength.

			Yet, the truth of the Triumvirate is more complicated. Three is strongest. Remove one and the other two can carry the weight. Although they may suffer for taking on more power than they normally would, the Court will remain stable, especially if a Knight bolsters the king or queen. And if the Court loses all but one heir, it must be the strongest support who remains.

			Mother’s gaze is resolute and I have to look away first, crushed by the weight of guilt and duty. I am the strongest in our Court. As High Prince, Sláine may inherit the throne; as the youngest, Lugh may be free to act as leader of the Wild Hunt; but I am the unbreakable pillar that Mother relies on when they vanish.

			“They will find you,” she warns. “They will exploit your easy accessibility if necessary. You would be safer in the sídhe.”

			I sigh. “Mother, I’m one of the most powerful students on campus. No one is stupid enough to attack me.”

			She makes a noise that’s not quite assent. More like acknowledgment. That’s some progress. “Not directly, I agree. But indirectly… There’s also the issue of the human.” Her dark gaze turns to gauge my reaction to the abrupt change of topic. “He’s a complication.” A polite word she’s used for centuries to refer to assassination targets.

			“Only because he was remarkable enough for you and Sláine to take a personal interest,” I fire back. “There’s little other choice than to live here and keep an eye on him, after you both broadcasted his worth to all of Faerie.”

			Her eyes flash. “Roark Tahm Lyne, be careful how you speak to me.”

			The circling redcap guards wisely say nothing, even though Mother has allowed them to remain within the spell she’s cast to muffle our conversation. Silence falls between us, along with mutual regret. My mother and I are close, but my discovery that she’d kidnapped Smith is the only thing that has ever threatened to tear us apart.

			She wanted his power, untrained though it may have been, and intended to keep him in our realm permanently until she got it from him. No one told me what was going on. I discovered who was hanging in the torture cell on my own. Sláine, the brother I trusted most, provided the explanation for Mother’s interest, something he knew intimately since he was the one who planned the kidnapping. Mother didn’t realize how serious I was about protecting Smith until she found Sláine beaten to a bloody pulp, face split from eye to chin with a rapier strike. Our familial bond alone spared him the entirety of my wrath. I felt no such hesitation in showing similar mercy to the redcaps working under his orders. I left their corpses beside him as a reminder of my mercy.

			The memory of Mother’s face when I returned from dragging Smith out of the sídhe and back to our campus apartment, the confusion and betrayal she accidentally showed, still haunts me. I had never taken another’s side. I had never challenged her rule. She was my dark sun and I was her moon, following her through the years in a predictable orbit.

			But that day, I refused her outright, challenged her claim to Smith. Our fight was brutal and bloody. Words were spoken, cruel truths that will never be forgotten by either of us. My scarred palm aches, a phantom pain from the spell I cast that day out of desperation and panic. A spell that, to this day, remains the only reason he’s safe.

			As if she knows where my mind has gone, she reaches with her free hand and turns my palm up. Her fingers skate over the long-healed injury and she sniffs. The light catches the rising moisture in her eyes.

			“I’m sorry,” I mumble, closing my hand around her fingers, hiding the scar from view. “I apologize for my short temper.” I can’t risk forcing her hand. If she thinks—rightly—that Smith is the only thing keeping me on campus, she’ll remove him without hesitation. I need to gain some breathing room, some time. The next words are dust in my mouth. “If you truly need me at Court, I can talk to my professors about completing my degree through distance.”

			She halts mid-step, surprising the redcaps, who immediately stop and take up defensive positions around us. Her hands are cool as she holds my face, pulling me down a little to press a gentle kiss on my forehead, just like she has since I was a small child. “No. You’re capable and I know this. Finish your year.”

			Gratitude will go a long way to smoothing this awkwardness. “Thank you.”

			We continue, comfortable in each other’s presence once more. We pass different buildings, some quiet, others starting to bustle with students going to and from classes. Unseelie we pass bow, an instinctual response. The Seelie quickly look away. One group of flower faeries even halts when they notice us approaching, then shuffle to the opposite side of the street, hiding their faces with their hair and books to avoid any possible recognition from our entourage. The other students, a mixture of Pantheons, stare and whisper as they pass.

			I can’t blame them. Public appearances like this are the rare times my mother favors showmanship over practicality. Today’s dress is understated in its elegance, its draped black fabrics accentuating her waist. She forwent all jewelry, so the only sparkle to draw the eye is her crown: delicate spears of ice woven into the dark mass of hair pulled up on her head. It’s a symbol of how comfortable she is in her power: almost an afterthought, and reliant on her constant use of glamour to maintain its form. Even if her guards weren’t milling about us, I doubt anyone would dare approach.

			We skirt the commons to reach her car. It would be simple enough to walk through the crowd, to watch them part before us, but we leave such drama to our Summer cousins. The lot is quiet and fairly empty. I wave off a redcap and open the rear door, helping Mother inside.

			The first moment possible, she pulls her hand free of mine. Too much affectionate contact, apparently. She makes up for it by asking, “Where would you like to eat?” before the door even closes fully behind me.

			“I’m not too hungry—” I begin, only to trail off when a familiar form exits Crowley Hall.

			He pauses for a moment on the steps of the building, chatting with a passing sprite. The sun falls on his lightly tanned skin, the bruise fading on one cheekbone, the flash of teeth when his head tilts back and he laughs.

			Phineas Smith is beautiful and I want him so much it feels like an open wound.

			Frost curls over the glass and puffs of steam cloud my vision for a moment when I deliberately turn my head away from him back toward my mother. Fury and sadness mingle on her porcelain features, though, and something strangely like shame or regret wells up in me at the nakedness of my need.

			I drop my gaze from hers, but not before her admonishment comes.

			“Next time, let him go.”

			Her callousness is an iron spear to the chest. Let him go? Let him destroy himself when he channels raw energy to stand up to me and what he assumes is an abuse of power. Let the ley line burn through him and leave him nothing but ash. Let my spell end and erase all we could have been.

			I clench my fists and the crackle of freezing glass echoes like a gunshot in the space between us. “Don’t ask that of me.”

			Mother reaches for me, a dramatic and unexpected surrender. “Roark, I didn’t mean—”

			I move my hand out of her reach. “It’s fine.”

			A blatant lie. Her directive lies between us like a shroud.

			“It’s fine,” I repeat at last. “Would you prefer to discuss the Knighthood or my brothers first?” I reach forward to tap the slowly thawing divider.

			She sighs, but doesn’t engage. She simply looks out her window, leaving me to my thoughts. I should focus on Court matters, take advantage of the time I have with Mother. I should focus on my responsibilities. On my future, the real future I face, not the fantasy I indulge.

			Instead, I steal one last view of Smith as we drive away.

			* * *

			At my request, Mother drops me by the university’s entrance rather than driving through campus. I want to walk, using the time alone to mull over our conversation without getting distracted by my roommates or Unseelie who are coming to me for help. Mostly, I want to process the shift in Mother’s attitude.

			She didn’t lecture me over my foolish decision to protect Smith from himself the other day. She didn’t push for me to move off campus. She didn’t push for me to take on the Winter Knight’s position. She praised me and told me to handle issues on campus as I saw fit, unless I thought her council was directly needed. Instead of tightening my bonds, she loosed them. Not knowing the long game she’s playing sets my teeth on edge.

			There must be a reason…

			“Prince Lyne, may I join you?”

			The soft, lilting voice drifting over the lawn gives me pause. Princess Aileen of the Seelie Court has risen from a shaded bench, although she’s made no move to close the distance between us.

			I doubt she’s been waiting for me long. She has plenty of Seelie courtiers to keep her apprised of the movements of anyone on campus who holds her interest. Still, her deference is intriguing enough that I nod and wait for her to join me.

			The second daughter of King Oberon and Queen Titania, Aileen had the same freedom I did to attend Mathers and shore up the Summer Court’s political alliances. She’s done a decent job at it, mostly focusing on improving ties with the Greek Pantheons, whose muses have rich connections to the human entertainment industry. The Summer Court’s need to be fawned over and recognized meshes well with humanity’s obscene obsession with beauty, youth, and celebrity.

			Aileen is a perfect liaison. Her flawless skin is the color of newly opened dogwood blossoms, but manages to keep a warm, golden glow. She favors bohemian hairstyles that plait her white-blond hair away from her face, and like many of the Seelie at Mathers, she’s also adopted the modern fashions of humanity. If she wanted, she could stay outside the Seelie sídhe and win over the world as a model or actress, or find employment with another pantheon as a designer. In spite of all her potential, she is relegated to obscurity.

			If I were capable of pity, I might feel it for her. Her eldest sister, the High Princess Aoife, is known throughout the Pantheons for her cruelty and narcissism. Aoife views Aileen’s success as a personal affront to her own legacy. It’s safer for Aileen to remain on the edge of the spotlight. Such sibling rivalry is something I’m only beginning to understand. My brothers and I were taught the importance of balance and holding firm to our own roles with the Court. I’ll always be grateful to Sláine for protecting me during my childhood. Not once in those early years did I question his love for me. Perhaps the sudden loss of that love and support is what made his defection to the Summer Court so bitterly painful.

			Aileen has spent her entire life in Aoife’s shadow. Her every move has been carefully orchestrated to bring glory to her father’s Court, while not overshadowing Aoife’s talents. The new sanctions will reduce the Seelie Court’s appeal to other pantheons, undoing the only real work she’s been allowed to do. It makes sense that she would seek me out on campus in an effort to limit the damage. She’ll probably ask me to give her a warning of potential publicity disasters, or some other favor equally simple to deny.

			My arrogance leaves me completely unprepared when she asks, “Would our Winter cousins be interested in a parley?”

			“A parley,” I repeat, shocked at the implication of Aileen engaging in a serious political negotiation.

			She gives me a sideways glance. “Yes, Prince Lyne. A simple conversation between royal spares to see if any common ground exists.”

			We’ve both raised our glamour to shield our conversation, although no one is nearby, and I reach out to press against her magick, checking for any hint of trickery or falsity. I find none.

			“It would depend on the purpose.”

			“One of my courtiers witnessed your devotion to justice the other day. I thought a man so concerned with protecting an innocent may desire to ensure the safety of other innocents.” Her tone is cordial, her expression charming and friendly, but there’s a steel core to her words. “For a small price, of course.”

			“Of course.” The safety of my Unseelie subjects for an unspecified cost. She must have valuable information if she believes she can tempt me into this political game.

			She draws to a halt and offers me a sweet smile. “Is that purpose enough, cousin?”

			This isn’t a verbal contract. She hasn’t laid out terms or agreements yet. She’s simply arranging a time for us to meet to discuss the fine details. While we’re on the neutral ground of Mathers. Right after the Pantheons leveled heavy sanctions against the Seelie Court.

			Even if my gut instinct is to tell her and her convenient offer to fuck off, I doubt Mother would walk away. She’d be curious what prompted Aileen to approach me in the first place. She’d want to know if the Summer Court was also feeling the strain of the recent months, if cracks were beginning to form in their leadership. Where there’s weakness, there’s opportunity.

			So I swallow my misgivings, channel my mother’s most diplomatic smile, and say, “I believe so. And if a parley were to occur, I assume it would take place at…”

			“Tomorrow night’s ball. If all the Pantheons are in attendance, it would be difficult for loyalists to claim treasonous behavior took place, don’t you think?”

			“How interesting. Perhaps I’ll stop at the festivities tomorrow then.”

			“Do.” She brushes her fingers lightly over my shoulder, but it’s a calculated touch for witnesses rather than one of deeper meaning. “I look forward to seeing you tomorrow night.”

			She leaves without looking back and my mind instantly begins following all the potential paths this meeting could take. A trick, a setup for impossible requests, a genuine effort at diplomacy? And why Aileen? What’s so important that she’d risk Aoife’s wrath to seal a treaty with my Court?

			I suppose I’ll find out tomorrow night.

			Phineas

			Sebastian winces when I lift the ice pack from his knuckles. I can’t blame him. They’re completely busted up, swollen, and split.

			“Remind me again why you came here instead of getting Gumba to help?” I ask as I head to the bathroom for the first aid kit. Thanks to my constant run-ins with dangerous magickal creatures, we’re pretty well stocked.

			“If I asked Gumba for help, he’d ask what happened. And if I told him what happened, he’d stomp off to crush those dickheads and then he’d be facing Prince Lyne’s punishment.”

			I shiver. The memory of Roark holding an eyeball in his bloody hand still hasn’t left me. I snag the kit and a hand towel and rejoin Seb in the living room, settling across the coffee table from him and pulling out the hydrogen peroxide. “I’m pretty sure you getting into a fight with Seelie isn’t something Roark would stand for.”

			Seb doesn’t look up at me. He stares down at his knuckles, flexing his fists cautiously and stopping whenever the skin starts to tear in new places. Eventually he gives me one hand and lets me start cleaning.

			“It was less a fight and more a misunderstanding,” Seb tries to explain while I work. “They bumped into me. I swung first. Old habits, I guess. We’re both at fault.”

			“Seb, they had to cross the common in order to bump into you. Not exactly an accident at that point.”

			He sighs and lets me start on his other hand. “They’re just pissed about the sanctions.”

			“Were they setting you up so you’d have to face punishment?” The thought of Roark doing something to one of my friends makes the ley line quaver within me.

			Seb shifts uncomfortably. He’s always been more sensitive to my magick than my other friends. Something about straddling Court lines. Says it feels like being bitten by hundreds of fire ants. I try to calm down. After a moment, he relaxes again. “Nah. Plenty of witnesses to confirm I was just defending myself enough to get away.”

			I finish the first cleaning and dig out the calendula salve and gauze. “Don’t know if that’ll matter to Roark,” I grumble.

			“It would. He doesn’t punish anyone who doesn’t deserve it. Ouch!”

			He snatches his hand back and clutches it to his chest, glaring at me for putting too much pressure on one of the deeper cuts.

			“Sorry! Sorry. Here, give it back.”

			We sit in silence while I dab more salve on, careful not to hurt him again. Only when I think I can keep my voice steady do I ask, “You do know what he did to those two fae, right?”

			He shrugs. “They fucked up. If he hadn’t punished them first, the Pantheons would have allowed the Seelie to decide the reparation. Their punishment would have been a fuckton worse.”

			Wait, what? I fumble with the gauze, earning a curious look from Seb.

			“But…he hurt them,” I protest.

			“A little bit. But he didn’t permanently disfigure them or leave them psychologically scarred.” Seb’s smile doesn’t reach his eyes. “The Summer Court’s quite talented at doing both those things, trust me.”

			Roark was protecting his people. Roark was keeping them safe. And I… Oh, God, I seriously messed up.

			“What’s wrong?”

			I finish tying up the last of the gauze and run my hands down my face. “Nothing. Just being stupid again.”

			Seb gives a soft laugh and shakes his head. “I doubt that. But you do look exhausted. Have you still been practicing outside of class?”

			Now it’s my turn to shrug. “I need to get better with it.”

			“You’re working too hard. Even athletes know to take time off to heal so they can come back stronger.” He leans back, biting his lip to try to hide his growing smile. That sneaky smile, combined with the quick, appraising glance he gives me, warns he has a plan. A plan undoubtedly filled with poor decisions and destroyed comfort zones and more fun than I’d ever find on my own. “We’re going to the Summer’s End Ball.”

			“The Seelie party? Are you insane? They’ll attack you again.”

			“Nope. It’s open to all pantheons, so they’ll be on their best behavior. I was going to meet someone there anyway. I’ll get you in the door, set you up with some friends—”

			“I don’t know—”

			“Finny.” He looks so serious, so unlike himself, I shut my trap. Once he knows I won’t protest, he says, “You’re burning yourself out. Take a break. It’s just one night.”

			I want to argue, but can’t. He’s right. Every time I use the ley line lately I walk away more beaten down than before. I’m not getting any closer to helping my family, only closer to leaving them before I can. Besides, what’s one night off in the big scheme of things?

			“You’re a terrible influence,” I tell him.

			He knows it’s a victory. “This is exactly what you need. Trust me.”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER SEVEN

			Phineas

			Never again, I promise myself as I excuse my way through yet another crowded room. I will never trust Seb again.

			The Seelie sorority house on the edge of campus is decked out in all its finery. Servants borrowed from the Seelie High Court float through the space, carrying delicate trays filled with organic delights that must have cost a small fortune to get this late in the season. Champagne and ambrosia waterfalls trickle down mountains of glasses so clean they’re nearly invisible. Overhead, enchanted stardust floats in the air, so you feel like you’re constantly walking through a cloudscape of glitter.

			Seb prepared me enough that my game-day suit keeps me from standing out as a total imposter, but he also abandoned me to find his real date after a quick round of introductions to some of his friends. Friends who have since parted to find other friends. I wander around, greeting some acquaintances in passing, mostly fae I’ve worked with in classes or played against in the intramural football league. They’re kind and open and willing to let me join them, but I politely decline and continue deeper into the rooms. It’s kind of fun to play high-class for the night, but the reality is, this isn’t my scene.

			I have no interest in smiling and chatting and listening to classical music, surrounded by fine china and delicate stemware and black ties. Give me an old blanket on a lawn, fresh barbeque, and arguing about the game any day.

			The only upside of the large crowd is the freedom it grants me. It’s easy enough to slip through the initial crowds at the entryway, the rooms where different types of music blare and invite dancers to step to the floor, the quieter social rooms where groups sit on comfortable furniture and converse in earnest, hushed voices. Soon, I’m nearly to the back of the house and its entrance to the garden, which I’ve always wanted to see after hearing classmates talk about the work they’ve done on it. Almost there, but not quite, when a rosy-cheeked group of underclassmen emerge from a game room. Instead of squeezing past their boisterous group in the hall, I dart into a side room. It’s a minor detour on my way to the garden, which I’m sure I’ll admire thoroughly before slipping out the garden’s gate and returning to the apartment.

			The moment I step through the doorway, the atmosphere changes. The excitement of the party is gone, replaced with the low-key pressure of magickal auras and a seriousness that keeps the conversations hushed and private. It’s not that the room’s empty; on the contrary, there’s a lot of people in here and a number of them are student leaders within the university. Most of them spare me a polite glance, but slip back into their private conversations easily, dismissing me before they can even assess my worth.

			Roark’s too busy talking to the Seelie princess Aileen to notice my entrance. It gives me a private moment to watch him. He’s cut from the shadows. Black suit, black shirt, black tie, all cut to accentuate his athleticism and fencer’s frame. The black reminds me of armor donned before a battle, an efficient outfit rather than an attractive one. It doesn’t matter. He makes no effort and still stands out more than any man here. He’s always stood out.

			For the first time in years, I don’t feel any shame for noticing. Maybe because I’m trying to reclassify the Roark in my head with my new knowledge of Roark acting as Prince Lyne. This small reframing of his role makes me question my view of him in more memories than I’d like. He’s no longer just my asshole roommate, or Mab’s dangerous disciple. He’s also a diplomat committed to protecting his people at any cost.

			Judging from his expression, it might be too high a cost. We’ve lived and fought together long enough for me to recognize the small tells that warn how badly this conversation is going. The minuscule downward twist of his lips. The slight narrowing of his eyes. The way he leans back and tries to earn himself an inch more space. He’s angry and frustrated and I’m surprised Aileen hasn’t picked up on that yet.

			It isn’t my place to intervene. I misread a situation before and ended up hurting both of us. Probably better for me to beat a hasty retreat and squeeze past the underclassmen squad instead. I pop out the door, but they’re still there, louder thanks to a new set of friends who apparently just found them. Crap. I’ll have to try to sneak through the dignitaries’ room after all.

			I’m almost to the rear door of the room, the one that opens out into the hallway behind the current blockage, when Roark’s shoulders stiffen. This close, the fabric of his jacket pulls taut from the movement and I can’t help but admire the image for a fleeting moment.

			Not fleeting enough. Like he senses me creeping around behind him, he turns abruptly in mid-conversation. Those ice-shard eyes fix on me. Widen slightly. “Smith? What the hell are you doing here?”

			Roark

			This evening’s useless. I suspected it would be, but the confirmation is still upsetting. I could have used tonight to catch up on my work, to try to sleep, to read for pleasure, something I haven’t been able to do in ages. Anything that would have granted me a few precious hours of solitude. Instead, I voluntarily threw myself into the political quagmire and have nothing to show for it.

			Aileen continues to drone, rehashing her plan for our “partnership” for what feels like the hundredth time. If I get Mother to have the Pantheons lift some sanctions, she will ensure the safety of my Unseelie subjects on campus. It isn’t worth pointing out the fatal flaw in her plan: Attacks on the Unseelie are already forbidden. I won’t give her such a coup in exchange for something I already possess. She doesn’t even have news on Sláine’s status in the Summer Court. A total waste of a night.

			“Would meeting next week give you enough time to talk to your mother?” Aileen asks me.

			A faint buzz down my neck into my spine. I stiffen, hoping the intrusive sensation will fade, only to find it growing stronger. Aileen says something else, but I don’t care because this feeling is so familiar and it can’t be. Not here…

			I spin away from Aileen, positive I’m imagining things and needing to prove it to myself. But I’m wrong. He’s there. Phineas Smith stands by the back door of the room where the student leaders and pseudo-diplomats of Mathers gather to forge new deals and partnerships with the tacit approval of their Pantheons. He commands the space without conscious effort thanks to the way his shoulders fill out the blue-grey suit that matches his eyes and the intoxicating warmth of his magick.

			Damn him.

			“Smith?” I call. “What the hell are you doing here?”

			He glances at the door, then back to me, clearly undecided whether to flee or stick around. I take a step toward him, but Aileen puts her hand on my arm and says, “Prince Lyne, we should finish this discussion before—”

			“I’m afraid this discussion was over a while ago,” I counter, slipping my arm free. I don’t drop eye contact with Smith, willing him to stay put until I get to him. “We have no ability to sway the Pantheons. Therefore, I cannot accept your terms. I appreciate your goodwill and wish you a good night.”

			“I see.” From the corner of my eye, I catch the way Aileen inspects Smith. I’m not sure what the perusal teaches her, but she gives a single nod before saying, “I’ll leave you to it, then. Good evening.”

			The moment her glamour vanishes, I stop holding my own at rigid attention. Apparently Smith can read that small change because he takes it as an invitation. His cautious approach ends with both of us leaning against a bookcase against the back wall, looking out at the rest of the people in the room. The silence should be awkward, especially after our confrontation the other day; Smith hasn’t tried to speak to me since Mother showed up and scared him out of the apartment. There’s nothing awkward about this, though. The low hum of his magick is familiar and comforting and I stretch my glamour over him, doing my best to keep us inconspicuous.

			After a small eternity, during which time the population of the room changes several times, he remarks, “It’s weird to see you here.”

			“It’s weird to see you here, too, Smith. I didn’t know you were a fan of the Seelie.”

			“I’m not. But Seb was coming and I wanted to make sure he had someone to watch his back.”

			Seb… Ah, the half-Seelie faerie who hangs out with Smith’s group.

			“I didn’t think you were a fan of them either,” he adds with poorly disguised curiosity.

			“An act of diplomacy, I assure you.”

			Smith stuffs his hands in the pockets of his slacks and rearranges his broad frame into a slightly more relaxed vertical sprawl. “Is that what you and your mother were planning during her visit?”

			“No. It may be shocking to you, but my collapse prompted her maternal concern.” If he can act casual, so can I. After a final check that my glamour’s illusion remains strong enough to keep us hidden from prying eyes, I loosen my tie and pop the top button of my shirt. It’s a wicked liberty to stand amidst all the Pantheons’ best, imperfect behind a perfect mask.

			“How did she know?”

			“The Court’s monarch is responsible for distributing power evenly among their subjects. I tapped my glamour too strongly and she felt it. It wasn’t spycraft, Smith, so stop worrying.”

			“You almost burned out,” he says.

			“I wouldn’t go that far,” I protest, but he waves it off.

			“What I can’t figure out is why.” He pulls his hands from his pockets and turns toward me, shoulder still pressed against the wood shelves, arms crossed over his chest. I refuse to turn and instead tolerate his careful study of my profile. “I think,” he says slowly, “I owe you an apology.”

			I whip my head toward him so quickly I almost hit my temple against the bookshelf. “What?”

			He rubs a hand at the back of his neck and my mouth goes dry at the sudden strain placed on the buttons of his dress shirt. “I didn’t understand the situation before I stepped in. I…made a snap judgment from my own experience.”

			We both know what experience he’s talking about. The admission that he viewed what I did to my subjects in the same vein as my brother and mother’s behavior toward him wraps around my lungs like iron bands, squeezing until I can barely draw breath. No matter what else I do, my family’s behavior will always eclipse me and color my actions.

			A faint puff of steam twists up when Smith exhales. I focus on my glamour, desperate to regulate my emotional response. As deep a wound as his words cause, this conception of me will be safer for him in the long run. It means the spell’s bonds can remain strong and uncontested.

			“You’re a good leader.” His body tightens, the lines of his suit changing from the subtle flex of muscles, and his pulse jumps in his throat. “I was wrong. And I don’t think it was the first time.”

			I shift my position, mirroring his stance, and keep my mouth shut. He can never know how accurate he is. He must not like what he sees on my face, because he forces himself to smile and ask, “Isn’t it exhausting pretending to be someone else all the time?”

			The rough honesty in his question is what keeps my feet rooted to the floor, a direct contradiction to my brain’s command to flee before I say something I’ll regret. His inquiry may be directed at me, but it goes deeper than that.

			I take a moment to look at him without hiding my actions behind glamour. For the first time, I let him witness my inspection. He glows with the assurance of mortality, which only highlights his new weight loss. How tired he looks. His stoic resignation is all too familiar.

			“About as exhausting as pretending everything is okay all the time,” I say, keeping my voice light and soft. I’m not trying to mock him and the way his smile shivers, then drops, says he understands. “However, it’s my job. I don’t have a choice.”

			“It’s my magick. My gift,” he scoffs. “I think I’ve got you beat.”

			I lean in. Of course Smith would view our shitty lives as a competition. A competition he will lose. “My mother is the Queen of Air and Darkness.”

			“My mother doesn’t know my magick will eventually kill me.”

			“Poor boy. My mother doesn’t care if I die, as long as it benefits the Court.” Admitting the truth of the Knighthood stings, but also lifts an unexpected weight from my chest.

			His eyes narrow and he leans in as well, close enough I can count the faint freckles decorating the bridge of his nose. I catch the scent of his soap, ginger and spices that somehow blend perfectly with his skin. “And being the good soldier, you’ll make sure it does.”

			His grin is all sharp edges. It makes him so real I’m tempted to take him by the collar and crush my lips to his. His breath spills warm against my cheek and ear when he leans in close enough to whisper, “I’m going to go out like a Roman candle and not even leave ashes behind for my parents to bury.”

			Everything recoils—body, glamour, mind—and his broken “Beat that” shatters me.

			Oh, Goddess. He’s going to die. He’s going to die and there won’t be anything left and I won’t even have a place to visit his remains over the millennia. “Fuck,” I choke out.

			“Is that a white flag, Lyne?” He misreads it, leaning back to check my reaction, and I’m grateful and ruined and desperate to pull myself together.

			“Yes, you utter bastard. You win. Congratulations.”

			He flushes, his vicious grin softening into a shy smile. “Not the prize I wanted, but I’ll take it.”

			How are you okay with this?

			He makes a funny little sound in the back of his throat and when I look up and see how his eyes have gentled, I realize the words slipped out.

			“I’m not okay,” he begins, only to stop. The ley line unexpectedly crests against my glamour, a blanket of heat warming my skin when he reaches out to me. The backs of his fingers brush down my arm, from shoulder to elbow, and I pray he doesn’t notice how my body reacts to the tentative touch.

			“I’m not,” he repeats, staring down at that point of contact, “but that’s okay.”

			His gaze darts back up, holds with mine, and he starts to say something else, but before he can there’s a commotion outside in the hallway. A scream. Long and high and stretched with the kind of fear that can’t be faked.

			Tremendous crashes and more screams join the first. Running in the hall. Yelling. The music from farther in the house cuts out abruptly. Above us, the floor shakes as people run from the second story to the stairs, trying to escape an unknown assailant.

			With the panicked noise, I almost miss the rustling and the strange shadow lifting onto the wall behind Smith. I grab his lapel and turn him, partially blocking his body with mine, as I throw a freezing hex at whatever’s trying to sneak its way into our rapidly emptying room.

			The vine—whip-thin and decorated with a series of curved thorns, a common Seelie weapon—falls to the ground and shatters. I push at Smith, urging him away from the door, and run to check if there are more. A few creepers are working their way down the hallway, still shuddering and jerking as they grow and expand, slowly coming into a hideous sentience.

			“Roark, the garden—”

			Smith’s wide-eyed gaze meets mine, holds, and I know we’re both thinking of the guests out there. Of the Unseelie trapped out there. I point to the other door. “I’ll check. You, get out. There’s not much time. Go.”

			Without a second look, I step out into the hallway, freezing and shattering vines as I head toward the garden and the Seelie responsible for this attack.
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