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For all the authors of those fabulous, ridiculous, wondrous 1980s fantasy realms—thank you for the inspiration, then and now.
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Chapter 1
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Sebastian Barrett met the Elf King for the second time, twenty years after the first, upon walking into the lobby of the unremarkable beige office building of Knight’s Insurance Services. The Elf King stood out, a vision of spiky shaggy blond hair and high cheekbones and moonlight skin and mismatched green-blue eyes like curious stray iridescences, not to mention the long swooping night-purple brocade coat and tall boots and clinging trousers. He dazzled, against tapioca-bland linoleum and walls and receptionist’s desk; he was the only color, the only real presence, in the world, as everything else faded into the background and receded.

Sebastian said, “No,” and turned, and started to walk right out. He did not have time to deal with this. Nor did he especially want to.

Janine, at the front desk, said, “Mr. Barrett...you’ve got a visitor...” though she said it with a sigh, because she had carried on gazing at the Elf King.

Who smiled like hope and expectation and wild primroses opening magically at twilight, all of those at once, and said, “Sebastian—”

Sebastian stopped, hand on the office front door. Outside the sounds of Burbank in the morning, waking up, shouted anchors. Car horns, traffic, bicycles. City noises, downtown metropolitan clamor. The sort of people who had those brand-new enormous portable phones, shouting loudly about the sort of business that people who had portable phones conducted. Southern California, in the sunshine, in the year nineteen hundred and eighty-four.

Definitely not a wild magic-drenched vaguely medieval fantasy realm. Not even a Renaissance Faire, nor whatever convention this particular fan had crawled out of. Normally the fans—the ones who still remembered Sebastian Barrett’s one and only novel, anyway—did not seek him out at work; this was both mildly worrying and mildly impressive. As was the outfit; the man had plainly gone to some effort. The cloak, the shirt, the boots all looked good: novel-accurate and also well fitted, textured, expensive. The tumultuous hair, the shimmering eyes, that face...

That face had been everything Sebastian had imagined, once upon a time. Everything he’d daydreamed about, when he’d thought of a magical elf-king who’d find him, plain scrawny bespectacled Sebastian, special.

When he’d been foolish enough to believe that, yes, as a boy, he’d managed to help save an enchanted world, with the assistance of a young King who needed him.

The man looking at him with aggressive hopefulness had somehow appeared with just that face. So beautiful, so powerful—older now, the way Sebastian himself was older, and obviously this fan had even thought about that detail, twenty years on from the flash-in-the-pan success of Sword of the Elf King. Sebastian tried not to be impressed by the preparation.

He said, hand still on the door, “Do you have an appointment?”

“An appointment...” The Elf King, or the fan dressed up as a once-beloved character, hesitated. His eyes got more sad, betrayed, as if a friendship had gone as wrong as an unexpected blow. “Is that something one needs? To see you? Like a gift?”

“You know what an appointment is,” Sebastian snapped, “and the boots are the wrong color, they’re supposed to have bronze inlay, not silver. Now go away, unless you’re actually here to discuss an insurance claim adjustment.”

“An adjustment of...what?” The Elf King looked at Janine, presumably for assistance. She blinked at him, evidently confused as to why someone might show up at Knight’s Insurance Services without knowing what an insurance claim might be, and offered, “Mr. Barrett is one of our top claims adjustors...sorry, Sebastian, he just showed up when I got here, and he said he knew you...”

Sebastian sighed. “He doesn’t.”

“But,” the Elf King protested. “You do.”

“Really, really no.”

“Together we fought the armies of the Relentless Dark—and solved the Riddle of the Winged Dragon, and conquered the Marsh of Foul Despair—”

“I get it,” Sebastian jumped in, “you’ve read the book, you know the book, thank you, I appreciate knowing that some people still remember the one thing I ever published, I’m glad it meant something to you, but I have work to do, because I have an actual job, okay?”

“Sebastian...” The Elf King’s eyes grew darker, wider: shocked by emotion, by comprehension. A tragedy, blossoming right there across his impossibly pretty face. “You don’t believe I’m real.”

“I believe you’re a person standing in the office where I work. And I’m flattered—” He was not. “But you’re going to have to leave. I’m sorry.”

“You don’t want to believe me.”

At this point the door opened again; Mr. Knight—rotund, balding, unpleasant as cigarette smoke and dry martini breath—came in. He stopped mid-lobby, and looked at the Elf King, and at Sebastian, and at Janine, apparently just in case she had some explanation.

“Um,” Sebastian attempted, nervous, “he was just leaving—”

“Knew you were a twerp when we hired you,” Buford Knight rumbled, voice like gravel under tires. “Promised it wouldn’t interfere, didn’t you?”

“It doesn’t,” Sebastian pleaded. “It isn’t—”

The Elf King, displaying the kind of tact that had once spectacularly backfired on Hunger-Wraiths, said, “But Sebastian is a hero!”

“Get out,” Sebastian hissed.

“But he—”

“Go!”

The Elf King went. At least that’d worked. Sebastian, internally cringing, faced his boss.

“Can’t be having that,” crackled the avalanche. “Those weirdos coming in.”

“No. I mean yes. I mean of course not—”

“At least you got rid of him. Well, go on, then. Do your job.” The rockslide, a prescience of descending doom without hope of mercy, headed off to the back office. Sebastian had no idea what Mr. Knight in fact did, in there; the claims inspectors and adjustors handled all the paperwork, and were instructed to deny, deny, deny, and only pass something on after a hard-fought battle through every possible excuse.

“Oh,” Janine hummed, “wasn’t he pretty—”

“He wasn’t,” Sebastian all but snarled, “and nothing happened, and he wasn’t here. Okay?”

“Um...okay?”

He left her there, and stomped off to his tiny cubicle of an office—also beige—and his desk, and his mountain of forms. He had one pen in his pocket, neatly clipped; he had his hair equally neatly parted, and a perfectly crisp polo shirt. He was ready for all the forms, the household visits, the data entry. He ignored his own fuzzy reflection—short, tidy, unremarkable, brown hair that so far had avoided grey at the age of thirty-five, no glasses because he’d finally got contact lenses a couple of years ago, because that was easier as far as peripheral vision during an inspection—in the green-tinted glow of the shiny new desktop computer screen.

Not at all heroic. But then he never had been. Not worthy enough. He knew.

He spent a flawlessly uneventful three hours recording data. He used the shiny new desktop computer to run reports. He filed paperwork. He made photocopies just in case.

He did not think about luscious green and blue mismatched eyes, or the clawed hands of a Void-Wraith, or the shared closeness in a tent, under rain. He did not think about the Crystal Palace, and the joyous ball at the successful triumph, and the Elf King holding out a hand to him, on gleaming starlit stairs.

He became aware that he’d entered the wrong numbers in a form. He swore at himself. Started over.

Around lunchtime, he needed to go out and do some home inspections, to verify—or, more likely, reject—claims of damage. He stepped out into the parking lot, and found his car, a practical Ford Escort, blue and uncomplicated.

And, as he fumbled for his keys, the Elf King reappeared.

* * * *
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Chapter 2
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Even more specifically, the Elf King materialized beside Sebastian’s car, sliding out of sunbeams and glittering dust-motes to become blond hair, earnest mismatched eyes, tall height, swirling purple coat. “Sebastian—”

Sunlight glinted hard and hot from the Ford Escort’s roof. Sebastian flinched. And tried not to know everything he knew, everything he wanted to know, in his bones, in his heart, which whispered about magic and dramatic appearances and the way nobody’d been standing next to the car a second ago. “Please go away.”

“The Adamantine Sword is somewhere in your world.”

“I’m not playing this game with you—”

“Neither am I, with you.” Those familiar eyes, blue and green, held Sebastian’s gaze; pleaded, with sudden vulnerability, “The Perilous Realm needs the Sword. For strength, for certainty. The Sword is here. And my senses are not...what they would be, at home. Not in this world, with all your constructions and iron and metals. I need you.”

“Right now I need to go inspect the Patchman family roof. Unless you’d like to come along, move.”

The Elf King looked at him, across the summer heat and the flat blue paint of the car and all the years that opened and stretched and gaped brutally wide. “You know who I am. You named me Eirian, once.”

That name, that memory, hung in the air like floating crystals, like white silk in a ballroom, like a first clumsy dance together, Sebastian and the young beautiful King of the Elves, the night of celebration and desertion. They’d saved the Perilous Realm; they’d stopped the Hunger; they’d bandaged each other with shaking hands in fiery rain; and that night had been the night of joy.

Sebastian remembered his own heart beating, then: the way it’d felt, pounding in his chest, as Ri had taken his hand—healed, no longer wounded—on the staircase, in full view of the Fairy Court. He remembered the radiant expectation in Ri’s face, in those eyes, when asking him to stay.

He’d nearly said yes. He’d wanted to.

He’d thought of his father, then: exhausted, baffled, struggling to understand a shy fantasy-obsessed fifteen-year-old son, while they were both grieving and shouting and sobbing inside, when Sebastian had lost a mother and Toby Barrett the love of his life, in a viciously impersonal cold hospital room amid murmurs of cancer and aggressive spreading and finally only silence.

He’d thought of that, standing on the iridescent pearl steps, dressed in silk and radiance, with a young king who was smiling at him equally shyly and offering him a world.

They had saved one world. They’d protected one realm. They’d healed the hollow places. And if he’d stayed, if he’d never gone back, if his father had come home after a long grey day to an empty house, to a missing son—

He said now, under the unforgiving sunshine, “You said that portals are difficult. That there’s a cost, each time.”

Eirian said nothing, but nodded a fraction. He still had tiny crystals, or moon-drops, in those ridiculous long eyelashes. Sebastian had imagined a beautiful elf-prince, once, and might’ve dreamed him into existence, over-the-top and decadent as every fantasy.

“Was there a cost, this time?”

Ri looked away, at the flat black of the parking lot, and said nothing.

“What did you give up?”

Ri looked up again. “You’ve decided I’m real?”

“What the fuck,” Sebastian said, and leaned against his car for a moment, head buried in both arms, and just breathed; and then admitted, without emerging, “yes, you’re real, I knew it when you showed up, no one else is you.”

A ripple of brocade, a tap of boots, a sudden sweetness, a scent like night-drenched lakes and dark berries and wild forests: Ri must’ve moved. One hand touched Sebastian’s shoulder, lightly.

“I’d say go away,” Sebastian muttered, “but you won’t.”

Ri took the hand away. Sebastian’s shoulder instantly missed the touch. “I will if you ask again.”

That was honest, as honest as any words they’d ever spoken in a freezing cave or at the edge of a growling black Hunger-void. Sebastian turned to find him. “You and I—hang on, what—the coat, the boots, the—the eyelashes—”

Eirian lifted a shoulder, let it drop. “I want to come with you. On your quest to examine a roof
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