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We write these books because we love writing together. Asking some dumb, soulless AI to do it for us would defeat the point. These stories are ours. Yes, every Oxford comma, em dash, and parenthetical was placed with care by real, live humans.








  
  Content Notes


An Embrace of Salt & Storms  is a paranormal romance that includes enthusiastically consensual movement restriction, explicit descriptions of an MC kept on the edge, magic used in unconventional, up close and personal ways, dirty talk, a gent who brings the Top stops by default, and a fae equipped with dragon teeth, horns, a tail, and scales. 
There are also some heavier topics. There are references to: eugenics (including infanticide) and violence (some toward children), attempted genocide, child abuse, intimate partner abuse (not at/from/between MCs), federal boarding schools, cultural erasure, racism, and xenophobia. There's also mental illness, panic attacks, on screen cannibalism (not by MCs), ritual sacrifice (not by MCs), apathy about dying that may read as suicidal (by an MC), past suicidal ideations, anger management issues, and depression (by an MC), regular threats of violence (absolutely by the MCs, as well at toward the MCs), powerful people punching down, and foul language. 
Regarding Neurodiversity: Robin has bipolar disorder II. His symptoms, methods of management, use of therapy and medication, and the level of care required for him to function in the world is taken from Theo's lived experiences. This should not be taken as a blanket representation of anyone else diagnosed with bipolar disorder (I or II) or any other personality disorder.  
While fae don't use the same words we do, Zyr is autistic-coded. His fierce sense of self and hyper fixations have helped him survive in a world that continuously demanded conformity.  Rowan readily confesses to basing some of his behaviors on her fantastic autistic husband. Again, he is not intended as a blanket representation of all autistic people.
For more details on the content warnings, visit us at www.rowanandtheo.com/contentwarning
See Denizens of Faerie in the back of the book if you’re unfamiliar with the fae or curious about our take on them.






  
  To anyone who has ever been told they are too much.

There's beauty in intensity. Celebrate who you are.
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  Chapter One

Robin


One revolution at a time. 
Fifteen minutes from clocking out for a long weekend of fae wrangling, and Robin made those words his mantra. He would not stage a coup in his office. Not even if some bastard from Business Development had insulted his favorite rookie coordinator. 
“You are wasted on recruiting,” Robin told Isobel, not for the first time. “The minute I get the greenlight…”
“I know, I know,” she replied, laughing. “You’re poaching me.”
“Straight to my own corner of corporate hell.” He pushed himself back from his desk, setting his shoulders. “Wait here. I’ll talk to him.”
“Try not to kill him,” she said, sounding like she wouldn’t really mind.
“One revolution at a time.”
By the time he was done, the asshole had the fear of audits and a nonexistent god in his heart. Sure, Robin was ten minutes late getting home, but it was worth it, even if Robin had to pack his shit within twenty minutes or go to Faerie with an insufficient amount of underwear.
His Aunt Jan stood in the doorway as he packed, watching as he stuffed a pair of socks into his messenger bag. She had that look in her eyes, like she was trying to decide how best to say something. 
Robin knew better than to rush her. Better to keep packing. 
“He was being a fuckboy,” Robin said, instead of asking. “He’s lucky Isobel accepted the apology and I didn’t feel like wearing only Faerie-weave for the week.”
“When I was your age, we just called them rat bastards,” Jan said. Robin didn’t need to look up from rolling his t-shirts to know she was grinning. “Or maybe a scuzzbucket, if we were feeling frisky.”
“At my age, you were occupying Rushmore and marching cross-country.” Shirts, underwear, pairs of socks, five each. “Pretty sure you were feeling frisky.”
She laughed, short and sharp. Robin always wondered how Jan managed to laugh the way she did without sounding mean. He’d asked her once, when he was just a teen, because his laugh always had a cutting edge.
“I’m a butter knife, Birdie,” was her answer. “You’re made for steak.”
(Fourteen-year-old Robin had picked that moment to come out to her, because he’d nearly pissed himself laughing at being made for meat.)
“It’s the only reason I’m not throwing a fit over this.” Jan waved at his two bags, one full of clothes, the other with things he’d need outside of clothes. Pens, paper, highlighters. Meds. “You’re too much like me, Birdie.”
He hated it when she started conversations that way. The we’re so alike, so I’m going to say something you don’t want to hear because I have a lived experience introduction to a talk. 
He used to try and play it off, joke about how much they looked alike, with the same light olive skin that deepened when they ventured outside for more than twenty minutes. They used to have the same hair, too, a mess of dark brown waves. Now, her hair was mostly gray, and it’d been straight since she’d been in remission. 
So what if he was a gangly 6’1” and she hit maybe 5’8”? Or if she was more canary fluff to his hawk edges? They passed for relatives easier than he and his own brother did. Bo took after their sperm donor, an average white guy trolling around Florida. Robin did not.
“Please don’t try and talk me out of it.” Robin stopped packing and made himself sit on the edge of his bed. He reached for one of the shirts, shook it out only to start rolling it again. His hands itched to move during chats like this. “They’re going to be here in five minutes.”
Anyone else, Robin would have sniped at them just for walking into his room, let alone sitting next to him. But it was Jan, who knew to sit out of arm’s reach and not fiddle with his things and rarely hesitated to speak her mind. Robin’s chosen Mom.
“I’m not an idiot; of course I’m not going to try and talk you out of it,” Jan said, proving his point about how awesome she was. “I know better than to try. But I need you to keep yourself safe, Birdie. Okay?”
“I’m pretty sure that’s my top priority. Like, in general.”
“Not like that. Don’t be a tit. You know what I mean.”
Maybe? He thought he might.
“I’m not… I’ll be okay. Really. I’m going over to help organize things and show them how to actually keep it that way.” Robin nudged his foot gently against hers and held it there until she nudged back, striped sock to polka dots. “A bit piece. I like being that cog, you know that. Bo and his friends are the ones doing the heavy lifting.”
Jan laid her hand on the bed between them, palm up and silent. Robin ignored it like he ignored a lot of things, but edged closer to her, until he could lean over and rest his temple against her shoulder. 
“A bit piece,” he repeated. “Paper pusher. That’s my happy place. I’ll be alright.”
“You’ll hear things,” she said, in that soothing way she’d used a lot when he was young. “These people are angry. I remember the voices that had to be reasoned with when I was facing down something bigger than myself, being that ‘bit piece’ that’s there to strengthen a cause.”
Monarchs who had nearly an entire generation of ‘undesirables’ wiped out. Who made it so a chance of birth decided if a fae was ‘good’ or not. Changed their name from unseelie to death aligned to wipe out identity and history and culture.
Fuckers who’d messed with Robin’s family.
“I’m not going to judge them, Jan. Jesus.”
Robin felt her smile when she leaned her cheek against his hair. “Of course you’re going to judge them. I love that you will. But don’t get wrapped up in that anger. For me. Please. It’s not your fight, Birdie. It’s there for you to support, not die for.”
“Yeah, no, not going to die for this.” Robin scoffed. “Bit piece. I go, tell them they’re idiots for not drawing up a plan other than ‘hit system, fall down,’ and hang out with a sentient universe for a little while. They want me after that, they pay contractor rates.”
That did the trick. She laughed, and this time nudged with her whole leg. Robin didn’t protest. He closed his eyes to enjoy the last few minutes with her he had before the trip. He liked her and loved her, his great-aunt turned adopted mother, who had seen him through his worst, darkest times only to treat him like he was her Birdie still. 
“Keep it that way. And for the love of God, do what you can to prevent Bo from taking charge. The last thing they need is ‘punch the fuckers in their fucking face, then light that shit on fucking fire’ as a game plan.”

      [image: ]For all that Robin had grown up hating the idea of magic and faraway worlds, he’d become kind of fond of Faerie. Sure, it was weird as fuck, existing inside of a sentient world. But not necessarily a bad weird. 
Fae treated it as a given, the way Faerie gave them almost anything they wanted. But it felt ungrateful to just act like it was a breeze that brought you something to drink, instead of something that chose to do so. It felt rude not to thank it, and asking for things in his mind was a little too much like talking to himself. He had enough internal monologues already.
“May I have a glass of fresh, unsalted water?” Robin glanced at the ceiling as he spoke. Faerie wasn’t there, but it felt better than just staring into the middle distance. A tall, tapered glass appeared on the table next to him, like it’d always been there. He waited until he tasted it, made sure it wasn’t something other than regular water, to say, “Thanks.”
“One day I’ll be used to you talking to Faerie.” The ridiculously deep voice could only be Declan, who stepped into the dining room, hands tucked in the pockets of his fitted jeans. “Does it ever talk back?”
“Antonio always talks about how funny you are,” Robin said. “I don’t see it.”
Antonio said a lot of stuff about his creepy-sexy sluagh boyfriend, and most of it with a disgustingly sweet smile on his face.
Ugh.
Robin didn’t dislike Declan. He was alright, knew shit about hockey, and Robin wasn’t going to say no to arm candy at the rink. 
“What in the starlit void are you wearing?” Declan asked, as if a man with ripped skinny jeans tucked into combat boots and a ratty thin band tee could have any kind of high ground in the fashion department.
Robin glanced down at his t-shirt, with the image of a screaming possum and the usual friendly greeting that accompanied said screaming possum. “My work clothes. I like to make sure people know how pleasant I am.”
“According to Mother, you’re a terror.”
“She said that?” Robin hadn’t realized Aisling liked him that much.
“Oh, aye.” Declan grinned at him. “You’ve charmed the beast and Florian.”
“Pro tip with cats: ignore them until they don’t want you to. Works with toddlers, too.”
“Horrifying wardrobe and parenting advice.” 
“You said you were collecting tips.”
Robin might not have plans to adopt an unseelie baby the way Antonio and Declan wanted to, but he used to babysit. He knew things. 
The pale nightmare punk glanced around the dining room, watching as it expanded. The dining table needed room to seat a whooping sixteen people instead of the usual four. So the space was, just, getting bigger. Because Faerie. “I was informed I was requested as an early arrival. Dare I ask?”
“I need the names and species of everyone who’s coming today. I know a few of you, obviously, but I need the rest.” 
“Species?”
“Your type. Secret inner spark. Whatever kelpie, sluagh, and banshee are a part of.” Robin rolled his eyes, grabbing one of the notebooks and his pen. “Whatever you use to say ‘tell me what everyone is’ when not seelie or unseelie. Like, humans are a species, and back in the day, humans living in Ireland were all Irish, then broken up into clans. I need to know what the you call the clan equivalent.”
It took only a heartbeat for Declan’s eyes to widen in understanding before he dropped into the chair to Robin’s right. Thank fuck. 
Declan wasn’t stupid—not by any margin—but he was very fae. They had a frustratingly common tendency to assume everyone in Faerie knew the rules, the Protocol. At least Declan didn’t mind explaining, when he either remembered Robin wasn’t at Bo’s level of fae knowledge and didn’t spend loads of time there. 
“It’s contextually dependent. More often than not, we simply state what we—or they—are. As you said: sluagh, kelpie, banshee.”
Of course they did. Why wouldn’t they.
“And if I were to say I need to know what they are…?”
“In this context? ‘Type,’ generally. If you’re asking about behaviors that stem from what they are, then ‘aspect.’ Again: generally.” Declan’s smile was all teeth. “Some use them interchangeably.”
Clear as mud. Though, yeah, cultures were complex and multi-layered. It made sense to have those kind of divides, and then ignore them. Fae didn’t believe in notes or clocks or being polite to the universe, so why not that too?
Robin eyed the table as the eight seats turned to ten, twelve—
“We’re good at sixteen, thanks.” Robin said. The table, having just hit eighteen, paused, and then two chairs disappeared. “Right, so. Let’s start easy. Your boyfriend going to be here?”
Declan smiled, slight and slow, his eyes crinkled in a way that brought out the pitch black spiderwebbing along his temples. Which, still sort of creepy, but sweet. 
Kind of. Ish.
“Aye, Antonio will be here. I daresay he’d not wish to miss an opportunity to mutter about ‘fucking fae’ with you.” Declan sounded far too pleased at the idea of his human bond talking trash about fae, seeing as how he happened to be one himself.
There were the ones that Robin knew. Bo and Antonio, presumably still human. Everil, kelpie. Declan, sluagh, and his banshee mother, Aisling. (Not Ashling, apparently, but what Declan called “the proper bloody spelling.”) 
The ones Robin wasn’t familiar with were more interesting than those. Metara, a siren, so cool, and her changeling ghillie dhu bond, Judah. Ghillie dhu, Declan explained, were associated with forests and hidden places. And Judah would be the only seelie in the mix. The pair led House Laurel, though Judah only for a couple years.
Next up was the only other changeling in Faerie, Aultyr, and his bestie, Harke. Both big black dog unseelie fae, but different kinds of big black dog unseelie. Barghest and cu-sith, the first death in pursuit and the latter terror of death. 
(“Mother calls them sweet,” Declan said. “I imagine you’ll get along.)
Then there was Abrhail and Teddai, manticore and redcap respectively. A spider fae literally named Spider. A cat-sith and his yuki-onna bonded. 
And a dragon.
A dragon.
“He’s not a dragon,” Declan said after Robin made him repeat himself for a third time. “He’s a beithir. And Spider is a tsuchigumo.”
“Which you just said is a type of dragon,” Robin countered, doodling a little smiley face spitting fire next to 14. Zire. “You’re bringing a dragon, specifically the one who asked my brother about his sex life.”
“Z-y-r. Careful what you call him. He can, and will, eat you.” Declan smirked. Like the asshole Robin knew he was, not so deep down inside. “But quite. He’s the one who spoke with them regarding their intimate life.”
Intimate life. Fucking fae.
“Bo said he took notes.”
“So he did. Granted, Zyr keeps Solstice Lord pornography on hand, so I imagine it’s an area of interest of his.”
“A kinky dragon. Got it.” Robin smiled, sharp and quick, at Declan’s snicker. The next doodle was a pair of cuffs around the flames, and a blindfold over the smiley face. 
“I believe that’s all of them. Are you satisfied?” Declan asked, pushing himself up. His bone wings … they didn’t rustle. Couldn’t rustle. They were wings made of bone. But they did the bone equivalent as he stood. “Others will be arriving shortly, and I must get Antonio.”
Robin stood himself, stretching until he heard the satisfying pop of bones too long used to sitting. “Have fun. I’m going to stretch my legs before sitting around for however long it takes immortals to make decisions.”
“Humans and their bloody running,” he heard Declan mutter while the sluagh walked away. 
Robin didn’t want to know. 






  
  Chapter Two

Zyr


If Zyr could be said to have friends–and he couldn’t–then Aisling was chief among them. Clever, twisting, and quietly ruthless, the woman had a knack for knowing things. Secrets, in particular. 
When he needed access to knowledge not within his own library, it was frequently Aisling he turned to. And so, he found himself at her doorstep, not long after she’d had her little pup–Declan, wasn’t it–visit him with questions about human bonds and tales of Solstice Kings.
When had that been? Months ago? Years? Surely no more than that. Though his relationship with time had grown more slippery of late.
Probably not years. 
“Zyr, dear!” Aisling’s voice was bright as she threw open her front door. Like most her kind, she bore a deathly pallor and had huge, dark eyes. Clever eyes, in her case. “This is a surprise. Do come in.”
 He stepped in after her, still turning over the question of time. “Your son–”
“Oh, is that what this is about? I was worried you might have mislaid your invitation.”
Unsure of what she was talking about, Zyr allowed her to prattle until they reached the sitting room where she usually conducted her business, the walls lined with book shelves and oddities. 
“We do have a little time,” she was saying, though he had no idea what had come before that. “Was there something else?”
“I’m looking for two books.” No. That wouldn’t help. He was always looking for a book when he spoke to her. “I’m missing a pair of books.”
“How?” Aisling asked, sweet voice gone sharp with incredulity. She blinked at him with those huge eyes. “You’re very calm about this, Zyr, dear. Are you feeling well?”
Calm. Yes. He was much too calm. He had walked into his library that morning, and he had felt the absence of what was his. Two pre-convergence volumes, treasured and well guarded, gone from his hoard without a trace.
He should have lit the sky with lightning. Raged and snarled and demanded justice. Killed indiscriminately, until what had been taken was his again.
Instead, he’d sighed, walked out into the rain, and presented himself on Aisling’s doorstep.
“I believe I’m dying,” he admitted. “Other than that, I’m well enough.”
“Ah. How silly of me. Just a little death.”
He shrugged, tail twitching in impatience. “We only pretend at immortality, Aisling. Even a beithir must lose themself eventually.”
“Your books,” she objected, voice gone soft.
His books. His life’s work. Nearly two thousand years of obsession, neatly categorized and minutely studied. A silent rejection of all he had been taught to believe. 
“I’m not so far gone that I don’t care what happens to them. Or that two of them have been taken from me. But they cannot change what is, Aisling. When I was young, there were still so many of us. Faerie was still vast. Now…” he shook his head. “I may be fading, but so is Faerie.”
Aisling studied him, lips pressed together in disapproval.
“Despair isn’t a good look for you, dear,” she said at last. “All the better that you’re coming with me today.”
“Coming with you?”
“To Declan’s meeting. The invitation, remember?”
She had said something about that, hadn’t she? 
“I didn’t come here for a meeting. I came to advise you to check your collection. And ask that you tell me if you hear whispers of anyone trying to move a rare volume.”
“I’ll check my collection after. And if you tell me what books you’re missing, I’ll see what I can learn.”
“A record of late pre-convergence court proceedings. One of a kind but not dangerous. The other is a volume on veil magic. It isn’t a book I would lend.” Well, he didn’t own any volumes he would lend. “Or allow someone to peruse, even in my presence.”
“That’s not exactly something one would advertise having, either,” Aisling mused, frowning slightly. “Not unless you wanted the Council to get nosy about what other magics might be in your library. I recommend putting together a list of those who would know about both and working off that. After the meeting. Which will be starting shortly.”
“I don’t attend meetings, Aisling. Especially not directly after someone has stolen from me.” The words came sharp, and his skin crackled with electric irritation.
Aisling, typically, only smiled. “Well, there’s the Zyr I know. We’ve some Monarchs to overthrow, my dear, and your name is on the guest list. It’ll do you good.”
Overthrow the Monarchs? Zyr stared at Aisling in silent incomprehension. The desire, he understood. When he’d been young, when they had been actively reshaping his world and controlling his every waking hour, he’d wanted the same. 
Of course, he’d never been able to do more than irritate them. They’d blamed tantrums, when lightning harmlessly scorched the wood at their feet. They’d said that of everything. The lashing of his poison-barbed tail. The storm flashes in his eyes. The way he’d spiral, when they confiscated his books.
This is for your own good. You must learn to control yourself.
An easy thing, to want their deaths. But actually achieving such an act? 
“When I said no fae is immortal, I did not mean it as a theory to test,” he said.
“And yet, how diverting it’ll be for you to do so. We’ll need you for this, Zyr. You know more of them than anyone else we might ask.”
Their cruelty, yes. But not their weaknesses. The Monarchs, even in those early years, had felt inevitable. He’d needed his books to believe otherwise.
“There will be others there?”
“A few,” she admitted. “All trustworthy.”
It wasn’t their trustworthiness that concerned him. “I prefer to keep to myself.”
“If you really think I’m going to let you sit alone in that library of yours, waiting to die, I’m afraid you’ve not been paying attention. Besides, you must find the idea of killing the monarchs at least a little interesting.”
Zyr wasn’t sure they could be killed. Though he did have some volumes that might address the topic. Intellectually, the question was fascinating. Practically, it was suicide. But it was, at least, something to think about. And he was dying anyway.
“The Solstice Kings,” he said, more to himself than to Aisling. “And quite a lot of blood.”






  
  Chapter Three

Robin


Robin seriously needed to get out and about in Faerie more. 
He wouldn’t. But he should. 
Robin was expecting more fae like Everil. Pretty, with scales and claws and weird eyes that glowed like the moon on snow. Maybe bone wings and pointed teeth, like Declan, or glittering blue skin like Florian. 
It turned out, he seriously needed to get out around in Faerie more. 
The first arrivals included Metara, a tall, striking woman in slacks and a crisp white shirt with feathered black hair.
Then he looked again. Her eyes, the shape of her face, how she blinked and smiled, it made him think of hawks. Not just sharp featured, but predator, and her hair was literally made of feathers. Her voice carried an otherworldly lull that hammered it home.
And, yeah, it turned out Robin’s uncanny valley trigger wasn’t only for movies and AI art. 
Which was a shitty way to think, like humanity was the correct template to base every person’s look on. So, fuck. Robin took stock of his reactions and readjusted his expectations, because he wouldn’t be party to that crap, even if in his own head.
Thank fuck for therapy. 
Behind her was Judah, a slight, very obviously fae man with gold-dusted onyx skin and an outfit that looked both leafy and kind of storybook-y. He clung to Metara like a lifeline, worried golden eyes darting around the room.
Aultyr had canines, the shadow of a prowling hound, pitch black eyes, and warm brown skin that looked oddly textured. Like Metara, there was a way that his features sat, just off enough to have Robin looking twice. The cu-sith—Harke—bore a long lion’s tail, a short green mohawk, and flashes of olive green in his skin when he moved. The pair headed straight toward Judah, with Aultyr leading the way.
“Brother,” Aultyr said. He took the seat next to Judah, Harke following suit. “Decided to adopt the dog.”
Judah said something that Robin couldn’t quite catch, but he smiled for the first time since walking in.
“Daisy,” Aultyr replied. 
 Meanwhile, Spider, the actual spider, walked in and cozied up to Declan like they were old friends. The guy wore a corset of bone and had extra spider limbs all webbed up to look like wings. Still, what caught Robin was his smile, that practiced, detached amusement.
Dinam, the cat-sith, looked like he’d just strolled off Broadway, familiar and strange enough to not throw Robin for a loop, and the only thing inhuman about the yuki-onna on sight were the ice particles that decorated her skin like freckles.
Robin let them all socialize, watching from his far corner seat, back closer to the wall than the table. No one paid him any mind as he checked off each new arrival, the act of ticking off his list more comfort than requirement. 
“Having fun with your notes?” Bo asked from a few chairs down. “I can point people out to you if you’re not sure who the fuck’s who.”
“Nah. I like a good guessing game.” 
Robin glanced around, frowning slightly as the vibe in the room shifted. It felt like when Everil did magic, or Florian walked him through the veil. Except more.
This was… storms. A hurricane incoming and a house on the beach. The kind of night where you had to be a Floridian to stand on the shoreline, a bottle in hand with your shutters drawn tight, wondering if it’d just be the outskirts of the storm, or if the mass in the distance was shielding the eye, and coming straight for you.
Robin’s eyes went to the door an instant before it swung open, Aisling’s familiar voice filling the air as she entered, all deathly beauty and smiles. Another face he knew in a sea of ones he didn’t.
The banshee beamed at Robin from across the room, half turning to wave someone in. Robin gave her a slight nod in return, only to find his focus locking on to the man who followed her.
He wasn’t her husband. Malin was a sluagh and, though this new guy was white, Malin would’ve been, like, Declan white. Death white. Not just Caucasian white. This guy had to be the dragon. Zyr, with a ‘y,’ the nerd dragon who talked to Bo and Everil about their ritual fuck parties.
Zyr looked like a fae from the get go, with royal blue metallic scales over the sides of his neck and silver horns that swept back from his forehead. And a tail. A snake-like tail, with a barb at the end, in addition to legs. Handsome. Blond. Maybe a couple inches taller than Robin and built. 
What was it with unseelie and being built like strongmen or stick figures? 
Zyr said something to Aisling, his voice low. Robin might’ve kept up the staring if Antonio hadn’t snagged the chair beside him.
“Fucking fae?” Robin asked, and met Antonio’s grin with a sharp smile of his own.
“Fucking fae.”
Robin checked Antonio’s name off the list, right next to the little skull and crossbones doodle. Antonio’s snicker was lost to a dull, heavy sound from the other end of the room, then another. 
Zyr had put his feet on the table, hands behind his head, leaning back like it was some kind of high school movie. As if he was two seconds from going out to smoke behind the gym with the cool kids. 
Another pair walked in but Robin kept his attention where it was, pointing his pen at the unseelie with his feet on the dining room table.
“Beithir,” Robin said in the same tone he used with idiots at work and, admittedly, in more personal areas of his life. “Feet on the floor. That means all four of the chair’s and both of yours.”
Zyr’s attention snapped to Robin, his gaze intense. Fun. 
Robin always enjoyed a good stare down. The storm of magic howled, though no one else seemed to notice it. Didn’t they taste chocolate? Hear the sound of pages rustling in the wind?
Finally, Zyr took his feet off the table, the little shit letting them hit the floor loudly along with the two taps of the chair. Stared at Robin the entire time, all challenge. No one seemed keen to interrupt, which was all the better. It meant Robin could hold the beithir’s stare with an unimpressed look of his own, silence meeting silence. 
“Anything else?” Zyr rumbled. “Is there a Protocol regarding my tail?”
A funny dragon. The arid, sharp humor Robin liked. 
(Often when there were knees on the floor, not shoes. And he needed to stop thinking about what else could happen with knees on the floor, this was supposed to be a work event.)
Robin took the time to push his glasses up his nose, his pause as loud and pointed as the beithir’s feet had been. 
“Get me a Protocol guidebook and I’ll circle back to you. But don’t put your tail on the table, either.”
“If anyone would have such information,” someone said. Spider, the tsuchigumo, his voice velvet and amused.
“I have several. But most of them are pre-convergence texts.” Zyr draped his tail over the back of his chair, it’s barbed tip hanging by his shoulder. “The placement of one’s tail is of less concern then when, and how, it is appropriate to eat people.”
“Always good to have a reference guide when it comes to eating someone.” No. Bad Robin. No oral jokes when mid-stare down.
“Given the company you’ve decided to keep, such guidelines might come in handy.”
And Zyr smiled. All teeth, the kind a dragon ought to have. Conical and too large for his face, for all they fit just fine. Like Declan. Made for tearing and brute force.
Robin smiled that way sometimes. Not now, though. It’d ruin the game.
“Unseelie eat humans? I’m shocked,” Robin said flatly. “I sure hope someone told the others here that.”
“There were plenty among the unseelie who didn’t limit themselves to humans. But it’s immaterial.” His tail flicked, insolently. “As we are all now so very well behaved. No feet on the table. No unwilling dinner guests.”
“Obviously, not everyone is willing at this—”
“Do you have many pre-convergence documents?” Dinam, the cat-sith, interrupted, his pointed little ears perking up. “Outside of the rulebooks.”
Robin shot him a sharp look, frowning. The beithir looked pissed too, his tail no longer twitching and eyes gone hard.
“Were we talking to you?” Robin snapped, at the same time Zyr, thunder in his voice, said, “Yes.”
“You are sitting with fourteen other people.” Dinam didn’t quite hiss, the coward, and laid his ears back. “Speaking over the length of the table.”
“The question was rhetorical.” Robin was going to sketch a dick next to Dinam’s name after this. “I brought a dictionary if you need it defined.”
“Don’t be impudent, human,” Dinam scolded. Like Robin was a child.
“Robin,” Everil said, his quiet voice somehow filling the room, “is blood of this House. I would remind everyone here to treat him with the respect he’s due as such.”
The “or else” remained unvoiced, but it was there, a cold snap in the warm room, cutting through the sea spray Robin kept imagining. The kelpie might be a wilting, wistful fae most of the time, but goddamn did he know how to put his foot down.
Of course, Bo had to ruin the badass effect with a quick kiss against Everil’s shoulder, but that was par the course. Only an actual idiot would think that Everil was less prepared to murder just because Bo was there.
Zyr nodded to Bo and Everil. Then, weirdly, to Robin. Or maybe not so weirdly. Unexpectedly? More that.  
“Dinam only meant that the beithir might have information,” the yuki-onna, Taibe, said. “The sort that could be useful in dealing with the Monarchs.”
"Useful how?” Metara asked. “We don’t need to know how to write a stern letter following pre-convergence Protocol. Let’s not place the cart before the horse.”
“That depends on the letter,” Spider mused, leaning forward. “So to speak. Insight into how a person views propriety is an underrated tool.”
“Insights for when you’ve got ’em cracked open at the ribs.” That bright, piping voice came from the pair Robin had failed to check off his list. Teddai, the redcap, with a red-lipped smile on a round, innocent-looking face, with the kind of ‘scrubbed clean’ pinkish tint to their cheeks that made Robin think of cherubs. “But if s’gonna be old ways, go old ways all around. Quick like, splatter what needs to be. No point dragging it out. Makes the meat taste bad.”
“I doubt many are concerned with how the Monarchs would taste,” Metara replied.
“Speak for yourself.” Those words came in a near whisper, from the manticore, Abrhail, who sat beside Teddai. Warm brown skin and stone-hard eyes. A tail as barbed as Zyr’s. Ragged wings held tight to their back. 
Teddai smiled. They had dimples. “Just sayin’, if you smarty pants can get your paws’n’claws on pre-convergence bits on how to kill the void-lovin’ shit outta creatures tied gut-deep to Faerie, ‘m all ears. And teeth.”
“Thank you for that, Teddai,” Dinam muttered.
“That was me agreein’ with you, pussycat.”
Robin rolled his eyes again, jotting down the suggestions of murder and mayhem. He couldn’t shake the taste of chocolate and electricity, and downed the last of his water in an attempt to wash it away.
No dice. Instead, the electric edge grew more pronounced, the chocolate darker. Bitter.
“Let’s not go about assuming access,” Aisling said, all silliness gone. She sounded edged, so maybe that was her, adding to the emotional charge of it all. 
That was weird enough to snag Robin’s attention away from his notebook. Aisling frowned at the group, upset and bristling. The why of it became clear as soon as he got a good look at the beithir beside her.
Or, more, the beithir that had been beside her. Zyr’d pushed himself back, away from the table, his arms folded tight over his broad chest. Lightning cracked in his eyes, visible even at the other end of the table, and it didn’t take a genius to interpret the angry set of his jaw. 
The guy had been more relaxed when being told off for his manners, staring at Robin with keen intensity.
This was a look—a vibe—that Robin knew but couldn’t quite place. The word for it sat on the tip of his tongue, with storms and melted chocolate.
“I’m not giving fucking tours of my library,” Zyr ground out through gritted teeth. His tail had started twitching again, but where it’d been like a cat’s flick when he talked to Robin, it now looked like he was trying not to stab the table. 
“Any particular reason?” asked Spider, propping up his chin on his palm. “A fan of our dear leaders?”
“No.”
“I’m not generally a fan of collective action,” whispered the manticore. “But, when it comes to treason, all chips must be thrown into the pot. I’m not getting fucked over because the dragon doesn’t like sharing his toys.”
“There’s a difference between knowledge exchanged willingly and carte blanche to someone’s library,” Aisling snapped, smoothing down her hair. The side closest to Zyr had started to static up. “I don’t hear anyone here clamoring to peruse my books or branding me a traitor among traitors.”
Aisling: actually snarky. Good to know Declan came by it naturally.
“If you were known for having the sorts of books that would help us, I would be,” Dinam retorted, his nose giving a twitch. “But you aren’t. Am I misinformed?”
A low hiss sounded from Declan’s side of the table, and the soft click-click-click of black sluagh claws on wood. 
“I’m more curious now about how you managed to get away with possessing what you are alleged to without constant visits from the Council, Zyr,” the cat-sith continued. Crossed a hard line, if Robin read Aisling’s expression right. “Perhaps Spider’s line of questioning has merit.”
“Now, now,” Spider said, voice smooth and smile fading. “I meant it as a tease, nothing more.”
“Nevertheless,” Dinam said. “Merit.”
Robin spared them only a glance. His attention stayed mostly on the beithir. The intensity from Zyr had been not harmless when he talked to Robin. But it certainly hadn’t been like this. The sense of a storm building that sharp, rich tang of an incoming category five on the horizon that would either veer or rip your town apart. 
More people started to talk, voices raising to be heard. Opinions aired, insistences made, demands for books issued.
The suggestion of a traitor in their midst.
Lightning struck the center of the table, accompanied by a sharp crack of thunder. The smoking, black mark it left lasted a beat before Faerie smoothed it away.
Zyr’s breath came in short, sharp pants, his lips peeled back in a snarl. In the brief quiet that followed, Robin knew what he’d seen in Zyr’s face. That set, clouded expression.
Robin hadn’t looked in the mirror to see that look himself for a long time, but that didn’t mean he’d forgotten. He knew building panic attack when he saw one. 
The silence didn't sound for long. A pause, that was it, then voices. More and more people talking about Zyr’s shit and calling him a traitor while the guy didn’t fry them in place.
Yeah, no.
Robin stood quickly enough to send his chair skittering back a few inches. Someone tried to talk to him, but they weren’t family or friend. He ignored in favor of quick, sure steps down the length of the table.
Zyr hummed. His skin, that’s what it was, like the electricity orb at the science museum.
Weird fae shit later. Possibly disassociating beithir now.
He leaned over Zyr, feeling the hair at the back of his neck standing on end. No reaction from Zyr. So: option B.
Three sharp raps of his knuckles to the table, then he offered that same hand to the man, palm up.
“We’re going to the kitchen,” Robin said. “Get up. It’s quiet there.”
After all his talk about people being idiots, Robin offered his hand to a guy with electricity playing over him. He was so stupid. And, yeah, Zyr was definitely dissociating, with the way he reached for Robin’s hand, slow, then pulled away a second too late to stop the electric arc from his hand to Robin’s.
The miniature lightning stung. Robin sucked in a sharp, tight hiss at the touch. He didn’t regret it though, shoving his hand into his pocket as Zyr stood. It’d gotten the beithir’s attention, and that was the main thing.
“I’m fine,” Zyr told him. Super believably, too. That off-in-the-distance look in his eye and flat affectation totally sold the ‘I’m fine’ vibe.
“You’ll be more fine in the kitchen,” Robin replied, nodding toward the room in question. He turned on his heel without another glance to the others, and walked them both toward Bo and Everil’s storybook kitchen. 
His hand still smarted. That’s what he got for grabbing the lightning dragon. Next time, he’d help a gentle breeze fae.
Antonio was right. Everyone in the room trying to show off who had the biggest dick to swing around and who could piss the furthest, like that meant anything all. 
 Fucking fae. 






  
  Chapter Four

Zyr


Voice and voices and voices. 
Lackey. Lickspittle. Traitor.
As if two millennia of resistance meant nothing, because he would not welcome pawing at his collection. Already, his collection had been invaded. What was his, taken. And now they wanted more.
A click from behind him, shutting away the sound. And that was better. More fine in the kitchen. That’s what the human had said.
He was in the kitchen with the Summer King’s brother, who tasted of salt and fresh-brewed coffee. A soul match, as little as Zyr welcomed the realization. Irritating, but also, definitionally comfortable to be around. Most people pricked against Zyr’s awareness, a subtle but unending friction. 
The human didn’t. But it didn’t matter. Zyr was too angry, his skin sparking, his tail lashing, barb out and venom ready. He didn’t wish to harm this human, who had challenged him, then taken his side. Better he–
Another crisp rap of knuckles, like before. This time, on the marble countertop. The sound louder, sharper, without the din of argument.
“Ass on the counter. Human kitchen protocol says feet don’t need to be on the floor if asses are on counters.”
Said with the same sharp expectation as “Beithir. Feet on the floor.”
It was either listen or kill the man. Zyr was too on edge to come up with a third option. He didn’t want to kill the human, who felt like clean sheets snapping in a sea wind and met challenge with challenge.
“You’re very pushy.” The words came out broken by his unsteady breathing, but he managed them. Managed, as well, to sit.
“Bend your head down,” the man said, stepping toward him. Like that made any sense at all.
Zyr bent his head. Again, it was better than killing the man. It was the cat-sith he wanted dead.
“I should have done it,” Zyr muttered. “You have to kill them nine times for it to take. Once would hardly count.”
His claws scratched marble, while the barb of his tail dug at the dark wood of the floor. 
Traitor. They’d called him traitor.
“The kitty’s lucky you didn’t strike him the full nine then and there.” Words offered without censure. “I’m going to touch you.” 
Touch him? No. The man had already gotten himself shocked. Zyr started to lift his head, to object, but the man was already reaching for him, hand gloved in some thick, dark material. He grabbed Zyr’s horn and didn’t jerk back or hiss in pain. The weight of it, of his firm, steady grip, wasn’t unpleasant.
That was the obnoxious thing about soul matches. One couldn’t help but wish to touch them. Be touched by them. Confused, and still fighting back rage, Zyr struggled for words as the human moved in closer. His other hand found the back of Zyr’s neck, something cool there, against his skin and scales. 
“We’re going to count to nine now. And breathe only when in between numbers. One.”
What could Zyr do, but breathe?
“Two.”
And breathe again.
The Summer King’s brother set the pace, and Zyr merely followed it, head bent and a persistent chill against his neck. A hand at his horn.
Ragged breathing forced into a rhythm. That cornered, lash out, defend yourself, urgency ebbing. The human an anchor into the moment, into the now, and Zyr was not accustomed to now.
Six. A breath.
It was very, very strange.
He was still angry. They’d dared to imply–
Seven. And a breath.
Quiet here. Except for the counting.
What a rare creature this human was. Pushy. Controlled. And–
Eight. And a breath.
The threatening crackle in the air died away. 
Robin. The Winter King had called this human Robin.
Nine.
Robin’s hands remained. One on his horn. The other an oddly comfortable weight on the back of his neck, still a cool cloth between it and Zyr’s skin. Odd, that he would wish it otherwise. Everything about this, decidedly odd.
“Good. That was good.” Robin shifted in, until his chest was pressed to the curve of Zyr’s horns. “Keep your head like this. Close your eyes.”
“Why?”
“Because I told you to.”
Zyr huffed, a not-quite laugh at the man’s presumption. Audacious. And novel. Zyr was willing, for the moment, to simply give into that novelty. To allow Robin to continue to push, because whatever odd magic he was weaving with solid hands and simple commands felt significantly better than losing himself to his own sense of betrayal and anger.
He closed his eyes. Like Robin’s touch, the dark felt more pleasant than it had any right to.
“Somehow, I don’t think Plutchik’s wheel has made it to Faerie yet.” Robin shifted his grip on Zyr’s horn, and Zyr could feel his fingers, instead of thick fabric. “Would you like to hear about it?”
“You’re unusual, Summer King’s brother,” Zyr said, thunder no longer threatening in his words. “Does this wheel explain your behavior? I am interested in that.”
“Robin. You call me Robin,” Robin emphasized the demand with a slight tug at Zyr’s horn and a squeeze at his neck.
Pushy and grabby. The smell of him like a new day. Zyr reached with his tail, barb safely sheathed, until he felt the line of Robin’s legs, long and wiry like the rest of him. The curve of a calf to rest against. If the man was going to grab at him, he would show he wasn’t entirely incapable of grabbing back.
“You seem more hawk than robin,” he said. “You’ve the eyes of a hunter, behind those glasses, not of prey. Or perhaps one of the clever birds. A raven. Yes. That suits. Raven-Robin.”
Robin laughed, the sound as pleasant as his mild tenor. He tapped his fingers on Zyr’s neck just hard enough to be felt through the cloth.
“Don’t call me that where anyone else can hear. It’s okay here,” he said, with another tap, light emphasizing his words. “Raven-Robin. Alright.”
And, just like that, it was a joke between them. Or, at least, something shared and private. An intimacy between himself and pushy, grabby Raven-Robin, who thought nothing of holding a beithir by the horns.
“The wheel is about definitions and specifics in behavior. I use it a lot.” Robin’s words drew Zyr’s thoughts from wondering over intimacies, back to the now. “You like knowing things. You listened and breathed for me. Now I’m going to tell you about something other fae likely don’t know of. You might learn about my behavior along the way.”
“Then I’m listening.”
Robin was right, after all. Zyr liked knowing things. Especially, at this moment, things that might solve the mystery of the man whose hands rested on his horn and at the back of his neck.
“Plutchik was a human who believed that all emotions could be boiled down to eight, with each pair having two sides of an extreme. Used to explain reactions to outside things happening. Like anger versus fear. Get threatened, the brain sees danger, which is a fear response.” Robin’s words were quiet, ordered. So unlike the riot of interrupting voices from before. “Fascinating stuff. Brain picking. People hear ‘fear’ and think someone is scared, which isn’t always true. But there’s more to it than that. Cause and effect. Rhyme and reason. I don’t know about you, but I like specifics. So, there’s another wheel I use with Plutchik.”
Cause and effect. 
Cause: Counted breaths and a grip on his horn.
Effect: Confused fascination and tenuous calm.
Fascinating stuff.
“You’re a…” What was the word? “Man and His Symbols. Jung. A psykiater. Psychiatrist.” Yes, that was it. 
“Not a psychiatrist, just been to a lot of them. I’ve got a chemical imbalance that fucks me up a bit. So a lot of therapy with various kinds of shrinks and medication. I like to read about things that pertain to me.” 
Chemicals, Zyr knew. And balances. But what that might have to do with psychiatrists, he didn’t know.  
“Keep talking, Raven-Robin. They’ll come hunting me soon enough, and I’d learn of this before I am required to repeatedly kill a cat.”
The barest hint of thunder in his voice, as he tensed again, thinking of it. Answered with a tap-tap-tap of fingers against the cloth over the back of Zyr’s neck. 
“While your eyes are closed and we’re like this, we don’t talk about the cat until further notice. You’ve got guest rights unless Bo, Everil, or I decide otherwise. They come through that door, they regret it.”
“Exceptionally pushy,” Zyr observed. But if not speaking of the cat meant the continued peace of darkness, and the further unwrapping of this strange, insistent human, he was willing to hold his tongue. It was an exchange, of sorts, and Zyr was as fae as any. He understood the nature of give and take. “Very well. You were saying? Your chemical imbalance led you to this wheel.”
“I get far pushier. This is me being polite,” Robin said, sounding amused. Or maybe just pleased. “I’m bipolar. You mentioned Jung, so maybe you know it as manic depression. Contrasting archetypes, one brain, if we’re going full Jungian.”
“The ruler and the rebel. Or, perhaps, the Raven and the Robin.” 
Robin answered with another squeeze and an exhale that sounded almost like a laugh.
“I’m here to take notes and see how right I was when I told Declan fae are shit at business meetings,” Robin countered. “The auditor and the reluctantly fascinated. But bipolar’s shorter. And yes, it led me to this wheel. Both wheels helped me figure things out when feelings got too big, too loud. When the specifics came into view, it helped–helps–me work forward after working backward.
“We’re going to try it here. You’re going to listen to the options, and then give me the answer of what best matches this.” Robin tapped again, a fingertip to the base of Zyr’s neck. “If you have questions about what they mean, you ask me. First options are surprised, sad, angry, happy, bad, fearful, disgusted.”
He would make a point of studying all of this further. For now, he leaned more solidly against Robin’s chest. The pressure of the human’s hands, unfamiliar though it was, soothed more than Zyr might have expected. 
Pleasant?
No. That wasn’t the quite the right word. These circumstances didn’t leave room for pleasant. But … remarkable. Yes.
Remarkable that he would rather bow his head in darkness and listen to this human speak of wheels than return to the other room and settle matters.
Also, doing so would offend the hosts. And in this very specific case, he did not wish to. Upset the Solstice Kings, and Faerie might ruin his own allotment in a fit of pique.
He should explain to Robin exactly what sort of sacrifice would best weaken the Monarchs. What the books the cat sought would suggest. He doubted the man would like his brother’s lifeblood poured out on stone.
But they were not speaking of the cat.
He’d grown distracted. They were … trying something. Ah. Back to the wheel.
“I’m angry,” he answered, after he’d settled back into the moment. “Not with you.”
“I know it’s not with me. This isn’t about me. We’re talking about you. You, who are angry.” Robin shifted, and Zyr curled his tail further around the man’s leg, closer to a hold. “Angry’s a good start. In angry, there’s eight more. Let down, humiliated, bitter, mad, aggressive, frustrated, distant, and critical. You tell me which of those fit your anger best or if you need me to repeat them.” 
Strange questions. Strange man.
“Am I being shelved? Pinned to a board under a label?” he asked, somewhere between amused and grumbling. This question wasn’t so simple as the last.
“I’d have to know your class number.” For a second, there was quiet between them. Just the dark and the weight of Robin’s hands. Then a tug at his horn. “I’m waiting for that answer.”
“Aggressive. The cat–” But they weren’t speaking of the cat, so Zyr growled and dragged his claws over the marble. “My collection is my life. That is not a metaphor. I’m also bitter. But I’m always bitter. And…” he breathed out, slow, reluctant. “Humiliated. I’m no Council lickspittle.”
“Aggressive because your library was being seen as a commodity instead of what it is.” At least Robin, too, sounded angry. Or at least irritated. “Alright. Aggressive, bitter, and humiliated. I can see that. Below those we have… hm. Provoked and hostile. Indignant and violated. Disrespected and ridiculed. Time for those final three labels.”
“Yes, those,” Zyr answered, with a short, ugly laugh. Which wasn’t a real answer, and if it meant Raven-Robin squeezing his neck and speaking in deliberate, measured tones, then he was willing to give one. “Provoked. Violated. Disrespected. There are reasons I don’t permit people near my collection. Chiefly, it is mine. But it’s also dangerous.”
“Those are the three I would’ve picked too. It being yours is reason enough. People at work are scared to mess with my spreadsheets, and I have backups of everything. With printouts.”
Zyr didn’t know what a spreadsheet was. He made a note to learn, preferably from Robin. If they were Robin’s, and Robin was possessive of them, then they were important. Because Robin was important.
Wait. That wasn’t right. Couldn’t be.
But it was. Robin was important.
It wasn’t the soul match. Zyr had felt attachment once bonded, but never merely to a potential bond. The taste of salt and strong coffee was pleasant. But the same could be said of his last soul match, an undine who’d smelled of pine sap and tasted like wine. Zyr had made a point of avoiding her even more than he did most people. 
This was about the pushy, snippy human who made jokes about Jung and Dewey Decimal classification. Who expressed approval with firm touch and did not expect Zyr to give up his lifeblood, even if the cause was just.
Zyr’s tail tightened further around Robin’s leg, actually holding on now, because Robin wasn’t–but should be–his.
What did he have to do to make him his?
“Faerie books do not always allow themselves to be duplicated. Especially the older, more powerful items. Have you any idea how many volumes I possess on death magic? They aren’t safe to look at, let alone peruse in search of some simple answer to a question that may well have none.”
“You don’t think there’s an answer?”
“I think it’s a question that has never been studied. Because the existence of the monarchs, the length of their reign, is unprecedented. There may be a method, and it may be my books would have the shape of it. But I don’t own a copy of Killing the Architects of the Convergence.”
Robin’s laughter was quiet, and just as sharp as the rest of him. “It sounds like we might have to write it. How many volumes of death magic do you have?”
“Solely on death magic? Three hundred and twenty-seven. But many pre-convergence texts touch on the topic. One of the volumes stolen from me this morning had a chapter on the veil’s construction which theorized on its destruction. And that, of course, required an overview of the subject. Any book on the Solstice Kings or the Wild Hunt must definitionally explore death magic.” Perhaps he was going a bit overboard with the whole ‘answering’ idea. But knowledge was the only treasure he knew. “If you are interested in the topic, I could suggest a few primers. You are welcome, Raven-Robin. To those volumes or anything else in my library you wish to study.”
Overeager? Perhaps. But he didn’t care. He needed to keep this man close. To learn him.
“Three hundred and twenty-seven? Color me impressed. I don’t know much about the Wild Hunt. Except that the sidhe asshole wearing a crown of antlers during the trials rubbed Bo and Everil the wrong way.”
A sidhe had worn antlers? Zyr had not asked the Solstice Kings about their trials, except as they pertained to the solstice rites. Perhaps he should have. 
This was why such a meeting was necessary. Why he had agreed to join Aisling. The unseelie were fading. All of Faerie was fading. And now, it seemed, the seelie were playing pretend.
Antlers. Was the sluagh aware?
Zyr’s jaw went tight, but Robin was speaking, his voice taking on that odd note of insistence. And Robin was important. 
“I know you fae deal in debt. This wasn’t to obligate my way into your library. You listened, you got darkness. You breathed, and I told you about the wheels. I trust we’re clear on that. If the invite’s still there knowing that, tell me and we talk terms. If it’s not, don’t, and we don’t.”
Saying, I need you for my collection, was unlikely to go over well. Robin was not a beithir, or even a fae. He wouldn’t understand.
But Zyr would try.
“This isn’t a matter of debt or trade. I’m a beithir. It might be simpler if you thought of me as a dragon. It’s imprecise, but not incorrect. Dragons do not invite people into their ‘hoard’ merely because they are exceptionally pushy. It’s like inviting someone into my skin. To peruse my soul.” He exhaled, a short, sharp sound of frustration. He disliked being so unclear. “I have a few books on the matter that might explain it better than I am. You’re invited because you’re interesting, and I wish you to be there. Only that.” 
That Robin would pull away, after such a declaration, was a given. Most fae found Zyr’s fixations intolerable. A human would only be more unsettled. But Robin stayed where he was, the strong-coffee sense of him growing more heated, a cup that burnt the fingers, but in a welcome, necessary way.
“I’m a new book,” Robin said, and the fingers resting heavily on Zyr’s neck curled a little to catch at his hair. “One about pushy ravens.”
“Not a single book. Perhaps a series. Pushy ravens with sharp tongues. Spreadsheets. Emotional wheels. But that’s merely a novice’s summary. I’ve barely scanned the introduction.” The intensity in his voice wasn’t something he knew how to veil. That keen, unflinching interest. “Will you come to my library, Raven-Robin? I’ll make it a trade if you wish. What do you require? I need to learn you.”
Robin went tense, something Zyr sensed as much as felt. A sharp, salt wind and a scalded tongue.
“I need you to remember something.” Robin set the words in a way that gave them extra weight. “And know it’s not me bragging or being proud over anything. I am a very bad person to write a blank check for. I’m good at destroying things and getting away with it, and my sense of proportional response doesn’t naturally swing toward ‘moderate.’ No offering me open season on whatever I might want. Boundaries. Choices. Not an open hand.”
Was allow me to keep you a boundary?
Likely not.
“Lessons already? Very generous.” And his tone was dry, but the words were true. Robin need not have warned him about his capacity for damage. But he had. “What entices a bird? Not open-ended favors and my collection is not for trade. Do you wish me to aid the Solstice Kings’ uprising? That, I would do.”
It was an odd position for bargaining. Zyr shifted back without lifting his head. Testing as much as anything.
“Head down. Eyes closed,” Robin said, his grip tightening. “We’re going to count again and breathe between the numbers. Counting down this time, from nine. Then you’ll open your eyes, and I’ll let go, and we’ll bargain.”
It was for the best, that the man didn’t ask him if he wished to be released. He didn’t. “Very well.”
“We won’t leave here until you’re ready,” Robin said, answering the objection Zyr hadn’t made. ”Nine.”
And Zyr breathed.






  
  Chapter Five

Robin


Robin re-entered the dining room alone. That’d been one of his terms. Zyr kept his ass in the kitchen until Robin came to get him. Frankly, Everil should give him a ribbon for that one. It was the only way that Dinam was leaving Banyan alive. 
It wasn’t that Robin liked Dinam. But, Declan had said that the asshole’s bond was useful. Robin liked Bo and his friends being alive. And he really didn’t feel like seeing a corpse. That meant keeping Zyr from murdering the ever-living, deep-fried hell out of a certain cat-sith. 
The ‘meeting’ was about the same as when they’d left it. People talking over people, others murmuring, hissing, and the noticeable lack of a sluagh’s deep rumble. As soon as Robin stepped into view, they all went silent. Door went click, and Robin fell under the scrutiny of a fourteen person boardroom from hell, sending a warning thrill of surprise and wary suspicion down his spine. Even Teddai was quiet, their pink-tinted teeth on display in a grin.
“He’s agreed to limited access to his library,” Robin said into the silence. Then paused, as Dinam scoffed, to look the cat-sith in his stupid face. “If you have a thing for interrupting people, stop.”
“Hardly a thing,” Dinam said, smug in a way Robin sincerely doubted was warranted. “I’m just wondering about the abrupt change in his tune. That’s all. Beithir aren’t known to be generous without
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