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The Immortal Realm of Chaos—Infernal Palace

THE FLOOR ALECTO KNELT on was a glittering sea of black marble flecked with diamond white. Such a perfect mockery of the night sky, this was the closest she’d felt to the heavens in some time. Admittedly, Alecto couldn’t remember when she’d last found comfort in such a place, but it was strangely reassuring now to imagine she could sink into the starry stone beneath her and vanish altogether.

How wonderful it would be to vanish—to simply cease existing, and disappear.

Now that her revenge was complete, there was nothing left to tether her here, or anywhere else for that matter. She felt no guilt for what she’d done and no fear of whatever came next. Not even pain could rouse her from her apathy.

To ensure the safety of those who’d gathered for her trial, enormous iron stakes had been driven through the sleek membrane of her unfurled wings, pinning her to the floor. The touch of such a poisonous metal should have been excruciating, but Alecto felt it no more in her wings than she felt that same corrosive iron eating away at her shackled wrists—which was to say, not at all.

Alecto was facing death for her actions. She could still taste ashen bone in her mouth and smell burning flesh in the air. She could even hear the echoes of her rage reverberating from the yawning pit her soul had become. Yet for all of this, Alecto was at peace. She was relieved.

She hadn’t been expecting that—not to this degree, at least.

She hadn’t been hoping for it either.

She’d taken revenge, straightforward and simple, and hadn’t acted with the fool’s belief that vengeance would change anything. Tisiphone—her beloved sister, her dearest friend—would still be dead, and that was a truth Alecto could never recover from.

“Do you have anything to say for yourself, Erinys Alecto?”

Alecto raised her head.

An emotion clawed its way out of the darkness of her heart and shaped itself into the razor-wire parody of a smile.

“To say for myself?”

She laughed.

It was a hollow sound, an ugly sound, but it was hers. The laugh was fury of a different sort, and Alecto would make sure that it would be a sound these gathered powers would never forget.

Alecto slid her gaze to the throne—a throne that writhed with living tongues of flame and twists of billowing wind—and locked eyes with the goddess who sat there: Urielle, Goddess of the Elements, Lady of Chaos. Urielle was queen of the largest Infernal domain of the Immortal Realm. Urielle, Alecto’s mother.

“Well,” Alecto replied as her rasping laughter died off. “I think it’s safe to say the title of Erinys is no longer mine.”

Unease rippled through the guards, who lined the room like pillars. Murmurs rolled like waves from the rest of the crowd—so many people Alecto had once considered friends, now craning their necks to bear witness to her humiliation. Everyone liked a show. Loyalty meant surprisingly little to Alecto’s people.

Beside the goddess stood Erinys Megaera, the only sister Alecto now had left—however much they disliked each other. As Alecto expected, there was no love for her in Megaera’s gaze. No pity. Alecto would be replaced when this was over—so, too, would Tisiphone. The realm’s respect for Alecto’s grief would no longer delay what was inevitable. Other immortals would be trained to fill Alecto’s and Tisiphone’s roles, and the Furies would be three once again.

Perhaps Alecto should have cherished her eldest sister a little better, but there was no altering the past—she knew that well. Megaera might once have loved her, but that had been some time ago, and now all that shone in her steely glare was disgust.

Out of everyone, only Urielle remained impassive, though Alecto could see a torrent of emotions deep within her infinite black eyes.

“There is no humor in what you’ve brought before me,” said Urielle, her voice as smooth as undisturbed water but hard and cutting as jagged stone. “You stand accused of murder, Erinys Alecto. You took eleven mortal lives without permission—lives unmarked for death. Your actions this night in the name of vengeance have not only violated the laws that govern our realms but also the very oaths you swore when you became a Fury. To these accusations, how do you plead?”

“To the crimes?” Alecto took no time for thought. “I plead not guilty.”

Megaera snarled. “I saw you.”

In the flare of her temper, her wings burst wide. The gathered crowd shrank back in a scattered shower of gasps. Beautiful things, those wings. Gossamer soft, neither leather nor feather, and black as beetle shells. They were great enough to span the room behind the throne. Alecto’s wings had once been just as glorious. Now they were pierced and tattered and singed down to smoldering rags, like the sails of the gutted ship she’d left to haunt the waters.

“I was the one who dragged you from that ship you set ablaze—with Starfire, no less!” Megaera was trembling with rage. “Your tantrum tethered eleven souls to the ocean floor and to a flame even eternity cannot extinguish. I was the one who pulled you from the devastation you unleashed upon the Mortal Realm, and I was the one to witness your unrepentant delight in your victims’ suffering. Do not deny the truth!”

“You mistake my meaning,” Alecto drawled. “I freely admit to all crimes you accuse me of. I did it, yes. I simply don’t feel guilty about any of it.”

Megaera opened her mouth to retort, but Urielle silenced her with the wave of her hand. “The punishment for these violations is Destruction,” Urielle continued.

Destruction, not death.

Immortals didn’t die, they were Destroyed. Unmade. Their souls were ground down to dust and thrown back to the stars to be woven into something else—someone else—but not reborn, as mortals were.

For what she’d done, Alecto would be erased from existence altogether. It was almost a blessing.

“I’m happy enough with the destruction I caused to accept your gracious offer,” she countered.

“Erinys Alecto!” At last, the goddess’s emotionless mask broke. She rose from her violent throne and descended the dais, fiery sparks igniting at her heels with every step. In Urielle’s anger, she filled the chamber entirely. The space around her flared lightning bright. Alecto winced, but she refused to drop her gaze. “I have made thee. I can unmake thee just as easily,” the goddess declared. “Do you truly show no remorse for your crimes against me? You have no regret about seeing my Law—a Law that you swore to uphold—now broken at your feet?”

My daughter, you were meant for so much more than this.

Her mother’s words were gentler in Alecto’s head than how they were spoken, but they were no more welcome.

I am meant for whatever I choose, Alecto scathed in return. Aloud, she added, “Goddess Mother, I can unmake myself, and have.”

For a moment, Urielle stood frozen. Then she sighed. “So be it.”

The goddess raised a hand, and the shadows in the room began to twist away from the walls. “Erinys Alecto, you are hereby stripped of your name.”

The shadows lashed out like angered cobras. Launching themselves at Alecto, they wound tightly around her body.

“You are stripped of your rank.”

The shadows began to constrict. Alecto struggled. She grunted and groaned and gnashed her teeth. Her satisfaction with her revenge had placed her in the eye of her own storm—in a calm that had belied her rage—but she was sailing out of it now, back into the dark and thunderous tempest of her ever-simmering anger.

“You are stripped of the privilege of your office. You see fit to dole out punishment to mortals at your own choosing, and so your own punishment will be to live forever among them.” Alecto blinked up at her in surprise, but Urielle wasn’t done. “You are expelled from the Immortal Realm. You are expelled from the Sisterhood, and from my favor, and from my heart. I banish thee to the Realm of Mortals and tether your eternity to its soil.”

At last, Alecto’s storm broke free. “No!”

This wasn’t what she’d wanted. She’d been counting on Destruction—on release from the torment inside her own head—not this banishment her mother was inflicting, this eternal torture, trapping Alecto forever in her anger and grief…

“I have never needed your name!” Alecto seethed. The shadows coiled around her throat, but she ignored them. “I have never needed you, you coward. You have failed, Goddess Mother!”

The tighter the shadows squeezed, the harder Alecto struggled. She threw her all into this fight, pitching forward with every ounce of might she could muster. In the process, her wings tore further around the spikes that kept them pinned down, but still she continued to rage. “You’ve failed. You’ve failed Tisiphone! You’ve failed me. I will never forgive what you allowed to take place—what you allowed to go unacknowledged and unpunished. You are no mother of mine, no goddess of mine!”

Alecto could only see in slivers now, but it was too late for the sorrow beginning at last to soften Urielle’s expression.

When this sympathy was needed most—when Tisiphone had needed this understanding, and after, when Alecto had first come to the mother she’d once adored so fiercely, in grief so profound she’d hardly been able to speak—it had been withheld in favor of Law. Alecto’s actions were her own, she knew that full well, but if Urielle didn’t see the hand she’d had in her daughter’s fall from grace, Alecto didn’t care to make her see it now.

It was done.

She was done.

Urielle bowed her head. “I did fail you, my daughter.”

“Nausicaä,” said Alecto.

Nausicaä. A beautiful, mortal name. “Burner of ships,” it meant, and she couldn’t think of a more fitting title. Her revenge had altered her in a way that could never be undone, and if they weren’t going to Destroy her, Alecto—Nausicaä—would not preserve what she no longer was. She would wear her crimes like a badge of honor.

“Nausicaä,” the goddess amended.

The brief glimmer of sadness in Urielle’s gaze was the last thing Nausicaä saw before the shadows sealed themselves around her fully, but the storm inside her raged on. “I EXPEL YOU!” she bellowed. Though she had no way of knowing whether the goddess heard her, she continued to shout until stars burst behind her eyes and her consciousness began to fade. “I EXPEL YOU FROM MY FAVOR! I EXPEL YOU FROM MY HEART! I EXPEL YOU, AND I WILL NEVER LOVE YOU AGAIN FOR WHAT YOU’VE DONE TO ME!”

Forget that you loved me, if you must, but please… do not forget you loved at all, and do not forget you loved so fiercely it made you the best of your name.

Oh, Nausicaä wouldn’t forget she’d loved her goddess mother.

She wouldn’t forget she’d loved Tisiphone.

She would remember both, and in remembering, she would never allow herself to feel that love again. Much like that whaler and its disgusting crew—and among them the mortal who thought he could make fools out of Furies—all of them burning forevermore at the bottom of the North Atlantic Ocean, Nausicaä ’s rage would survive the ages, and it was all that she would be.

It wasn’t until she found herself on her back, blinking up at the too-cheerful blue of the Mortal Realm’s sky, that she realized she’d succumbed at last to the shadows.

She was no longer in the throne room of the Infernal Palace.

Her family, her former friends, the freezing starry marble… All were gone, but her mother’s final words still echoed in her ears.

You still have it in you to be what the stars design, my daughter.

“Tch,” she scoffed. Fisting the grass that carpeted the rolling plains of wherever in the Mortal Realm she’d been discarded, she ignored the tears that clung to her lashes like the dew around her.

It was no longer up to the stars to decide Nausicaä ’s fate—they’d lost that privilege in their treatment of Tisiphone. Her fate was now up to her, and if the oh-so-powerful deities weren’t brave enough to Destroy her, she was going to make them regret letting her discover just how satisfying it was to watch things burn.




All was quiet at NevaLife Pharmaceuticals, and that was how Hero preferred it. He didn’t like the bustle of day: the coming-and-going couriers with their jokes that weren’t funny at all, but mean; the numerous doctors and research assistants who—with their college degrees and their salaried pay—lorded over the place like they were better than everyone else, particularly Hero; the general staff, who seemed to delight in making Hero’s job more difficult, the way they treated the spaces he cleaned.

Hero was a janitor.

It wasn’t considered a glorious job to many, but it was money he desperately needed.

He was twenty-eight years old with no family or partner to help make ends meet, and certainly no savings to allow him to pursue higher education in hope of finding a better career. When he wasn’t unclogging toilets and mopping up spills, he worked at a local tech-support call center. He delivered flyers. He bagged groceries and retrieved wayward carts and cleaned up yet more spills at the grocery store closest to his one-bedroom apartment in a neighborhood that shouldn’t cost as much to live in as it did. And still it wasn’t enough. Still Hero struggled to pay all his bills and afford the little luxuries of life like food and clothing and deeply necessary medication.

The world was rough, but it was better when it was quiet… even if it was also a little lonely.

“And don’t forget to lock the door when you leave this time, dumbass.”

Hero nodded vigorously. Darren, his supervisor, was a short middle-aged man with an even shorter temper, brown hair, watery eyes, and the build of a high-school football star slightly gone to seed. Darren didn’t like Hero, who was a little bit mousy, a lot a bit skinny, with wide eyes ringed by dark fatigue and black hair that made him seem sickly pale in contrast. Then again, no one liked Hero. Odd, they called him. Awkward. But he couldn’t afford to get fired from another job because of this. And he couldn’t let his increasing forgetfulness cost him so dearly again, not when he was already behind on last month’s rent.

He was keen to keep Darren happy even if he’d much rather do something else—the bottle of bleach on his cart, for instance… Hero allowed himself a moment to fantasize the sound of Darren’s scream if some of that chemical somehow found its way onto his face.

“What are you, a bobblehead? Stop nodding like that. You’ll shake what’s left of your brains loose, and I’ll really have my hands full with you, then.”

“S-sorry, sir,” Hero stuttered.

Darren barked a laugh. “S-s-s-sorry, s-s-sir,” he mocked. “Stuttering like some damn girl at every little thing. Man up, kid.”

“Yes s-sir.” Hero winced.

Darren shook his head. “Hopeless.” He reached out to flick Hero’s name tag and chuckled again. “Hero—what a joke. Remember, lock the fucking door, Superman.”

And finally, he was gone.

Releasing a sigh, Hero sagged against his supply cart, taking a moment to collect himself.

It hadn’t always been this way. Once upon a time, he’d had ambitions beyond finding a repellent that would actually keep cockroaches out of his apartment. Once upon a time, he hadn’t had this stutter, his memory hadn’t been so poor, and his sleep hadn’t been plagued by nightmares and terrors, leaving him constantly tired. It wasn’t until recently that any of this had started, that his already bad situation had taken an alarming turn for the worse, with random voices in his head and flashes of memories that couldn’t be his… and that’s what the medications were for—those criminally expensive medications that forced him to choose between mental health and things like electricity.

Hero kicked a wheel of his cleaning cart hard enough to topple several of its contents. There was no use getting upset about things when nobody cared, and he figured it could always be worse. “But it could be better,” he muttered.

“Significantly so, I imagine.”

Hero startled so violently he almost collided with his cart.

A man stood behind him where there hadn’t been a man before—hadn’t been anyone, just a dimly lit hallway. Hero’s first impression of him was that he was tall. It wasn’t the ordinary tall that belonged to the other tall people. It was a tall that, if Hero had ever thought about it before, he would have attributed to gods.

His face was… beautiful. Splattered with unusual, silvery freckles, like specks of starlight, and his eyes were so bright a green they gleamed like acid. Half of his wild gunmetal hair hung all the way to his waist, while the other half had been shaved to the skull. He was willow lean but strong, and his long-fingered left hand was capped with lethal claws. Hero had never seen anything like this man with all the presence of a shadow in his tight black pants and an elaborate black jacket, studded and gilded with yet more silver and buckles and elegant chains. It was possible he was a god, all this considered—even more likely, though, was that he wasn’t real at all.

Hero closed his eyes.

It wasn’t the first time he’d seen something that wasn’t there at second glance—bizarre creatures with wings and horns and blue-tinted skin or bustling shop fronts that were actually just abandoned buildings—and usually these sights vanished within a blink. But when Hero opened his eyes again, the beautiful man was still there, and he was grinning.

“Hello,” Hero greeted. He didn’t know what else to say. “Can I… help you? I don’t th-think you’re supposed to be here.”

The man laughed. It was a sound like creaking floorboards. “Oh no, you’re absolutely right, I really am not! But then… you aren’t supposed to be here either.”

Hero bristled. “Of course I am. I’m the janitor.”

“Mmmm, yes, you are, aren’t you.” The way this man looked him over made Hero shiver, despite the heat. To be seen in such a way by someone Hero would never expect to notice someone like him… “The janitor—one who turned down full scholarships to very impressive schools because it suited your negligent mother better to have you at home taking care of your siblings, and you were oh so desperate to please her. The janitor—one who understands much more of what goes on here than he lets on, who devours whole textbooks on scientific theory and likes to put to experiment the things he learns from them.”

Oh hell, was this man some sort of undercover cop? Hero paled. He thought of the storage unit that served as his makeshift lab in the next neighborhood over, where nobody asked any questions so long as his payments were timely. “Listen, those animals were already dead,” he lied. “I found them on the side of the road! I didn’t do anything wrong, I was just—”

“You’ve been having some trouble lately, yes?” The man cut him off, his grin growing sharper. “Headaches… sleeplessness… lapses in memory… hallucinations and vivid dreams and things that feel familiar, but shouldn’t?” He sighed then, but the action lacked sympathy. It only seemed to fuel his amusement. “The stutter—an uncommon side effect, I admit, but there have been other ironborn like you who’ve responded similarly to having their magic suppressed… to being Weighed by the Fae High Council and found wanting, power locked away, only for it to grow stronger just a little bit later than expected and rebel against its confines.”

The Fae High Council?

Weighed?

Hero had a lot of questions.

Who was this man? How did he know so much about him? What was he even talking about? He didn’t look like a police officer, but what else could he be, if not that? What Hero said aloud, though—and very carefully—was, “What do you mean by ‘magic’?”

A warm and pleasant tingling washed through him at the mere mention of the word—a memory, barely there, only just out of reach.

The man’s grin had spread across the whole of his face now, and it was terrible. He was terrible. He was beautiful in a way that was difficult to look at, but at the same time horrifyingly wraithlike in a way that disfigured that beauty entirely. By all means, he was the very sort of person who should make Hero’s anxiety shoot through the roof, and yet… Hero was nothing but calm.

“You know, I think I’d rather show you,” the man said, and took a step toward Hero. He reached out a claw-tipped finger and tilted Hero’s name tag.

“Hero. Your life has been so hard. Cast out by your family, adrift in a world you were never meant for, your cunning and brains and passion wasted on tending to other people. Tired… hungry… poor… I took your magic, those ten years ago, by order of those I’m bound to serve. But what if, like you, I’ve grown tired of service? What if I could give that magic back? What if I could restore you to your proper role, make you that hero you were clearly born to be? What, then, would you do for me?”

If this was anyone else, Hero would have laughed and brushed them off as insane.

This talk of magic? It was something a therapist would prescribe him more medication to cure, were he actually able to afford either. But there was a look in the man’s eyes, a gravity in his air, a tone in his voice—he wasn’t leading Hero on. Despite his teasing, this wasn’t a joke; he was serious, and above all else, for the first time in far too long, Hero felt like someone was actually listening. Everyone Hero talked to about his problems seemed to think it was all in Hero’s head, but here was someone who not only acknowledged them as real but could possibly explain their cause, and that was… well, it was very tempting. Hero would readily accept the wild improbability that magic existed if it meant getting to the root of why his health was so rapidly deteriorating.

Besides, this was the very thing countless others like him dreamed of, finding out they were meant for greater things, that the world possessed magic, and they themselves did too. It should be impossible, but this man… the way he’d so suddenly appeared out of nowhere…

What if…

Hero eyed his mysterious intruder.

He took a breath and released it slowly.

“I’m listening,” he said, and for the first time in years, he stood tall; his voice didn’t tremble; his hands didn’t shake; his head was clear and his focus sharp.

The mysterious man swept an arm toward the door.

This time, when Hero left through it, he left it unlocked on purpose.
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Present Day

The Mortal Realm—Toronto Fae Academy, Canada

THE FLOOR THAT ARLO stood on was a glittering sea of white marble flecked with charcoal black. So heavily polished, every flaw and feature had been scrubbed from its surface, and left behind was an icy gloss that nothing—not even the dying sunlight streaming through the glass-dome ceiling—could ever warm.

Unfortunately, the same could be said for the Fae High Council.

Eight proud fae from the Four Courts of Folk made up this panel of judges. One each from the factions of Seelie Winter, Summer, Autumn, and Spring—those folk who drew power from day and most valued the qualities of grace and responsibility in their people. One each from the factions of UnSeelie Winter, Summer, Autumn, and Spring—those folk who drew power from night and were known for their indulgence and their cunning.

And all were staring down at Arlo as if she were a bug beneath their boot.

In Arlo’s opinion, there was no real difference between the Seelie and UnSeelie fae, no matter what each group liked to think. The stony faces before her, for instance, were all the same—as cold and hard as the marble under her feet.

All eight of these representatives had been chosen to uphold the High King’s laws. Not one of them was known for displays of compassion. Facing them now for their judgment drove home that this meeting was little better than a formality: all eight minds had already made their unanimous decision on the matter of Arlo’s “suitability” for the magical world long before she’d come to plead her case.

It was safe to say that her Weighing was not going very well.

“It isn’t a matter of lineage,” said Councillor Sylvain, the Seelie representative of Spring.

Tall and lithe, his numerous years were yet unable to conquer his sinewy strength. His voluminous emerald and turquoise robes, fastened by gleaming gold, did little to soften the severe cut of his glamoured ivory face.

“No one is questioning your bloodline, Miss Jarsdel,” he continued dismissively. “You are Thalo Viridian-Verdell’s daughter; of that there is no dispute. What we question here today is whether or not it matters.”

Arlo already knew the answer to that question.

In the eyes of the High Council, the only thing that mattered was that half of Arlo’s heritage was human. The fact that the other half had come directly from a royal fae family—the royal family, the family that currently sat as head of the magical community above even the heads of all the other Courts—was actually a mark against her. The fae were quite proud of their undiluted bloodlines, and the very long line of the Viridian family comprised only that—fae. There were no faerie relatives—those folk who possessed some animal or natural trait like bark for skin or leaves for hair. The Viridians certainly had no human relatives either, not until Arlo’s mother had married one, and then shortly after had given birth to Arlo. At least Arlo herself looked similar to the fae; she shuddered to think how much worse she’d be treated right now if her magical heritage came from anything else.

Arlo was the first ironborn royal in a family whose “purity” predated the Magical Reform, when the Courts hadn’t even been thought of, let alone formed, and all that had existed were the warring Seelie and UnSeelie factions. Unfortunately, she’d inherited very little of her mother’s side of the family. She was about as magical as a box of lemons and had been so overwhelmed trying to keep up with the others at her local faerie elementary that her mother had taken pity on her and moved her to a human school. The Council cared an awful lot about Arlo’s background—the problem was, it wasn’t in the way that would help her.

Working to conceal her wince, Arlo forced her gaze level with the Council’s collective stare. Her eyes—as bright and hard as jade—were one of the few things about Arlo that made it impossible for anyone to refute her ties to the Viridian family. But in moments like these, she wished she’d inherited her mother’s skill for cutting those green eyes into a glare.

“It… it should matter that I’m a Viridian,” Arlo heard herself say, in a voice made small by nausea and nerves. “My magic might not be very strong, I might have much more of my father’s iron blood than you’d like, but I can still alter and conceal my appearance with a glamour just fine, and I possess enough of the Sight to see through the glamours of other folk as well…”

The speech was something her mother and cousin had helped her prepare. But Arlo knew that it would do no good to try to pretend that she was anything other than terribly unremarkable. The only exception to this was the strength of her ability to sense the magic around her. But this trick was something all fae could do, and however stronger Arlo suspected her command of this ability was, it wasn’t going to win her many points today. Her overall power was woefully weak, but she did have the bare minimum needed to qualify for common magical status in their community. If she kept the Council on the facts, they had to grant her this, at least.

“You possess less talent on the cusp of adulthood than what a goblin infant can perform by instinct,” Councillor Siegel—Seelie representative of Autumn—interposed. Her eyes were hard as amber as they fixed on Arlo, her tone eviscerating. “Furthermore, you have reached eighteen years with only minimal grasp on the rudiments of magic, having spent your education thus far under human tutelage. Tell me, Miss Jarsdel, what is there for you to miss should the Council rule against you?”

Arlo’s throat dried up like the colorful leaves woven into the Councillor’s robes.

They were going to reject her status even though she had enough magic and very much wanted to remain a member of the magical community.

“Councillor Siegel,” she pleaded. “Please, you… you can’t! If you rule against me, if you lock away my powers and erase my memories… my family… my mother, and my cousins… I’d forget them! If you rule against me, I’ll be missing the largest part that makes me me.”

There was so much for Arlo to miss if the Council not only denied her fae citizenship but also inclusion in the magical community as a whole. Fae citizenship, with its isolationist rules and responsibilities, was not something she was sure she even wanted, but she knew without a doubt that she didn’t want to be expelled from magic altogether. She didn’t want to forget the truth about her family any more than she wanted to forget that magic had ever survived the collapse of human memory that it had existed.

Councillor Siegel raised a fine chestnut brow. “Quiet your theatrics, Miss Jarsdel. You would still be you, and you would not forget your family. You’d forget only what is unnecessary for you to remember. Your father remembers you still, does he not?”

Her father.

Marriages between fae and humans had to be approved by the Courts, but in this approval was a caveat: if the marriage ended, the human party had to forfeit what they’d learned of the magical community. It had been Arlo’s father’s decision to file for divorce. He’d given up his memories freely because, as far as Arlo understood, he’d grown a vast contempt for magic and those who had anything to do with it.

Her father remembered who she was, yes.

Arlo wouldn’t say they had a good relationship, though—not with the constant, nagging fear in the back of her head that her own father would hate her too, if he ever remembered why he should. And on top of that was the exhaustion that came with ensuring she never let anything about the magical community slip in front of him or any other human. Arlo didn’t want anyone else in her family to know what that felt like any more than she wanted to give up something that had been a part of her life for a full eighteen years.

And she had to believe the Council couldn’t be that unnecessarily cruel.

“Yes, My Lady, he does remember me, but—”

An air of finality bled from the stands. Arlo’s desperate attempt to explain herself failed with her courage.

“If you have nothing else to say in your defense, Miss Jarsdel, perhaps the Council may now move on with this hearing?” Councillor Siegel said.

Arlo could only stand and stare, distress spreading through her like an anesthetic.

Councillor Sylvain opened his mouth to reclaim the floor and announce his verdict—when the door behind Arlo suddenly burst open. She jumped, spinning around to face the source of this disturbance as the Council rustled in irritation behind her.

“Can you believe Sunday traffic?” the intruder said by way of greeting.

Arlo’s relief was so profound that it nearly dragged her to the floor.

Celadon Cornelius Fleur-Viridian—Arlo’s first cousin, once removed, and youngest of her great-uncle the High King’s three children—was brilliance and mischief in equal measures. In many ways, he was also the worst role model a freshly turned eighteen-year-old girl could find, but he was the closest thing Arlo had to a brother, and even though he was a couple of years older than her, the molasses rate that fae aged meant there was little difference in their maturity.

“High Prince Celadon!” Councillor Sylvain spluttered, both indignant and begrudgingly deferential to his much younger superior. “This hearing is a closed affair, restricted to the Council and Miss Jarsdel only. You are out of line, Your Highness. I must insist, with all due reverence, that you take your leave at once.”

Arlo continued to watch as Celadon crossed the marble sea, striding purposefully toward her.

For all that the High Prince delighted in ruffling the feathers of aristocracy, there wasn’t anyone she knew who could turn more heads.

Of all the races of folk, the fae were the ones who most closely resembled humans in their appearance (though they insisted it was the humans who resembled them). This likeness was exaggerated into absurdity by their overwhelming beauty, but even among the fair folk, Celadon was exceptionally striking. As a full-blooded member of the Court of Spring, he was tall and lean, with fair white skin and features sharp as new-cut glass. As a Viridian, he was recognized by the bowlike curve of his lips, his jade eyes, and russet hair, which curled around his nape and ears almost exactly as his father’s did.

Like all fae of royal blood, there was a glow beneath his skin. Even through his glamour, it shone greenish soft as setting twilight, a color that marked him UnSeelie. If Arlo’s inheritance had been stronger, she’d wear that same glow, but as it were, only their eyes marked their relation.

This was better than nothing, and despite the things Arlo had inherited from her father—her burnt-red hair, her underwhelming height, and the sturdy width of her build—Celadon had never once treated her as anything less than a true Viridian. It filled Arlo with teary relief to see Celadon, blithe as ever, wafting into the room in his tight jeans and crisp sage button-down, as usual looking like he’d just walked off the set of some glamorous photo shoot.

Sylvain was right, though. Even a prince was no exception to the rules.

Turning back to face the Council, Arlo could tell they were deeply unimpressed.

“Of course, I would be happy to remove myself from your affairs,” Celadon chimed, congenial down to the gentle smile that spread across his face. “I’m sure you’d all prefer to get back to discussing more important matters like this”—he raised his wrist and tapped the screen of his Apple Watch—“especially since you’ve already had plenty of time with my cousin’s Weighing.”

From his watch, a sound clip began to play from a video that had gone viral in their community only days ago.

“—Do something, or we will. You will not stamp us out. You will not silence our voice. If the Courts continue to ignore this issue for what it really is, the Assistance will only grow bolder in our attempt to reveal your corruption! Your power comes from your people. I advise you to start showing some care for them instead of just yourselves.”

Arlo stared, hardly daring to breathe as she watched the Council’s reaction to Celadon’s audacity.

The Assistance…

The magical community had invented all sorts of ways to bend human technology to suit their needs, but the Assistance—a growing underground group of vigilantes devoted to the protection of the common folk—was bold in how they used it. In light of growing rumors about a series of ironborn murders throughout the magical world—and the fact that the High King didn’t seem to be doing much about them—the Assistance had taken to posting guerrilla broadcasts about the murders on human sites like YouTube. The UnSeelie Spring Court now had an entire division dedicated to searching out and removing these videos before humans started growing suspicious that they were more than some hoax.

Unnecessary, many in the faerie community whispering behind their hands, and Arlo had to agree. The High King cares more about rooting out the Assistance than he cares about finding who’s killing his folk…

“An ironborn boy was found dead in British Columbia,” said Celadon, with far less amiability than moments prior. “And even though this is still far from Toronto, the situation has now moved right into the High King’s own backyard. I’m certain the Assistance is wrong. Surely you’re as concerned about these murders as the rest of us.”

The Council shifted uncomfortably, both at Celadon’s implication of negligence with the murders and at the reminder that the Assistance wasn’t as easily rooted out as they’d originally hoped when the group first started attracting wider attention. In response, Arlo’s own unease ratcheted higher, fearing what this not-so-subtle accusation would do to her chances of a favorable outcome in this Weighing.

When rumblings of the murders started, the Courts insisted that the victims were human, not ironborn, and therefore not their concern. But when it became clear that the dead had, in fact, been ironborn and the Courts still did nothing, tensions between the ironborn, faerie, and fae communities grew to an all-time high.

If the most recent case had indeed occurred right here in Canada—in territory that belonged to UnSeelie Spring—their government could no longer afford to do nothing. The Fae High Council would be forced into searching out possible culprits; they had enough to keep them occupied without grilling Arlo for what was now twice as long as her Weighing should have taken, but throwing their failures in their faces and rushing them along probably wasn’t the best way to force their meeting’s conclusion—certainly not, given the look on most of the Councillors’ faces.

“No,” Celadon continued on, “I only came to collect my cousin. It is her birthday, after all, and her family would like to spend what little time you’ve left her now to celebrate this fact.” He lifted his watch higher to exaggerate this point, then shook his head despairingly. “Apologies for the interruption, Councillors. I wish every one of you a wonderful night.”

It would never be that simple, even if Celadon hadn’t just scolded them all like children. The High King himself could come to Arlo’s aid right now and she doubted it would make a difference. But Celadon reached for her wrist anyway and started pulling her toward the door.

Councillor Sylvain shot up from his seat, a blue flush bleeding through his glamour to heat his face. “High Prince Celadon!” The Councillor’s words were more like thunder.

Celadon kept Arlo’s wrist in his grasp but angled around once again to face the stands. “Councillor Sylvain,” he returned, the reply spoken light as air, yet somehow just as gravid as the mood of the room.

“You seem to be laboring under the delusion that our business here is concluded.”

“It’s not? Forgive me, Councillor, but your inspection of my cousin has worn out the hour it was meant to take and now runs dangerously close to an interrogation.”

Councillor Chandra rose from her seat, displeasure etched into her stunning sand-brown face at the thinly veiled accusation in Celadon’s statement. “Weighing the worth of an ironborn child is no trivial matter, Your Highness.”

“I beg your pardon—the worth?”

Chandra was unflinching.

“The laws to which we must adhere may seem harsh, but they’re our laws for a reason. Arlo Jarsdel’s case is not simple. An ironborn girl with little to no magic will find our world difficult at its kindest. It’s better, no, to set them on the path that will help them best flourish? To trim away the excess knowledge that would do them no good anyway? We’ve made these laws to keep our people safe, Your Highness. You know this.”

Celadon allowed silence to infuse the room a moment longer than what was comfortable for anyone. Even Arlo shifted at his side, her heart beginning again to flutter in panic.

They hadn’t said it outright, but this was the closest they’d come in this entire meeting to announcing their verdict—to condemning Arlo to a fate she’d never choose if her life were actually up to her.

“Safe?” Celadon glanced at Arlo, incredulous. When he turned back to the Council, he was frowning. “You confuse me, Councillor Chandra. You speak as though you’re set to rule Arlo expelled.”

The umber in Chandra’s eyes flashed at the unspoken challenge. “She is too human.”

“I’m sure it hasn’t escaped your omniscience that her mother is niece to my father, the High King? Arlo is human. She is also fae.”

“Be that as it may, this counts for very little where Miss Jarsdel’s power is concerned.” Arlo’s stomach took a dive for the floor. Gaining momentum, Chandra continued, “Her father’s blood dilutes too much. She has magic, yes, but so little of it that she may as well not have it at all. While our deliberation might seem like prejudice to you, Your Highness, you must understand that there is much more for Miss Jarsdel to gain in pursuing her humanity than there is for her in chasing the formidable shadows of her mother’s family.”

“Enough,” Celadon commanded.

More often than not, the world looked at Celadon Viridian as though he were a pampered princeling barely out of the throes of adolescent dramatics. And at times he was, especially when in the mood to be difficult, but on the whole, this image was something he’d purposefully cultivated. This image meant that people (unwisely, and often to their own detriment) assumed he was more than a little vapid. It felt a bit like winning when he shed it now to pin the Fae High Council with a look that made them visibly falter.

“What Arlo chooses to chase is her prerogative—and is, in fact, the law you seem to set your store so firmly by. You’ve already stripped her of one avenue by forbidding alchemy, the talent that would have come most naturally to her as a child of both magic and iron. No doubt she’s demonstrated the minimum requirement of aptitude in other areas to satisfy the lofty standards of our government? And you may dismiss it as common, but I would stake my life on her ability to sense another’s magical signature as far beyond what you, the Council, are collectively able. However scant, everyone in possession of magic must be granted the protection and guidance of the Courts should they choose to submit themselves to our rule. It’s her choice, Councillors, not yours—something you all seem to have forgotten.”

He paused a moment to fix his glare on each of the Councillors in turn, and Arlo felt her breath catch painfully again in her chest. Celadon was steering the conversation back to the argument he’d helped her form, and was doing so with much more conviction than Arlo’s nerves would ever have allowed. Not for the first time, she found herself wishing she had a little more of this brand of bravery for herself.

“If that isn’t enough to satisfy your misgivings, let me remind you of something else: it counts a great deal that your suppliant today is the blood of House Viridian. I, myself, as an example, was a late bloomer. Me, the faeborn son of High King Azurean. I didn’t begin to demonstrate any affinity for air—that element of my Court—until Maturity hit nearly two years ago, when I turned nineteen. And it was only months ago that I discovered I possessed a Gift in addition to that affinity.”

Shifting broke out in the stands as the Council no doubt realized where Celadon’s argument was leading. Arlo was just as uncomfortable.

“As you know,” Celadon continued, “we base the ironborn Maturity timeline on the human standards of puberty. It’s expected that their magic will develop before the age of eighteen, but that isn’t the way for the folk, is it? That isn’t the way for fae, many of whom can only play around with bursts of breezes or electric sparks or puffs of flame before our own coming-of-age, which can happen any time between eighteen and twenty-five.”

Arlo wanted to beg him to stop—to remind him she was just Arlo, and while Celadon might have been so clear an exception, she clearly wasn’t—but her growing discomfort had rendered her speechless.

Celadon ignored her obvious embarrassment. “For most fae, this tiny elemental magic is all they’re ever able to do, on top of the basic Sight and glamour all folk should be able to wield. Not every fae even comes into a true elemental Gift, correct? We don’t all possess the required strength to do things like manipulate others by the water in their bodies, or make weapons out of elements, or pull secrets from the air. Has it not occurred to any of you that it isn’t Arlo Jarsdel’s humanity keeping her from her inheritance, but proper fae biology?”

Finally, Arlo broke her silence. “Cel!” she whispered urgently, tugging on her cousin’s arm. This topic was nothing they hadn’t already gone over ad nauseam, but Arlo wasn’t entirely sold on Celadon’s vehement insistence that she could yet be fully fae. It was a point he wouldn’t budge on when it came up in conversation. “Cel, I don’t think now is the time to bring this up. We really don’t have anything to back this claim. I’m not—”

“Now is the perfect time to bring this up,” Celadon countered under his breath. “Anything we can use, Arlo. Remember?”

Anything they could use to win a pass from the Council, they would. That had been their determination going into this hearing. But playing a card Arlo wasn’t even sure she held seemed a lot like making a promise she’d never be able to deliver on. With people like the fae, a bad promise was tantamount to a lie, and that was one more thing that would make her stand out as unsuitable, because while the folk could tell lies, they avoided doing so with every bit of distaste as they avoided iron.

“Okay, but just… please don’t start shouting at the people currently considering kicking me out of the ‘family business,’ ” she breathed, trying to inject some levity into the moment on the chance it would trick her panic into receding.

It didn’t.

Tension churned in the room following Celadon’s speech. Councillor Sylvain waved a hand through the air. “Look at her!” Sylvain seethed. “The blood in her veins is red, not blue—not fae—and she possesses none of the traits that would make her one of us. She is human, High Prince Celadon, and we cannot make exception for this simply because you enjoy throwing your favor around for attention.”

A gasp erupted from the stands.

Several Councillors turned in horror on Sylvain.

Arlo gaped at him, his face drained down to silvery white in realization of the extreme disrespect he’d let slip for someone so important as his High Prince. “Thank you, Briar Sylvain,” said Celadon, his tone as bland as his smile, but the threat in both was unmistakable. His green eyes flashed. “I was starting to think you weren’t brave enough to say to my face the things you whisper behind my back.”

His unfortunate comment aside, Arlo wasn’t surprised by the content of Sylvain’s outburst. The ironborn had earned their name in reference to the oxidization of iron that turned a human’s blood red once met with open air. Fae and faerie blood didn’t possess iron. It ran blue even when spilled. And enough fae still regarded it as a deep betrayal that their blood should blend with humans’ at all, let alone to the point that it changed its hue, that this prejudice persisted even now—Sylvain a clear example.

But many more had stopped putting such importance on the color of blood, and it was considered abhorrent behavior on anyone’s part to do so anymore, but especially a member of the Fae High Council. It was also the very worst thing to say in front of a powerful prince he’d just insulted, whose personal time had long been devoted to advocating for ironborn rights. And not only that, but in this current climate of unease, if word got out that one of the Council’s own had displayed such elitist behavior… Arlo didn’t know what would happen.

Nayani Larsen rose from her seat at long last, taking the floor away from the disgraced Councillor Sylvain in an attempt to contain the situation. As Larsen was Minister of the Council, it was odd to Arlo that the UnSeelie representative of Spring seemed to be the kindest of the group—if only because she wore a genuine expression of indignation on Arlo’s behalf in her deep hazel eyes and warm tawny face. “The Council apologizes for Lord Sylvain’s remark and assures you it will not go unpunished.” Her nostrils flared, as though she’d dearly like to expand on her obvious contempt for her fellow Spring representative’s wording and was only just managing to hold herself back. “We mean no disrespect to you or Miss Jarsdel, and you are, of course, correct, Your Highness. This is Miss Jarsdel’s decision. She has demonstrated enough inherited magic to have earned her place in the Courts. You must agree, however, that she has not given us cause to grant her higher status—it would be abuse of our power to cede her the right to fae standing when she has met none of those requirements.”

“Save, of course, that she is fae, and born of one of the Eight Founding Houses,” Celadon replied irritably.

Councillor Larsen nodded. “Save that she is fae, and born of one of the Eight Founding Houses. This the Council will not ignore.”

Only her husband, the man at Councillor Larsen’s side—short by fae standards, golden-tanned and very blond—showed no surprise at her words. The rest looked up at their Headship in confusion.

“Arlo Jarsdel.”

Arlo felt the moment all eyes in the room transferred their focus to her.

If she’d found it difficult to breathe before, it was nothing compared to her dizziness now, being thrust back into the Council’s spotlight.

“Y-yes, Minister?”

“You have, as our law dictates, a choice: You may submit to your human heritage and surrender your knowledge of the Courts’ existence. Should you wish it, however, your sufficient inheritance of magic affords you the option of keeping this knowledge and retaining your citizenship in the UnSeelie Court of Spring. Your fae status will not be recognized, but you will be permitted a place in the magical community.”

Relief flooded Arlo, filling her up with a tingling sensation a bit like needles prickling her skin, feeling trying to return to her limbs. She couldn’t really believe what she was hearing, that after everything she’d gone through tonight, this was actually ending in something other than her expulsion.

Arlo’s decision hovered on her tongue. She already knew what she wanted to choose, and she was moments from blurting it out, but Councillor Larsen was not yet finished.

“However, we present to you a third option. A compromise, as it were. In light of the family from which your magical inheritance comes, the Council shall recognize the possibility of—to use the High Prince’s term—‘proper fae biology.’ You are not the first ironborn child of royal fae parentage, and none yet have followed the standard cycle of fae Maturity. But in deference to our High King’s House, we shall extend to you the option of deferring this decision to a later date.”

Shock painted itself even clearer across the Council.

Arlo felt more dazed than she had all evening.

They would put this hearing off until a later date? They were actually going to humor Celadon’s desperate scramble for Arlo to be granted full fae status and a place in the Viridian line?

“I… really? Until when, Your Headship?”

“Should you choose it, the Council will reconvene this hearing on the day that marks the start of your twenty-sixth year. At that time, you will resubmit for Weighing, and if your fae inheritance has manifested as it should, you will be allowed the full privilege and status of the royal blood that runs within your veins. However, if Maturity has not found you by this time, your choices shall revert to what they are now: human, or common magical citizen.”

“And what does she do until then?” a new voice at the back of the room inquired.

Unable to help herself, Arlo turned around.

There, in the doorway still left open after Celadon’s entrance, was Arlo’s mother, Thalo.

Thalo and Celadon looked eerily alike, despite the fact they were only first cousins. Her mother looked so much younger than her forty-two years, and with the same twilight-glow complexion, willowy height, russet hair, and lovely features as Celadon, it was a fair assumption to make that they were siblings, when in fact it was the High King and Thalo’s mother—the princess Cyanine—who were brother and sister.

Three other fae, sharply dressed and equally curious about these unusual proceedings, were gathered around the edges of the threshold, peering into the room. They quickly pulled up straight when they realized Thalo had drawn attention to their spying—most likely, they were the staff tasked with keeping this hearing private.

Councillor Larsen raised a brow.

No one thought twice about Celadon deciding rules were meant for other people, but from Thalo, who was the High King’s Sword—General of his Royal Guard—and Head of the Falchion Police Force, they expected a little better. “Until then,” Larsen continued gracefully, “we shall withhold her adult status in the Courts and allow her to continue as she has lived these past eighteen years—a probationary member of the folk and a spectator only in our affairs until her next Weighing.”

Thalo turned her focus back to Arlo, hope beaming through her otherwise guarded expression. “It’s Arlo’s decision,” she said. Her breathlessness spoke volumes.

“Yes,” said Gavin Larsen, Nayani’s husband and Seelie representative of Summer, looking nothing but amused by the proceedings. “And what is Arlo’s decision?”

What was Arlo’s decision?

The Council could erase her memories and she would walk out of this room as good as human for the rest of her unnaturally long life. That was the very opposite of what she wanted.

She could take the boon of common citizenship and allow her life to get on with itself as originally planned. She wouldn’t hold the glorious rank of fae, or be allowed to study at fae universities, or take a position in the palace any higher than general help. But she’d at least have a place in both her parents’ worlds, and with all her memories intact.

Or, this new third option: deferment.

Deferment meant she would have to prolong her adolescent purgatory, kept out of everything that was Court-related until the Council reconvened in eight years’ time, all for the prospect of full fae citizenship. And even if she did turn out to be fae, it would mean more secrets in her life and less contact with a world she didn’t want to lose entirely, but she would be accepted. She would no longer be a disappointment to the majority of the people she loved. She would be a recognized royal, allowed to live in the palace, and the full privilege of fae life would be hers to enjoy—the parties, the studies, the decadence, the respect…

But in Arlo’s opinion, there were only two paths her future could conceivably take. The Council was surely humoring Celadon and the possibility that he could make their lives miserable for what Sylvain had said. It was highly unlikely that Arlo was too fae to possess any magic right now. No matter how or what she and her family had tried over the years to coax it out of her, she’d simply never shown a hint of promise in that area.

But what if, her heart seemed to whisper.

What if…

“I choose to defer the Weighing.”

The decision burst from her mouth in the first firm declaration she’d made all day, speaking to a hope she’d long kept boxed away.

Councillor Larsen nodded her head, and the matter was so abruptly concluded it left Arlo reeling. “Deferment granted. The case for Arlo Jarsdel’s fae citizenship shall be heard again in eight years’ time, on this fifth day of May, by Arlo Jarsdel and only Arlo Jarsdel.” She paused to flash her gaze first at Celadon, then at the crowd by the door. “The Council dismisses the room. You are all free to go.”






CHAPTER 2 Aurelian [image: ]


THE LUMINOUS PALACE OF Summer was a spectacle of radiance. It was glittering stone and polished glass; it was elaborate, lifelike friezes and vaulted ceilings, many of them magicked to look instead like sunny sky; it was tremendous halls, gilded in gold and encrusted with so many pale jewels the palace was never truly dark, even at night, for the way their facets refracted light. But for all this splendor, never had Aurelian forgotten his first impression of this place… or the people who called it home.

The brighter the light, the darker its shadows…

“Forty-seven days—that’s all there is between now and the Summer Solstice, a celebration that falls to us, this year, to host. Every Head of every Court, including the High King Azurean himself, will be in attendance, and the Dark Star has set a bull troll loose in the foyer.” Riadne Lysterne, queen of the Seelie Court of Summer, spoke in a voice that was quiet as still water. There was no need to shout—every person in the room could hear her perfectly and was petrified by the stare she fixed on each of them in turn. “The staircase—destroyed. The chandelier—in pieces. The pillars, the fixtures, the floor, the ceiling—this entire place is in ruins, and so I repeat: who laughed ? Who thought this was funny? I will not ask again.”

Aurelian seethed internally. Most of the queen’s servants were sidhe fae, but she also had several lesidhe fae in her employment. Of course, there was no real visible difference between sidhe and lesidhe save for the fact that lesidhe all had varying shades and intensity of golden eyes. What set them most apart from each other was magic. Sidhe fae were tied to the elements of ice, water, fire, electricity, earth, stone, wind, and wood, but lesidhe magic was tied to aether, the force that held the entire universe together. Their power was most like what humans imagined of faeries. A lesidhe could wave their hand like a wand and command magic to all sorts of things like levitating objects, and weaving greater illusions, and wiping away messes in the blink of an eye.

Which meant that, even as she stood here terrorizing her staff, her disaster of a foyer was nothing that couldn’t be fixed by morning.

Pointing this out right now would be a grave mistake, though. Riadne was upset—she was fairly incandescent with it, the light she commanded as queen of Summer glowing in a visible halo around her—and in this mood, she could go from bad to worse with little instigation.

“Ah, sorry, Mother—that was me.”

If it weren’t for the fact that Riadne rounded immediately on her son, Vehan, and Aurelian standing behind him, he could have groaned. It had not been the prince who’d snorted and set off the Seelie queen’s temper, but Vehan Lysterne knew better than anyone else what this could turn into if left to spiral out of control, and was a noble fool, besides.

“Vehan.”

“Sorry!” Vehan raised his hands in immediate surrender. “Sorry, it’s just… it was you who told the other Courts that it was possible the Dark Star had something to do with all the ironborn dying lately, so you’re not actually surprised she retaliated, are you?”

They were nearing a dozen cases of ironborn turning up dead here in Seelie Summer territory alone. Murdered was putting it kindly. Mauled beyond visible recognition was a better description… scattered in pieces in various locations… no hint as to who could be the next target save that every victim was an ironborn child. The oldest they’d discovered had only been nineteen. Aurelian didn’t blame the ironborn community for their anger over the Courts’ lack of action. He didn’t blame them for turning to the only group of people who seemed to care, an illegal operation known as the Assistance. The faeries and fae and even other humans who comprised its ranks worked diligently to ensure every new case was made public knowledge and couldn’t be forgotten or covered up. It was the Assistance’s involvement that necessitated the recent meeting between the Fae High Council and the Heads of the Courts. In an effort to appease the community, the Council had gone with the High King’s unusually hasty decision to name the infamous Dark Star a possible culprit, as suggested by Riadne—but Aurelian suspected even the queen didn’t truly believe the Dark Star was involved.

It was funny how good the fae had become at finding their way around lies.

“You admire her.” If Riadne’s tone was any flatter, it would be concave.

“No! I don’t. It’s just that I don’t think she actually did what she’s been accused of, and if it were me, I wouldn’t be happy either. I mean, she is a menace. The Dark Star has been terrorizing the magical community for over a century now.… She does stupid things, reckless things, things that cost an awful lot to fix and, yes, things that have even led to others’ injury, but no one has ever died because of her. I don’t believe she’s the culprit. This wasn’t her. But—”

Once again, Aurelian suppressed his desire to groan. He knew where the prince was going with this conversation—what he was about to say next. Judging by the look on the queen’s face, she already knew as well.

“Vehan…,” Riadne warned.

“Listen to me!” Vehan begged. “There’s more going on than we’re seeing. This is bigger than handfuls of ironborn dying. You’ve heard the rumors, just like I have. Even the human police have started noticing that an awful lot of their street workers and homeless have gone missing. Someone is going around practically harvesting humans off the streets right here in Nevada—in Seelie Summer territory—and it’s connected. I know it’s connected. I just don’t know how yet. If you could just… talk to the High King, or let me. I know he’s forbidden our involvement, which is… really questionable, if you ask me. Why aren’t we allowed to investigate this? He’s always been so understanding, always been fair to his people. Maybe if he knew—”

“Vehan.”

The queen’s hand, viper-quick, darted to grab her son firmly by the jaw.

Aurelian twitched and almost stepped forward, which would have been a fatal mistake, a challenge the queen would be all too happy to meet; he caught himself just in time.

The relation between Vehan and his mother was subtle in appearance. Vehan looked much more like his late father, Vadrien, with his beauty and his suntanned golden complexion and stronger-than-standard build. Vehan’s hair, however—black as the holes that devoured space—and his eyes—so bright a blue they seemed to spark like the electric element he and his mother wielded, that magic that was native to the fae of Seelie Summer—both came from the queen, an ethereal fae of sharp angles and radiant yet forbidding beauty.

It was only in moments like this—standing opposite each other, locked in a minor battle of wills—that Aurelian ever saw such startling resemblance between the prince and his mother.

“That’s enough,” the queen continued. “I’ve had it to here with your conspiracies and your theories and your looking for trouble where trouble can’t be found.” Riadne drew to full height, glaring down her nose at her much shorter son. It was an expression so stern that most people couldn’t help but look away, and it was packed with all the intensity of the sun the Seelie worshipped. Vehan always lasted longer under that stare than Aurelian expected him to, but even his gaze drifted downward eventually. When it did so now, the queen continued, only a touch more gracefully, “I am proud of your bravery. I’m proud of your sense of duty to your people. It’s very rewarding, as a sidhe fae of Seelie blood, to see my son embody so much of what our people prize, but your obsession with following in the footsteps of our Founders—your endless desire to play the hero, to mimic their acts of chivalry and valor… I fear one day your noble intentions will get you hurt, my love.”

Riadne’s hand relaxed to glide beneath Vehan’s chin. She tilted his face up to meet her gaze and smiled down at him. “You don’t want to make your mother worry, do you?”

Vehan sighed, and Aurelian—relieved—knew Vehan wouldn’t press the issue further tonight. “No, I don’t.”

“Good. Put all this nasty business of human disappearances and ironborn murders from your mind. You’re just a child, Vehan. This isn’t your concern. We have so many other pressing matters to give our attention, besides—like my foyer.” She turned back to her servants, and however soft her tone had grown for Vehan, the look in her eyes was still lightning fierce. “Clean this up.”

She needed no threat to incentivize her staff.

“Yes, Your Majesty,” the room echoed back at her.

With one last glance at each of them, the queen turned and made her way back up the battered staircase she’d had installed upon her coronation—a feature famous throughout the Courts for being made entirely of pure, gleaming iron. Aurelian suspected Riadne enjoyed watching each of her visitors and staff pretend it didn’t sting a little just to walk them. “Don’t stay up much longer, Vehan,” she added over her shoulder. “You have school in the morning. If your grades fall for these antics, I will not be happy—with you, or your retainer.”

Years ago, Aurelian might have flinched at this comment. Not anymore.

“They won’t, Mother, I promise! I’ll go right to bed, don’t worry. Good night.”

Aurelian regarded Vehan as he watched his mother leave, the prince absently rubbing where she’d gripped his jaw.

“Do you know why I brought you here, Aurelian?”

No, Aurelian could never forget his first impression of the palace—nor the queen herself.

There were times he forgot how young the crown prince was—how young they both were. There were times Aurelian looked at Vehan and longed to take him away from this life—from the danger constantly around him. It pressed in from every angle: from the Radiant Council of Seelie Summer, hoping to turn their future king into their puppet; from the conniving aunts and uncles and cousins just waiting for him to give them a single opportunity to narrow down the Seelie Summer’s line of succession by one; from the other Seelie Summer royal families, looking for any way to knock the Lysternes off the throne altogether and claim it for their own.

There were times Aurelian longed to go back to the way things were between him and Vehan, to when they’d been younger and closer and so innocently intertwined—best friends who loved each other fiercely; to when Aurelian hadn’t yet known the worst threat to Vehan was anyone the prince was fond of, hadn’t yet known that Vehan’s own mother would take those people and turn them into knives against her son’s throat.

“I’ll give you a hint—it had nothing to do with your parents.”

As the queen was out of sight, tension drained out of the room, but the silence lasted a few moments longer. Then, “Thank you, Your Highness.”

It was Teron, a young pixie girl not much older than Aurelian but who’d only been here a year. She was shorter than Vehan, incredibly small-boned and slim, and while many faeries didn’t feel the need to flaunt their power by keeping glamours up inside human-free spaces as the fae did, Teron had gone to great lengths to keep her features human, her hair mouse-brown, wide eyes muted blue. Her pastel-pink skin and her wings, thin as spun sugar and lovely as stained glass, were the only evidence that she’d relented a little on a glamour that would take too much energy to fully maintain as long as the fae did.

Vehan turned around with a smile Aurelian didn’t have to see to know it packed more feeling than Riadne’s own had shown—a smile Aurelian missed being able to return. “No, no, you don’t have to thank me, Teron. I’m sorry. Mother’s in a bad mood lately.… There’s a lot of heat on her, what with the majority of the murders and disappearances happening here in our territory, and she really wants this year’s Solstice celebration to stand apart from all the others. The Dark Star better keep her head down for the next little while if she doesn’t want it mounted on the ballroom wall.” He laughed. Aurelian knew him too well to miss the awkwardness in it.

“I shouldn’t have laughed,” Teron replied miserably.

No, she really shouldn’t have.

Aurelian had seen the queen pin faeries to those iron steps of hers for lesser insults—had seen Vehan wear punishment for standing against kinder moods.

Teron owed the prince much more than her thanks, but Vehan wasn’t the sort of fae to capitalize on such debts—and that was the prince all over, much to Aurelian’s frustration. He was too damn good, too damn eager to take care of others, no matter the cost to himself.

No matter that Riadne saw this just as clearly as Aurelian did and used it constantly to her advantage.

“Ah, well, next time, try to save it for when she’s gone, okay?”

With a nod of her head and a bow that made her wings clip Vehan in the nose, Teron scrambled back to the others to help them repair the foyer.

Silence stretched once more between Aurelian and Vehan. Sighing deeply, Aurelian stepped up beside Vehan and nodded after the pixie girl now darting glances Vehan’s way. “That’s another you’ll be seeing in line to dance with you at the Solstice.”

“There are worse things in life than having pretty people think you’re charming.” He positively beamed at Aurelian. It was false cheer—something Aurelian didn’t buy for a moment—but even so, it was only thanks to years of practice that Aurelian was able to keep his show of indifference from cracking. He’d always been weak to the way a smile tugged at the prince’s full mouth. Something of his frustration must have leaked through, though, because next Vehan added, “What? Why are you looking at me like that?”

Aurelian shook his head.

It wasn’t uncommon for fae to Mature at eighteen—for them to come into their full power, for their aging to slow to a crawl, and their youthful human softness to start sharpening into true fae beauty once the initial weeklong phase of illness, mood swings, and temperamental magic passed—but Vehan’s had hit the very day of his birthday a little over a month ago. It had been more or less the same for Aurelian, whose own eighteenth birthday had passed back in January, with Maturity following a few weeks after. But Aurelian wasn’t the prince of a Court. He wouldn’t be walking into this year’s Solstice with marriage painted like a target on his back. There was no doubt in him that part of Riadne’s game this year was trying to use the Solstice to arrange the best union possible, and who didn’t want to play significant other to someone like Vehan Lysterne, already well-known for his looks and his kindness and princely demeanor?

A true prince of light, his people called him.

Aurelian wished he didn’t agree.

“Fine. Judge me in silence—I’m used to it.” Vehan sighed. A bit of his fake cheer melted away. There was clearly something on his mind.

“What?” Aurelian said before he could stop himself.

He was going to regret asking, but as Vehan’s retainer and steward in training, it was better to learn what was going on in the prince’s head now rather than later.

Vehan grinned.

He looked at Aurelian in that odd way of his, as different from the way everyone else here looked at him as he had from their very first meeting.

Aurelian Bessel was tall and lanky, a lesidhe fae born to Seelie Autumn parents, who’d moved here to Nevada from Germany when he’d been all of eleven. He was quiet, aloof, and exceedingly intelligent—a genius both in fae and human standards, all modesty aside, though his parents had tried very hard to dissuade him from the latter.

In his human glamour he was lightly tanned, with a delicate jaw, strong features, and dark brown hair shaved to stubble around his neck and ears. It was left longer on the top of his head and dyed a smoky lavender, and his current favored style was to sweep it toward his thick brows. Recent years had added piercings up the outer shell of his ears and an entire sleeve of tattoos, black and brown foliage etched in ink, the colors of his native Court. They covered his right hand like a glove and stretched all the way up from his fingers to his shoulder blade. It hadn’t been hard to find a faerie willing to do this, despite his being sixteen when he’d gone to them, but it had certainly earned him no small amount of grief from nearly every adult in his life and many of their peers, much the way the rest of him did… from everyone except Vehan.

When Vehan looked at Aurelian—looked at him, not simply turned attention his way—it was the only time Aurelian was ever caught off guard enough to let himself wonder what things might be like if he were… different; if he were a little less observant, a little less rebellious, a little more like what Riadne and her underlings wanted as partner for her son—pliable.

If only being that partner wouldn’t turn him into one more tool for control over Vehan.

“Oh… it’s nothing, really…” Vehan trailed off slyly.

Aurelian frowned. “Cut the wordplay or let me go to bed.”

“Well, you heard my mother, didn’t you?”

“Yes. She’s going to skin you and wear you as her dress for the Solstice if you distract any more of her staff. Are we done here?”

“Okay.”

Vehan said this too brightly. It had been too simple, and Aurelian felt a headache bloom in his temples. “What.”

“It’s just, we’ve been looking for trouble in all the wrong places…”

Aurelian didn’t require an explanation. “The Courts can track you now, you remember that, right? You’ve Matured. We both have. If you’re thinking of going somewhere we’re not supposed to be—”

“Aurelian.”

Aurelian glared at him.

“I am the Courts. And I agree. We’ve been looking for trouble where ‘trouble can’t be found.’ It’s time to start looking in places it can be.”

That grin of Vehan’s unspooled even wider, and Aurelian felt all hope of getting any proper sleep tonight unravel with it.






CHAPTER 3 Nausicaä [image: ]


IF THERE WAS ANYTHING Nausicaä had learned in the past 116 years on earth—and the almost 300 she’d been alive—it was that revenge was not a cure for pain, but exacting it did make her smile.

However irritated she still was that her name had been dragged into this “bunch of dead ironborn” business—she didn’t kill innocent people, thank you very much; there was already enough blood on her hands, even if she’d never regret certain stains—taking time out of her busy schedule to remind the Courts what she was about had been worth Queen Riadne’s expression when she tore into her precious palace foyer to discover a bull troll knocking around.

“The Iron Queen and the infamous Dark Star.” Nausicaä sighed, tilting her head to the starry sky. “Now, there would be a fight. Sucks we had to leave—I’m almost feeling an emotion about it.”

More than a century into her banishment and still Nausicaä had yet to satisfy her anger with her immortal family. She’d done numerous things to make them regret sending her here, to make them wish they’d sentenced her to Destruction instead.

She had her morals, the whole one or two of them that stubbornly clung to existence. Apart from her refusal to be the cause of any more unwarranted death, she also tried to keep out of dark magic if only because no one had done anything about her previous attempts. For zero reward, it wasn’t worth the hassle. But when she wasn’t trying to trick the magical community into revealing themselves to the humans they lived alongside or poke the Heads of the Courts to watch them buzz in agitation, she was baiting hothead deities by torching their already neglected shrines, defacing their once-glorious temples (now little better than curious tourist attractions), and stirring up trouble among their followers in an attempt to weave doubt in mortal belief—the one thing that sustained the deities and the one thing that the treaty of peace between the Immortal and Mortal Realms hinged on.

Her brand of chaos was exactly that: chaos; it wasn’t picking off the magical community’s children.

“But maybe it fucking should be,” she mumbled to herself, kicking a stone on the path where she stood, which led from the town behind her and into a vast, dense forest ahead.

They were already terrified of her, the mortals. In the rare instances she allowed them to capture her—less and less, as time wore on—just for a change of pace, it had been with the hope that someone would prove interesting. That someone would brave the violence and rot in her magical aura—a reflection of her mental state she didn’t care to examine—to look her in the eye and do something other than tremble, or cower, or declare her not worth the effort to reprimand.

A lost cause.

Maybe she should embrace what both the realms now thought of her… but that was a depressing line of thought she didn’t feel like venturing down, not at the moment, not with the happy memory of Riadne’s rage still fresh in her mind.

Turning to her partner in tonight’s crime, Nausicaä allowed her grin to spread wider. “You weren’t half-bad, you know? For a troll. Maybe I should team up with others more often…” She tapped her chin in a show of thought.

The troll standing across from her, looking around in confusion, had been the first exception to her lone-wolf rule in well over fifty years. She didn’t like working with other people—other people were complicated, and everything seemed to be about feelings with them. Nausicaä didn’t have room in her life for that nonsense. Besides, she’d had friends—many of them, once upon a time. She’d been well-liked by her immortal people before everything that had happened after Tisiphone’s death. A lot of good that had done her in the end, and good riddance, really.

But trolls were stupid—bull trolls especially.

This one in particular clearly valued brawn over brains, towering over her own six-foot-two height somewhere off into eight feet tall. He was squash-faced, with skin the color of old, gray porridge, and every bit as lumpy. His yellowing tusks protruded from his mouth. Pointed black horns grew from his temples. He was big as he was strong, all too ready to take a swing at her when she’d arrived in his forest to forge their temporary union. No, Gar—at least, that’s what she made of the sound he’d made when she’d asked for his name—wasn’t going to try to make this anything other than what it was, and all it had taken to win his cooperation had been three cows and the promise he could smash a pretty building.

“Wrong.”

Nausicaä dropped her hand from her chin. “Say what now?”

“Wrong. Forest… wrong!”

The troll’s confusion had morphed into agitation. It wasn’t surprising; while Gar was leaps and bounds more intelligent than many of his brethren (the fact that he cared enough to learn words in human English was proof of that fact), popping him out of his home in the tucked-away town of Darrington, Washington, and whisking him all the way to Paradise, Nevada, then all the way home again, was definitely too much for so little brain power to process… and trolls had a tendency to lash out at things that overwhelmed them.

“Excuse you, it is not.”

The troll made a grumbling noise that sounded a lot like grating rock.

“Listen, this is the right forest. And before you get any big ideas there, pal, I’ll have you know your first shot was free, but if you take another fucking swing at me, I’ll—”

“No. Not wrong forest. Forest! Forest is wrong.”

Nausicaä paused, then looked around.

Darrington sat in a cradle of snow-capped mountains and emerald forest wrapped around the city’s limits. It boasted no more than a handful of homes and necessary buildings. The air was rich and clean and fragrant with moss and wood, and the late hour meant there was very little movement apart from the rustle of leaves and the breeze that stirred them.

Nausicaä hadn’t been paying attention—she’d missed the signs of magic altogether, so naturally whimsical was this place under night’s veil. Plus, when she’d been banished to the Mortal Realm, the majority of her immortal powers had been stripped of her, as was the case for all who dared to come here uninvited. Her ability to sense magic was woefully diminished. But so concentrated was it in the air here that she now wondered how she had missed it.

Magic… It was there in that telltale tinkling, soft as glass chimes. It was there in that spark she tasted on her tongue and in the vibrancy of her surroundings. It was there in the deities-damned fog spilling over the cusp of the woods to swirl around her boots. The narrow strip of trampled dirt that stretched between a row of slumbering houses and Darrington High’s football field was barely wide enough to accommodate them, but it was about to get even more crowded if the tendrils of mist curling around her legs were what she thought they were.

“Changelings… What are they doing here?”

Most wrote these particular faeries off as tricksters too preoccupied with games to be of much use. The belief had once been that faeries would grow more resilient to iron if they were raised by human hands, and so some parents had disguised and swapped their offspring at birth for human children. In theory, when the faerie was grown, their parents would reverse the trade and neither would be the worse for wear. Except in practice, it all went to shit. Most of the children, both faerie and human, ended up dying. The ones who survived…

Magic had its rules, and woe betide anyone who tried to sidestep them.

The children, both faerie and human, were never returned to their families. In retribution for trying to outsmart magic itself, both were, instead, stolen away by it. Claimed and trapped forever in their youth and raised by the wild, nobody and nothing else were quite so connected to magic—pure magic—as these wayward wraiths of the woods.

If changelings were here in Darrington and mucking about, it was because something else had attracted magic’s notice. Something dark… something unnatural… something with great potential for upheaval. Nausicaä thought quite highly of her own proficiency in these areas, but she knew it wasn’t her they were swarming to tonight.

“But if it isn’t me…”

She looked back at the troll. Gar had shrunken a few steps back, and she couldn’t have that—as fun as it would be to set him loose a second time and prod the Seelie Summer hive again, a confused troll was dangerous. A scared one was deadly.

“To me, Gar,” she commanded, employing a bit of her former Furious tone.

Gar shuffled forward. “Forest… is wrong.”

“Yeah, I can feel that now. Don’t worry, handsome, I’ll walk you home.”

She flicked open her hand. In her palm, a ball of fire sparked to life. The flame was small—as weak as Nausicaä was herself, these days—but it was fire unlike anything this realm could conjure. Livid red and seething orange and boiling, furious gold, it was the element from which she’d been created by Urielle so many years ago.

She watched this ball of fire burn for all of a minute before returning her gaze to her forest.

Wrong, indeed. She might not be able to sense magical auras as profoundly as she once had, but regular odors she could smell just fine, and what currently lurked in the air’s undercurrent was one that even a human couldn’t miss—something heavy, rancid, like gore and sewage and dead fish left to bake in briny air.

It was disgusting… and familiar, now that she’d had some time to think. And if that thinking was correct, she hadn’t encountered an odor like this in… hells, since she’d been Alecto—too long.

But a Reaper…

The scant few left of their kind were long forbidden to come anywhere near Court territory, but here one was, skulking around smack-dab in the middle of it.

Interesting.

A former Fury and a Reaper—what if they could join forces? Reapers weren’t known for their temperance, and neither was Nausicaä, but the chaos they could inflict with each other’s aid… Would it finally be enough for the Courts to demand immortal interference? Would it finally be the deed that made her mother admit there was no reforming Nausicaä ’s ways?

It was dangerous. It was dark. It was a path Nausicaä had been avoiding to get her way—the one that ended in significant, innocent casualties—but if this realm was so determined to already smear her with that evil…

“I think this Reaper and I need to have a chat.”

She lowered her hand.

The flame in her palm lingered a moment in the air, then took on a life of its own. It floated to the space above her shoulder, swirling and churning and spitting out sparks like a miniature sun. The pool of light it spilled at her feet made the fog there flinch back.

Fog was the best indication of the presence of changelings; it was their favorite place to hide and execute their trickeries. The thicker the fog, the bigger the gathering, as went the general rule. Right now, the opaque mist swirling through the forest was dense enough to white out all but the first row of trees. Anyone foolish enough to wander into that mess deserved what they got—even the humans they often went against Court law to toy with would take one look at it and turn right back around.

Nausicaä plunged forward, stepping off the path at last and advancing into the forest. Gar followed behind, however reluctantly.

The fog retreated, parting around her light. Visibility was still limited, though, and trees kept popping at her out of nowhere, forcing Nausicaä to be way more careful than she usually was.

One step.

Two.

The first leg of her journey seemed to wear on forever and began to feel almost suffocating, with all that white pressing in on her from every side. There was no telling how far this fog stretched, nor indeed if it would let up at all or continue until she stumbled across what she was after. Her ball of fire and innate sense of direction could only take her so far, and while a bit of determination often saw her through to the other side of the changelings’ little games, this particular prank seemed to want to keep her.

“All right, listen.” She came to a halt—Gar and the fireball, too—and the fog inched closer. “What’s going on? I’m all for throwing around dramatic effect, but there’s an uber dark creature of terrifying death running around this forest, not to mention a Reaper, and I don’t get in the way of your fun, so what gives?”

For a moment, the fog remained unmoved. It sat around, swirling in place, very clearly listening but showing no sign of offering answers. Then, just as Nausicaä began to contemplate conjuring a few more fireballs, the fog began to thin. Little by little it drained from the air until, finally, all that was left of it was a vaguely damp, translucent haze.

She could only stare at what was revealed.

“Huh,” she breathed when speech at last overcame her surprise. “This is… new.”

It wasn’t just the changelings that had gathered. They were present, of course—one a mere step away. Nausicaä briefly took in the unmistakable pale green tint of his fawn-brown skin and the snaking twists of ivy that grew from the sharp flares of his little shoulders.

But there were others.

There were so many others. In all of Nausicaä ’s very long life, she had never encountered so many of magic’s children in one place. The crowd of them stretched far in almost every direction, faces of all shapes and sizes peeking out of and around the foliage and trees. There were centaurs, goblins, brownies, imps, and sprites. There were redcaps, with their crimson-stained hats and vicious scythes, which glinted in flecks of moonlight. There were kelpies dripping sodden weeds, lilies strangled in their manes. Littered throughout the branches above were crows that weren’t really crows at all, but sluagh—wandering souls of violent dead who preyed on those soon to die.

There were larger things too. Unnamable things. Things that had undoubtedly been calling this forest their home long before Nausicaä had even been born. She narrowed her eyes at the distance—something massive as a mobile hill stood still as silence too far away for mortal eyes to see. Their form was not unlike an overlarge, poisonous tree frog, all vibrant blues and yellows and greens, a crown of velvet antlers on their head and hundreds of glittering black eyes on their face. A freaking Forest Guardian, she would hazard as a guess, not that she’d ever before seen one to say for sure.

“Uh… okay, well, weird time to have a company meeting, but you do you, I guess. I’m going to… go. Gar, maybe it’s best you stick with these guys until I square things up with my Reaper. Thanks for lifting the fog, forest brats! Good luck with… whatever this is. May the force be with you.” She turned back around. There weren’t any faeries in front of her, no movement, either—just trees and misty gloom and a darkness unnatural even for this time of night.

And, of course, the glass-chime tinkling of magic, which now sounded to her a bit distressed.

One step.

Two.

Nausicaä didn’t have to look behind her to know the entirety of the forest’s occupants followed, however cautiously.

Another step.

Four.

She halted. Rolling her eyes, she whirled on her heels with every intention of snapping at her unwelcome entourage. But just as her gaze locked with the ivy-bound changeling from before, she realized at last what she’d missed.

Something else hung in the air, familiar and as tart to the taste as battery acid.

She almost couldn’t believe it.

“You’re afraid !”

This wasn’t some clandestine meeting of powers, some odd-sorts troupe of faeries drawn by curiosity and sport. This was fear. This was huddling together and hiding. She hadn’t noticed—fear was something Nausicaä inspired, it wasn’t something she felt. This wasn’t the first time she’d dared to wander into the depths of horror. It wouldn’t be the last. But everything here… this all against some measly one… Nausicaä wrapped her arms around her middle and doubled over in laughter. “Holy crap, you’re all afraid? Seriously? Of what? You can’t tell me none of you have ever met a Reaper before.”

It had to be what the Reaper was up to that made these faeries so uneasy, but that only made Nausicaä even more intrigued, even more excited to talk with it.

A shriek from deep in the forest rent the air—sudden, loud, and suspiciously delighted.

Nausicaä ’s laughter died abruptly. This was wasting her time. If she spent any longer with these terrified faeries, she wouldn’t be able to capitalize on their misfortune. Reapers had the ability to camouflage completely with their surroundings, almost to the point of turning invisible. And they were wicked fast, able to cross impossible distances in impossibly short bits of time—she didn’t want her hopeful business partner to get away before she could speak with it.

“Gotta go,” she clipped. “FYI: you’re all a bunch of cowards.”

A hand snagged her own.

She looked at the tiny green fingers that stopped her, then up at the face of the changeling to whom they belonged. The one with the ivy—Haru, he was called, if memory served her correctly. She knew several of these tiny disasters by name for how often she encountered them bouncing around the world. “I don’t have time for this.”

It’s dangerous, Nausicaä. Haru’s voice was a quiet, steady presence in her mind, incongruous with the mood around them.

“Yeah? Story of my life. I’ll live.”

Haru’s hand gripped tighter to hers.

I’ll come with you.

Nausicaä bit her lip against a swell of something that felt, again, too much like emotion, evoked by a memory she quickly repressed. Stupid forest kids… Tisiphone had always been fond of them, the way she’d been fond of anything she saw to be abandoned and alone. “Oh my gods, fine, but can we actually go now?”

The changeling nodded. Dirt streaked his green-tinged skin. His clothing was little better than tattered rags—dated now; it was rare that faeries left children to become changelings anymore, and Haru was one of the last from the time no one knew that’s what they’d become. The deep black nest of hair on his head was tangled with leaves, twigs, and carcasses of insects. Haru looked every inch a ten-year-old boy claimed by Nature, but Nausicaä knew better than to argue with a changeling’s conviction.

They set off at a run.

The fireball followed, and so did the faeries, a little more eagerly now.

It was much easier to traverse the darkness with the fog gone, and Haru seemed to know his way around better than she did. They moved at unnatural speed, weaving through trees, and in no time at all reached a clearing. Nausicaä would have barreled on in if it weren’t for Haru digging his heels into the dirt. The sudden stop wrenched her arm painfully behind her, drawing a snarl from her chest. She rounded on him, but all Haru did in response was stare over her shoulder.

They were too late.

The clearing was empty—of the living, at least. The Reaper was gone, leaving behind only carnage. Extracting herself from Haru’s hold, Nausicaä stepped through the trees. The scene was oddly beautiful (as much as it was also grotesque). The discarded limbs… the drape of lifeless bodies… the splashes of claret across a shadow-swallowed canvas of muted brown and green… It all made this into some romanticized painting of death.

The strewn little corpses were easily recognizable as changelings either foolish enough to intervene in what had happened here tonight or too slow to get away, but the epicenter of this terrible tableau was something else. Carving her way between the gore, Nausicaä crouched by the remains of a brown-haired teenage boy.

She doubted very much he’d come into the woods of his own accord. More likely he was chased by the very thing that had torn his limbs from his torso and cracked open the cage of his ribs, spreading them like a parody of wings. Reapers… They didn’t tend to go after humans. Their preferred prey were the folk—particularly folk who practiced dark magic. In Nausicaä ’s previous life, when she’d been a Fury and it had been up to her to police the use of such things, Reapers had been a signal they looked out for.

And perhaps that was why the mortals had been so keen to chase them away—less Reapers, less chance a Fury would catch you doing something you shouldn’t. Plus, Reapers were notorious in the community as faerie cannibals that had once been faeries themselves, now devoured and twisted by the same dark magic they’d dared to once use.

“Hang on…” Nausicaä examined the body closer. She couldn’t sense this boy’s magical aura by smell anymore, but it still had a taste on the back of her tongue—bitter and slightly metallic. “Are you… ironborn?”

She hadn’t been following the crimes she’d been accused of too closely—all that stuff about the ironborn murders. There was always something going on in the Mortal Realm—always some war, some disagreement, some atrocious act that only reinforced her decision to keep from getting too involved with humans or the magical community. What little she knew was thanks to the Assistance and their tireless efforts to keep this in circulation. And the state of the body before her? It looked an awful lot like every single case they’d reported so far.

“W-T-fuck?”

There was something on the boy’s chest, revealed under tattered clothing. Broken bones… coagulating blood… It was difficult to piece together the shreds of the body’s skin to make out what this symbol was, but something was stamped on his chest as though branded. Something that—in the back of Nausicaä ’s considerably large collection of random knowledge—struck her an awful lot like an alchemic array.

It wasn’t unheard of—she’d encountered many ironborn who still practiced alchemy in secret despite the laws that forbade that—but this array in particular… the bits she was able to match together…

Blowing out her cheeks, she reached over to close the too-young boy’s open, glassy eyes. Then, using her teeth to pull an elastic off her wrist, she tied back her shoulder-length, white-sand hair and plunged her hand unceremoniously into the young man’s chest.

What are you doing?

Haru was suddenly at her side, watching her rummage through organs with no small amount of curiosity.

Nausicaä angled a grin at him—the sort that would have made anyone else shrink warily back, but Haru merely cocked his head. “Spelunking.” With a sickening squelch, she pulled her hand back out, something too hard and smooth and cold to be a heart in her grasp.

Yet a heart it had been.

Now it looked more like a polished hunk of gray stone, twisted up in tubes, but at its core it glowed red and bright as a candied apple. The glow faded quickly, but it was proof that Nausicaä had been right.

This boy was ironborn. Her Reaper was behind these attacks—but it wasn’t the true culprit. Someone had to be using it, had teamed up with it as Nausicaä had intended herself, the trade of food for service too tempting for these starving creatures to ignore, because no solo Reaper would risk drawing as much attention as this, and holy effing shit. This stone in her hand… it wasn’t just the work of alchemy, it was…

“Put it down.”

Nausicaä froze. A few seconds ticked by. She took a steadying breath, clamped down on the immediate swell of fury that voice behind her ignited, then unfurled herself to full height. She turned around, petrified heart in her hand dripping blood, gore slathered up to her elbow. “Hello, Meg.”

How long had it been since she’d last spoken with her sister? Megaera stood before her, dressed in human glamour. Though not exactly blood-related—it was Urielle who gave them life, yes, but only by way of her magic—they were incredibly similar in appearance, with their matching gray-metal eyes, shapely, strong builds, and features sharp as knives. But Nausicaä was blond and suntanned gold, and wore combat boots, tight jeans, and a leather jacket, all of which was black. Megaera’s hair was long, the blue-black color of ink, and in her favored glamour of silver-ice skin, pale as a corpse, her only covering a purple slip of silk that highlighted every curve.

“Put it down and step away. You have no business here.”

There was nothing soft about Megaera’s imperious tone, however quiet it was. Even Haru had retracted a step from them, wary of the being who was tasked with making sure that the two realms of this universe followed magic’s laws.

Nausicaä grinned, tossing the heart she held in the air and catching it as it fell. “Why don’t you make me?”

Megaera’s face hardened ever further. “I am not here to play games, Nausicaä. Put down that heart and leave. I will not ask you again.”

“Mmmm…” She considered the heart she continued to play with and the barely contained disapproval on Megaera’s face. “Yeah, no. I think I’ll keep it. Say, did you know there’s been a murder in these woods?” She stepped aside, pulling a look of deep alarm, and pointed down at the heap of flesh and bone that had once been a boy. “It looks like a case of dark magic—isn’t your job to, like, look into that?”

She cocked her head, glancing back at Megaera, her smile nothing but innocent.

“Yeah, let me think… I’ve read something about this somewhere. The three Furies: Alecto, Tisiphone… Megaera. They police the realms and punish anyone they catch breaking the Three Principles of Magic.” She raised a hand to visibly count off the laws that had once been up to her to maintain. “One: thou shall not use magic to alter someone’s destiny without permission of the Titans. Two: thou shall not use magic to completely strip away free will. And three: thou extra super shall not use magic to bring someone back from the grave… or put them in one.” She paused to let a little of her ever-burning anger touch the edges of her mouth, curling it like the scorched ends of paper into something more resembling a smirk. “I’m feeling a bit of déjà vu here—you, me… a bunch of dead bodies. Hang on, let me light something on fire for old time’s sake—”

“Nausicaä, that is enough!” Megaera surged forward and took hold of Nausicaä ’s arm. The heart she’d caught only moments before fell to the forest floor, and if Nausicaä were the mortal she was halfway to being, the strength in those bone-slim fingers would have crushed her wrist to dust.

There was nothing kind in the cold depths of Megaera’s stare, no hint of warmth in her glacial expression… but then again, just as Nausicaä had been forged in flames, Megaera had been carved from ice. Even when they’d been close, there had never been much kindness or warmth between them.

“What is a philosopher’s stone doing inside this mortal child?” Nausicaä held her ground but abandoned her teasing at last. Wholly serious for what was probably the first time since coming to this stupid forest, she matched her sister’s glare with one of her own.

“I already told you.”

“This is unbelievably dark magic—what’s going on?”

“It’s none of your business.”

“We don’t come to the Mortal Realm to keep mortals from making poor choices—that’s part of the treaty, part of what allows us to keep our powers when we’re here. We can’t interfere, can’t take away the choice to fall, can only act once the deed violates the Principles. But this”—Nausicaä waved her hand at the boy’s body—“has happened before, and it almost cost this realm everything when just one of these things was created. And this time, even after several murdered ironborn, there was not a single word from the Immortal Realm to warn this one? The mortals are playing this off as the work of a human serial killer, Meg!”

Megaera’s eyes narrowed. “You are not one of us. There is no we anymore, Nausicaä.”

It was almost as though the entire forest stopped breathing—the critters, faeries, and trees alike. There was silence, and then there was this.… Nausicaä worked harder than she’d ever admit to keep her face from showing the pain and loss she felt just from seeing Megaera again.

Good riddance, she reminded herself. You don’t need any of them.

“This is big, Meg. Please tell me you’ve at least told the High King.”

The dreadful not-silence lasted a full minute longer; then Megaera released her hold. She said nothing. Only bent to fetch the iron-boy’s heart and return it to his chest.

I can take you to find your answers.

Megaera stood. Nausicaä turned to Haru, but not before she caught a glimpse of what was almost curiosity in her sister’s watchful gaze.

“You know what that is?”

She pointed to the ironborn—to the thing inside him that was now more stone than heart.

Haru nodded.

“You heard my sister—this isn’t my business, and to be perfectly honest, I don’t actually care. My field of fucks to give to the mortals and their problems? Barren, burned, and salted. But… let’s say I was really curious to know where that Reaper might go. Let’s say it might be interesting to know who’s behind this bit of ambition. Eternity is a very long time, and a girl gets bored, so I’d be in your debt, if you could point me in the right direction.…”

Faeries were all about debt. There was no such thing as a gift or good deed where they were concerned. A favor done meant a favor in return. It was a foolish bargainer who left the particulars vague, because what faeries loved even more than racking up debts was warping them into a geas—those promises imbued with magic that would result in great torment if those particulars were not met.

Nausicaä didn’t bind herself to debt for just anything. Haru would be one of an extremely rare few who could call in a favor with the former Fury.

He turned his head to look past her, obnoxiously insensible to the great honor he was about to receive.

Other changelings crept from the woods now that they saw it was safe to do so. They made for their fallen, to remove them from this scene before it was inevitably discovered.

“I’m… sorry about your friends,” she said, a little awkwardly, noticing where his attention had drifted. It earned a snort from Megaera, probably unable to believe the comment was genuine.

My family.

Nausicaä swallowed around an infuriating emotion that was once again trying to be acknowledged. “Yeah. That.”

If I take you where you need to go, will you help?

“Help? That’s… not really what I do—help people. Not really my thing. And I was kind of after this Reaper to stir up trouble of my own, so…” This escalating situation wasn’t something she wanted any part in.

You’ll help. I’ll take you.

“What?” Nausicaä looked up from the ground, where her thoughts had pulled her gaze. Changelings were smart—they were also prescient; she didn’t like where this was heading.

I’ll help you now, and you’ll pass that help on. Those are the terms of my trade—I already know you’ll accept.

“Oh yeah? And to whom am I providing this service, exactly?”

You’ll know when you meet them.

Haru extended his hand, the ivy around it writhing.
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